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FOR AMANDA DAVIS,
who is dearly missed

I have lost friends, some by death . . . others through
 sheer inability to cross the street.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF

PRAISE FOR The Friend Who Got Away
“I devoured the book—and yelled at it—in one emotional binge that brought images of faces long banished from my own life popping into my mind . . . [The Friend Who Got Away] creates a road map leading to one powerful conclusion. Girls break up with other girls for precisely the same reasons that they break up with lovers and spouses: tussles over money, politics, religion, ethnicity, an inability to commit, betrayal, infidelity, growing out of each other.” —Rebecca Traister, Salon.com
“Immensely enjoyable.” —Village Voice
“[A] poignant compilation of essays about female friendships that have ‘blown up, burned out or faded away.” —TimeOut Chicago
“Whether it’s over a man, borrowed money, or simply growing apart, twenty female authors demonstrate how friend splits can be as powerful as romantic ones—and frequently way more devastating.” —New York Post
“Sure to strike a nerve. The emotional impact is only part of the painful pleasure of reading these stories. They have, after all, been conceived by women who know how to weave a hypnotic web.” —Pages
“Happenings both small and cataclysmic enrich and define this essay collection. This is a fine bunch of diverse recollections.”
—Seattle Times
“The Friend Who Got Away features enough heart-dropping anecdotes of friendships gone wrong to make us wish for the relatively minor misfortune of a knockdown fight with an ex-lover. Though the title alone is probably enough to make those of you who are not like us (boys) run far, far away, the well-written stories from heavyweights like Dorothy Allison and Elizabeth Strout do justice to these literary catfights.”
—San Francisco Weekly
“Overall, the writing is fine and varied—essayists include Elizabeth Strout, Dorothy Allison, and Vivian Gornick—and there are enough differences in these women’s experiences to validate the subject matter.”  —San Francisico Chronicle
“The Friend Who Got Away cost me two nights’ sleep, rehashed accounts of every extinct relationship, conjured up nearly every minute emotion previously stashed away, and caused me to literally toss it on the floor . . . in other words, this book is painfully good.” —Powells.com
“A book to savor.” —Kirkus Reviews
“For the women who contribute to this thoughtful anthology, the end of friendship—no matter its cause—is often distressing, and that feeling always lingers. Yet such a bleak subject has yielded a trove of mostly inquisitive, mindful writing, a selection of personal pieces about a painful and fairly universal experience . . . [These] pieces are deeply affecting. Montaigne said friendship ‘feeds the spirit’; the same applies to this engrossing collection.” —Publishers Weekly
“They give us some of our greatest pleasures: the sharing of secrets, partnership in extreme silliness, kindness, and support beyond measure. When friendships between women go south, though, the pain and confusion—and even, sometimes, the relief—can be overwhelming. Full of women exploring the myriad ways in which friendship departs, this wonderful book is great news for everyone who’s ever loved and lost a dear friend.�—Ann Packer, author of The Dive from Clausen’s Pier
“Rife with the passion and pain, the sadness and glory and startling depths of women’s friendships, this book will grab you and shake you and spit you out, awed and chastened. But not before you’ve read every word.” —Cathi Hanauer, editor of The Bitch in the House

FOREWORD
Jenny Offill and Elissa Schappell
YOU HEAR THE name, and your heart starts to pound, your palms sweat. You catch a glimpse of a familiar face on the street and suddenly you find yourself sideswiped by memories better left forgotten. It may have been years since you last spoke, and yet it all comes back in a moment, the first giddy rush of talk, the shared confidences and sudden adventures, the certainty that your friendship could survive anything, and the startling heartbreak when it didn’t.
We all have one. A story about the friend who got away. A tale we replay on sleepless nights, turning it over in our minds, chastising ourselves for our cruelty or betrayal, our longing or jealousy. Sometimes we mourn the loss of a friend; other times we celebrate the break, but no matter what, we don’t forget it.
The loss of a friendship can be nearly as painful as a bitter divorce or a death. And yet it is a strange sort of heartbreak, one that is rarely discussed, even in our tell-all society. Tales of disastrous loves abound, but there is something about a failed friendship that makes those involved guard it like a shameful secret. Whatever happened to your friend? someone asks, and more often than not the answer comes back carefully crafted to give away nothing. We had a falling out. It’s complicated.
Why does the thought of seeing an ex-friend sometimes stop our hearts in a way that seeing an old lover doesn’t? Why is it so difficult to trace the arc of a failed friendship, to shape it into a recognizable narrative? Even country music, with its laundry list of heartache and longing, won’t touch it.
Perhaps this is because stories of lost love feel somehow universal. Behind each bad breakup or broken marriage there is a litany of complaints, such as infidelity, alcoholism, or bankruptcy, but no matter what the sordid details, the fact that a romance has failed is never all that surprising. That love can end suddenly, inexplicably, is the refrain of a thousand pop songs. No one expects anything less.
But friendship is supposed to be made of sturdier stuff, a less complicated, more enduring relationship. Because of this, the story of a breakup with a friend often feels far more revealing than that of a failed romance, as if it exposes our worst failings and weaknesses. After all, an ex-friend is someone who knew our deepest secrets and then vanished, someone we drove away or who chose to leave us. Often this person knows a self we have kept hidden from the rest of the world, a self we may have hoped to retire or to pretend never existed. The passing of time or an expensive therapist may make us believe that we can erase an unpleasant past, but ex-friends are nagging reminders that this is a false hope. They know our history, and they remember it. And for this reason they haunt us.
Among the threads that tie the stories in this anthology together are the surprisingly fierce emotions that are released when a relationship based neither on blood nor on romantic love is forged and then broken. Every close friendship offers the same fundamental thrill; someone has singled you out and chosen you, someone who had no obligation to do so. No wonder that when a friendship ends it feels like being cast out into the cold again.
There are countless reasons that friendships fail or end, but each broken bond feels deeply personal, as the pieces in this anthology will attest. In order to protect the privacy of others, some of the writers have changed names or small autobiographical details so as to allow themselves greater freedom to tell their stories. The result is that these essays represent the truth as each writer sees it. No doubt some of the people depicted in these pieces will dispute their former friends’ version of events. How dull it would be if they didn’t. The dizzying subjectivity of such emotionally charged experiences makes questions of guilt and innocence impossible to pin down with any assurance.
How much to trust their own account of events is something many of the writers in this anthology have grappled with in their pieces. Some have worried about the ambiguity of their final conversations or the haziness of their memories; one writer even conjured up the voice of her ex-friend, disputing and debating the facts as she tried to get them on the page. And two writers, once best friends, took the extraordinary step of telling both sides of their painful breakup, allowing readers to observe up close how a shared experience can be refracted very differently through the prism of emotion.
It is a measure of the complexity and difficulty of this topic that so many writers who were initially eager to be a part of this anthology retreated when it came time to sit down and revisit their lost friendships. Some fled out of guilt or fear of retribution, some because they were afraid to open the door to all that confusion and pain again. A few writers even began essays, only to find, somewhat eerily, that the friends they’d thought they’d severed ties with had suddenly reappeared in their lives, hoping for reconciliation.
In the end, because these stories of betrayal and loss and longing involve such revelation, the decision to tell them requires an act of faith in the reader, one we are very thankful the twenty brave and eloquent writers in this book have chosen to make.
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INTRODUCTION
Francine Prose
AMONG MY ACQUAINTANCES is a woman infamous for the stormy high drama of her female friendships. This woman and her dearest friends are almost perpetually embroiled in dramatic arguments, raging feuds, and tearful, bitter breakups. They part ways and spend months or years refusing so much as to hear the others’ names mentioned. Then, at last, something gives and inspires them to initiate remorseful reconciliations, to swear their undying loyalty, enjoy brief periods of grace, inevitably followed by more real or imagined slights, more betrayals, more accusations—and so the cycle begins again.
I’ve never quite understood why she would act that way with her friends, since it’s always seemed to me that theatrics of this sort are meant to be the exclusive province of love affairs. That’s why we have boyfriends, husbands, families—so we can behave like that. Our friendships are—or are supposed to be—our most uncomplicated, sustaining, and reassuringly reasonable relationships. Unlike our families, into which we’re born without being consulted, we can choose our friends for their many admirable and endearing qualities. Unlike our love affairs, into which we are drawn by all sorts of inchoate, mysterious, and often purely chemical forces, our friendships have to do with shared interests, lively conversation, and the certainty that our friends will care for us, wish us well, and be there for us when we need them most. And though the start of a new friendship can feel like the early stirrings of love—there’s a similar excitement, that same drive to find out who this new person is and to spend as much time as possible in her company—it often feels superior to a romance, or in any case far healthier, less disturbing, and more sustaining, free from tests of passion and fidelity, and the hurt feelings that result when those tests are failed. For unless we’ve reached that period of our lives at which we are ready to settle down, the first stages of a love affair are a bit like standing on the top of a mountain from which we can already see how things will end—most often, badly.
But when we begin a friendship, there’s no reason to believe that it can’t last forever. If our family ties are bonds that we cannot shake loose, if our romances are flames that suddenly flare up and just as suddenly die down, our friendships are steadily burning fires that we can remain beside, taking consolation in their comforting warmth and light.
But, as so often happens, experience has proved otherwise. The twenty searching and insightful essays in this collection have shown me how complicated these relationships can be—as if I didn’t already suspect it, as if I didn’t have my own legions of former friends from whom I’ve drifted away, from whom I have been separated by geography, life, and death, whom I no longer see but who continue to haunt me. Like former lovers, they are the ones whom, from time to time, I seek out on the Internet, in the phone directories of distant cities, in the faces I pass on the street. For it’s almost as if they still hold some Proustian key to the mystery of lost time, the answer to the question of who we were when we were friends, and of what has become of us since.
By focusing on the ways in which friendships end, on the sudden fractures or gradual diminutions that turn out to be as singular and various as the individuals involved, these essays explore the meaning and nature of friendship, the arc of these simultaneously unique and emblematic alliances, and all the complex and compelling reasons why we choose certain friends at certain critical moments in our lives. A number of these pieces deal with the ways we form youthful friendships at a time when we ourselves are only partly formed, and still see our friends as mirrors in which we desperately hope to glimpse a sharper and clearer, or simply more interesting, image of ourselves. Some address the ways young women’s friendships can at once express and mold their identities, and in the process help them to define who they are, and who they hope to become. And these narratives manage to convey all the pain and frustration of watching a friend move into a different world, or reveal a hidden self wholly unlike the dear, familiar person we thought we knew.
Lydia Millet’s essay “Flawless” concerns the sort of friendship we sometimes have with someone who seems to represent an ideal we long to resemble, an alternate and more pleasing alter ego until, at last, we realize that the other person is not only not like us but also not like anyone we would ever wish to be. The “flawless” freshness and fluency that the younger American abroad admires in the beautiful, worldly-wise Columbia graduate student turns out to be a kind of moral Teflon that permits the older woman to ignore an ugly truth for reasons of passivity, laziness, or simple convenience. Elissa Schappell’s “You’ll Be All Right” captures the particular thrill of finding that friendship can cross barriers of background and social class, of discovering that we can be friends with someone who seems very different from us or from anyone we’ve ever known. And it evokes the way in which a friend can appear at a critical juncture, like some heavenly messenger dispatched to tell us what we most need to hear—and then vanish from our lives. Katie Roiphe’s “Torch Song” not only allows us to recall a time in our lives when “people didn’t belong as absolutely to other people,” when the “barriers that in adult life seem so solid and fixed . . . did not exist,” but also a time when the urge to self-destruct melded seamlessly with the compulsion to test one’s powers, and when friends still seemed somehow replaceable, the least important factor in any equation that involved sex, and men.
Ann Hood’s “How I Lost Her” and Kate Bernheimer’s “Other Women” examine the dissolution of friendships even after age and sad experience have taught us that our friends are not in the least interchangeable or expendable. Helen Schulman’s “First in Her Class” looks at the tragic way in which death can at once strengthen, intensify, and ultimately even sever the bonds of friendship. Jennifer Gilmore’s “The Kindness of Strangers” is partly an inquiry into the ways that competition and personal ambition can sabotage a friendship and turn it into something not merely unfeeling but parasitic. Finally, Vivian Gornick’s “It Felt Like Love” and Beverly Gologorsky’s “In a Whirlwind” disclose the extremely important and seldom emphasized truth that women’s friendships are not restricted to girlish giggles and gossip, to shared beauty and fashion tips, but can have their bases in the intellect, in politics, and in a reasoned and adult view of the world.
What all these different voices and wonderfully various essays share in common is the ability to conjure up these lost friends with remarkable tenderness and veracity. And they frankly acknowledge something that is far too rarely talked about: that losing a friend is painful, even wrenching. A loss of this sort leaves a void that is impossible to fill, since it is impossible to recreate the quirks and qualities, the gifts and strengths, and even flaws, that draw us to a particular person, that move us to chose one person, rather than another, as our friend.
The loss of a friend upon whom the heart was fixed, to whom every wish and endeavour tended, is a state of dreary desolation in which the mind looks abroad impatient of itself, and finds nothing but emptiness and horror.
Thus Samuel Johnson wrote about the death of friends, but as these essays show, he could just as well have been writing about a loss that occurred through more ordinary and less tragic circumstances. The nature of friendship is, after all, as mysterious as the nature of love, and the stories of our friends—how we found and lost them, what they taught us, how they sustained and comforted us, or betrayed and hurt us—are among the building blocks from which we construct that wondrous, beautiful, and highly unlikely edifice which, for want of a more capacious term, we have learned to call the self.

TORCH SONG
Katie Roiphe
MY MEMORY OF Stella, at nineteen, is neither as crisp nor as detailed as it should be. It’s only with a tremendous effort of will that I can bring her into focus at all. She is wearing a complicated black outfit that looks like rags pinned together with safety pins, and black stockings, with deliberate runs laddering her legs. Her skin is translucent, the color of skim milk, and her matted, dyed blond hair looks about as plausibly human as the hair of a much loved doll. Under her eyes are extravagant circles, plum colored and deep. She always looks haggard. No one that age looked haggard the way she looked haggard. And yet, as one came to know her, that was part of her romance.
Stella was from the South. I remember her being from a trailer park, but it may have been a small, sleepy town. She had some sort of unspeakable tragedy in her background, which added to the quality of southern gothic she cultivated. In my picture of her, she is curled up on a mahogany windowsill, with a Faulkner novel, but in reality, she was one of those brilliant college students whose minds are clamoring too loudly with their own noise to read much.
On good days, Stella looked as if she were late to the most important meeting of her life; on bad days, she looked as if she were being hunted down by organized and insidious forces. She was also one of the most powerful people in our Harvard class. She was monumentally, conspicuously damaged in a way that was, to us then, ineffably chic. She had an entourage of followers and hangers-on, mostly men of ambiguous sexual preference whose mothers had given them exotic, weighty names like Byron and Ulysses. She had an authentically doomed streak that was to the rest of us, future bankers, editors, lawyers, future parents of one point five children, and mortgage holders, uniquely appealing. And the whole time I knew her she was writing something—a detective story? a play? a thriller?—something with a murder in it, I think, but whatever it was, it added to the impression that she was engaged in more important endeavors than the rest of us. She talked in the cartoon bubbles of comic book characters: “Oh ho.” Or “Jumping Juniper.” Or “Iced cold beverage,” or “Eek.” This was part of an elaborate, stylized defense, against the softness associated with sincerity.
And yet, the perfection of her cool was pleasantly undermined by an ambience of frazzled vulnerability. She was overweight, and had a flinching relationship with her own body. If you caught a glimpse of her coming down Plympton Street at dusk, you might mistake her self-deprecating shuffle for that of a homeless person. In retrospect, I can see that she was kind of wonderful looking, with her fabulous, disheveled gestalt, but at the time being overweight was an enormous, almost insurmountable, taboo. She had a great, pure throaty laugh, which went along with a child’s pleasure in the smallest things. I can see her clapping her hands in delight over a chocolate sundae or a gardenia-scented candle.
She was one of the few girls at school that I could talk to. We would sit on her bed and chatter for hours. She would smoke insane amounts of cigarettes. I would drink insane amounts of coffee. In the background a scratchy Lou Reed song called “Waltzing Mathilda” might be playing; a song which for some reason we couldn’t get enough of. It was about a party interrupted by the inconvenient discovery of a female corpse.
Over the years the sting of what happened between us has died down to an anecdote repeated at cocktail parties, where I had found it could be interesting sometimes to reveal something odious about yourself. “Will you listen to how you sound?” I can hear Stella saying. “It’s still all about what a colorful character you are, isn’t it?” In my mind her voice is perpetually and sharply sarcastic, which it wasn’t always. There was plenty to Stella besides her considerable satiric gifts. But that is, after all of these years, what remains.
Stella’s one conventionality was that she was in love. The boy in question was very tall and very green-eyed. He wore ripped jeans and fake gas station attendant’s shirts, and was a Buddhist. He had a funny, fluid way of moving his long arms and legs that was attractively effeminate and moderately vain. And he had elegant, sharply arched eyebrows that gave him the aspect of one of the wickeder Greek gods. I won’t bother to say what his name was because he could have been anyone, and his specific personality, which was fairly annoying in a number of specific ways, would only be a sideshow and a distraction. I knew the night I met him and Stella that they both were and weren’t together; both facts were equally apparent after being around either of them for five minutes. They orbited each other, but anxiously. They spoke the same weird patois, a mixture of baby talk and archness. (“Who was that female person you were talking to?” “I don’t know to whom you are referring, doll.”) They seemed, if anything, like a brother and sister engaged in some kind of incestuous love under the magnolia trees of an old plantation.
The secret was that Stella and the boy sometimes slept together. In retrospect, I can’t think why it was such a secret, unless it was the boy’s vanity that demanded they remain officially unattached. Their spotty, intermittent affair depended on him not seeing a more conventionally pretty girl, and was extremely damaging for Stella, who remained in a state of dramatically heightened jealousy at all times. There was a whiff of scandal to the whole thing, which came, in a world where surfaces were everything, from their being so mismatched in looks.
In other words, it was hardly an ambiguous situation. There was, Stella would later point out, no shortage of boys: there were boys with prettier eyes or a more refined knowledge of Proust; boys with more original neuroses, and less saccharine forms of spirituality. But the fact is that attractions are contagious. I spent hours sitting at “Tommy’s Lunch,” drinking lime slushies and listening to Stella take apart the peculiarities of his character; hours listening to her fits of jealousy over the irresistible odalisques sprawled across his dorm bed. This is what happens when an overly intelligent woman brings all of her talents to bear on an infatuation: Without either of us realizing what was happening, she somehow persuaded me of his attractiveness.
My flirtation with the boy, if you could even call it that, was beyond furtive. The three of us were often together, and he and I behaved toward each other with an irreproachable mixture of mannerliness and hostility. He came to visit me alone once when I was sick and brought me magazines and orange juice. Our conversation was innocent bordering on banal. I think we talked about the declining quality of the cereal selection at breakfast. Neither one of us told Stella about the visit.
And yet somehow we both knew. It was as abstract and agreed upon as an arranged marriage. I felt it when I stepped into the cool morning air, and gulped down a milky cup of coffee before class. I felt it when I walked next to the slate-colored river, watching the shallow crew boats skim the surface. It was with me, in other words, all the time: a low-grade excitement about this boy I barely knew. From this distance in time, this may be the most foreign and inscrutable part of the story: the attractions that could at any moment flare up and end your life as you knew it.
At this point I may as well offer a slight, very slight, argument in my defense: people didn’t belong as absolutely to other people then. There was a kind of fluidity to our world. The barriers that in adult life seem so solid and fixed, literal walls defining your apartment, your bedroom, did not exist at that age. You listened, for instance, to your roommate having sex; you slept easily and deeply on someone else’s couch; you ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner with everyone you knew. And somehow nothing was quite real unless it was shared, talked about, rehashed with friends, fretted about and analyzed, every single thing that happened, every minute gradation of emotion, more a story in the process of being told than events in and of themselves.
Over the summer the boy came to visit me in New York. I remember him standing in the doorway to my room, grinning, with an army green duffel. Had we pretended it was a platonic visit? It seems far-fetched that he would have come all the way from New Hampshire to New York to see a casual acquaintance, but I have a feeling that was what we told ourselves. We climbed up to the roof of my parents’ building and watched the boats go by on the Hudson, the sun silhouetting the squat water towers a dark silvery green.
I am aware, even now, of some small part of me that would like to say that it was worth it, some adolescent, swaggering side that would like to claim that the sexual moment itself seared the imagination, and was worth, in its tawdry, obliterating way, the whole friendship. It was not.
Of the act itself, I remember almost nothing at all. It seems that when one is doing something truly illicit, not just moderately illicit but plainly wrong, the sex itself is forgettable. The great fact of the immorality overshadows anything two mere bodies can achieve. All I remember is that he was gentle, in the way that sensitive boys were supposed to be gentle. He brought me a warm washcloth afterward, which sickened me slightly, and embarrassed me.
Stella, red pencil tucked behind her ear, would notice that I haven’t described the actual seduction. That I’ve looked politely away from the events, because they are incriminating and, more important, banal. I wouldn’t want to debase my great betrayal, my important, self-flagellating narrative with anything so mundane as what actually happened. That’s how she would see it, anyway. Two people taking off their clothes, however gloriously wrong, are, in the end, just two people taking off their clothes.
But really, the problem is that my mind has thrown up an elegant Japanese folding screen, with a vista of birds and mountains and delicate, curling trees, to modestly block out the goings-on. And it does seem after all of these years, that a blow-by-blow would be anticlimactic. I can say, in a larger sense, what happened, which is this: I didn’t care about him, nor did I delude myself into thinking that I did. I had enough sense to know that what I was experiencing so forcefully was a fundamentally trivial physical impulse. And that’s what makes the whole situation so bewildering and impenetrable. Why would one night with a boy I didn’t even particularly like seem worth ruining a serious and irreplaceable friendship?
I suppose, in accordance with the general and damaging abstraction of those years, I was fulfilling some misplaced idea of myself. I was finally someone who took things lightly. I thought a lot about “lightness” then. Even though I wasn’t someone who took things lightly at all, I liked, that year, to think of myself as someone who did—all of which raises another question in my mind. Was at least part of the whole miserable escapade the fault of that wretched Milan Kundera book everyone was reading, The Unbearable Lightness of Being? That silly, adolescent ode to emotional carelessness, that ubiquitous paperback expounding an obscure eastern European profundity in moral lapses? The more I think about it the more I think it’s fair to apportion a tiny bit of the blame to Mr. Kundera. (Here Stella would raise her eyebrows. “A book forced you to do it? How literary of you, how well read you must be. . . .”)
I suppose, also, in some corner of my fevered and cowardly brain I must have thought we would get away with it. I must have thought we would sleep together once and get it out of our systems. It turned out, however, that the boy believed in “honesty,” an approach I would not have chosen on my own. He called Stella at the soonest possible second and told her. It was not hard to imagine the frantic look in Stella’s eyes when he told her. Stella looked frantic when she had to pour cornflakes in a bowl. I hated him for telling her. I couldn’t bear the idea of her knowing. Strangely enough, I felt protective of her, as if I wanted to protect her from the threat of myself.
I don’t think I grasped right away the magnitude of what I had done. It felt—thanks to Professor Kerrick’s Representations of Anomie in Twentieth-Century Art—like waking up in the middle of a René Magritte painting and finding tiny men with bowler hats suddenly falling from the sky. It didn’t make sense, even to me, and I was startled, in a way, to find that it was real. To have the boy in my house the next morning, wanting coffee, and to have his soft blue-and-green flannel shirt spread out on my floor, was for some reason extremely startling. Cause and effect were sufficiently severed in my mind that I had not apprehended the enormity of the betrayal. In the light of day, it seemed a little unfair that I couldn’t take it back.
I don’t remember if the boy called Stella from my house, or if he waited a few hours and called her from a phone booth in the train station. I do remember him reveling in his abject abasement. I couldn’t believe how much he reveled. He was, among other things, a religious nut. But back to Stella. It’s funny how even now my mind wanders back to him. This man I did not even delude myself into thinking that I cared about. This man I did not even like.
Stella, needless to say, was furious, mostly at me. I’ve noticed, in these cases, one is always furious at the person of the same sex, and one always finds the person of the other sex contemptible yet oddly blameless. To further complicate things, Stella and I were supposed to be roommates in the fall. This made everything infinitely worse: undoing our roommate arrangements proved to be more arduous than one would think. We had to disentangle ourselves officially in the eyes of the bureaucracy, and on paper: it was like getting a divorce.
Before I go any further maybe I should say something about self-destructiveness in those years. That warm July night, there was the pleasure of destruction, of Zippo lighters torching straw huts, of razing something truly good and valuable to the ground; there was the sense, however subliminal, of disemboweling a friendship. I remember filleting fish that I caught with my father on the docks, and seeing liver, kidney, roe splayed open on the slick wooden docks, for all to see. There was something thrilling and disgusting about it. Tearing open my friendship with Stella had the same effect. I felt sickened. I felt the freeing thrill of ruining everything.
And then again, it may be deceptive to talk about this whole phase of life in terms of feeling. Maybe the problem was the absence of feeling. Maybe the problem was a kind of annihilating rage that swept through me. Maybe I did what I did because, at that age, I couldn’t yet feel the way I wanted to feel, the way Stella felt, about a man. A few lines of Wallace Stevens were starred and highlighted in my Norton anthology: “Knows desire without an object of desire, / All mind and violence and nothing felt . . . / Like the wind that lashes everything at once.”
From this vantage, the story is quite chilling. I would like to say something in my defense, but what could I say? This is, by its very nature, an act that cannot be defended. I will say that my sense of morality shifted, that the last remnant of childhood, that last puritanical streak of self-righteousness, vanished, that I learned to be less rigid, because you never know. Fundamentally nice people have done deplorable things in their pasts. Fundamentally deplorable people change.
One could say that the seeds of the end of my friendship with Stella were embedded in the beginning. I met both her and the boy at once after all; and I may have been attracted, in a way, to both of them at once, to the impossible triangle as it was being assembled. Stella may even have known, on the long nights the three of us spent together sitting around her fireplace, him slumped down on a chair, long legs gracefully crossed, listening to the whine of the Velvet Underground, that she was creating a problem; the temptation was that rooted, that inherent in the situation.
But back to the girl standing next to a tall boy by the water towers. The seconds before she leans into him, or he leans into her. The sky a glowing navy blue. How would the girl herself have explained? I am afraid that she would have come out with something like “It felt like the right thing.” (I can hear Stella launch into this one: It felt like the right thing. Of course, it felt like the right thing. But did you stop to think for one second in the midst of all of this exalted feeling?) I am aware of how feeble this sounds, how predictable, how mundane, but I am trying to be as accurate as I can. In the moment it felt like one of those exceptional situations that rises above conventional morality, “in the moment” being another of those phrases one heard all the time back then. In the moment one is not thinking; in the moment the physical takes precedence; this is, of course, the businessman’s excuse with his secretary; the politician’s excuse with his intern; the tired cliché, in fact, of every single adulterer with the gall and the paltriness of spirit to try to explain themselves, and yet it is true: in the moment, it did not feel as if there was a choice.
Afterward I tried to wheedle my way back into Stella’s affections. I had great faith in my wheedling back then. I wrote her a series of elaborately contrite letters. I remember quoting Auden in one of them: “In the deserts of the heart / Let the healing fountain start.” But the heart remained a desert, as it tends to. Ornate apologies, overly flowery expressions of the self-contempt I did, in fact, feel would not do. This, of course, is because nothing would do.
As it turned out, my efforts to explain myself bothered Stella to no end. I think, in retrospect, that all she wanted me to do was accept responsibility. I think the whole conversation about what happened exhausted her. Who cared why or how from her point of view? Who cared what particular frailties of character led me to be vulnerable to this sort of thing? What matters in the end is the irrevocable act. Even if I was able, through sheer force of will, to create a little ambiguity in a wholly unambiguous situation, there was something insulting, finally, about doing it. My impulse, it seemed, was to take the whole thing apart like a car motor, to take out the pieces and look at them together; of course, if I could engage her in this process, if I could get her to look at each one of these oily mechanisms with me, then I would be part of the way to regaining our friendship. It is the two of us doing something together, however awful. Stella, in her own way, sensed this and refused.
As for Stella, she hated me with aplomb. It was not a partial or forgiving hate. It was a deep, ardent hate. It was so seductive, this hate, that it pulled in other people who hated me too. Stella’s emotions were charismatic that way. There were whole tables in the dining hall I had to avoid.
One could ask if I really wanted to save the friendship. I admit that I might not have. I admit that there may have been something in the friendship that was crowding me. Why else would I have done it? Why else did I have so few close women friends in the first place? I have four sisters, and it may be that I already had such an abundance of intense female love and ambivalence that my friendships with women seemed just the tiniest bit disposable. But this sort of psychoanalytic thinking has its limitations, especially when it comes to a nineteen-year-old. Because there may have been something entirely accidental in the crash-up of the friendship; it may have been a random act of violence, like someone taking out a gun in a school one day and shooting a secretary to the principal. It might have been that same sort of stupid, senseless act.
I remember once when I was five my class was going on a trip to Staten Island on a ferry. I had been looking forward to this trip for weeks, had in fact, drawn several pictures of the boat and stuck them to the refrigerator. The morning we were leaving, I had the signed permission slip from my parents. I had my cheese sandwich packed in a paper bag, and my cardigan buttoned over my school uniform. And yet, when we got out onto the boardwalk, the wind blowing from the East River, holding hands in twos, like the little girls in the Madeline books, something happened. I started crying. The teacher stooped down, and I told her I had a stomachache. I told her, in fact, that I was about to throw up. I was sent home, and I missed the boat ride. Why had I done it? My mother asked, somehow knowing that I was faking. But I didn’t know why. I sat at home miserable by myself, thinking of all my friends floating away on the deck of that lovely boat: it was my first purely anarchic moment of self-sabotage.
But then again, there are reasons that I could go into. There are myriad possibilities as to why I would do something so patently absurd: I could go all the way back to Teddy Fairchild, the first boy I liked, with shoulder-length corn-colored hair, who left a bag of Russell Stover hard candies in my locker at camp, to my enormous shock, and then, at the end of the summer, never answered my letters. Or Henry Powers, who had caffe latte colored skin and dark curls, and decided, after our idyllic romps through the dunes in Nantucket, that he would rather play with boys. If I wanted to I could delve further into the great gaping insecurity that is always responsible for this sort of bad behavior: when I was thirteen I was dangerously ill, and in and out of the hospital for a year. By the time it was clear I was going to be alright, I weighed sixty-two pounds, my skin had a distinctly greenish cast, and clumps of my hair had fallen out in the front. While my friends were cultivating the usual romantic dramas, I was oddly removed. The boys I knew would confide in me their feelings about other girls, because the question of their liking me, or of my feeling like a possible prospect of their affections, was so remote as to not even occur to them. I read books, and resigned myself to not being part of the game; and this resignation, this astonishment that a boy would like me, lingered dangerously. It turned me, to be honest, into something of a monster for a little while. Somehow this feeling that I was outside the romantic comings and goings of my peers got mingled with the idea that I wasn’t going to live, that I was somehow outside of life. You can see where I am going with this. You can feel, in this explanation, the silent doctor nodding in the corner. So many years on the couch. So many exquisite explanations of appalling pieces of selfishness. And yet they are all true and not true; it may just have been a warm night and a beautiful boy.
If she were here now Stella would say that all of this analyzing, all of this cyclical, wordy remorse, all of this endless trying to understand, or saying I’ll never understand, all of this throwing up my hands in the face of human nature, or extolling the self-destructiveness of the age, is just another way of making this about me, rather than her. She would be right, of course.
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