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ordinary everyday things.” Instead she
told her diary what many of us tell our
friends — about her romantic yearn-
ings, "her sclf-doubts, the diffcrences
with those closest to her.

It’s a model of female confidences, the
immortal diary. “Dearest Kitty,” begins
one entry, “Mother and I had a so-called
‘discussion’ today.” But there's a certain
poignancy in the fact that Anne’s closest
confidant is paper and cardboard, inca-
pable of reciprocal conversation. Of
course, the diary is in many ways a
vehicle, a way for Annc to know herself,
which scems to be the end result of our
closest friendships after all.

There werce times, particularly when 1
found mysclf in 3 ncw and difficult role,
when I practically went trolling for “one
true friend” in the largcly male news-
rooms where 1 learned to be a reportcr,
in the ptaygrounds where 1 first took my
toddlers while trying to figure out how to
be a mother, in the hallways at school.
Book groups and play groups: We clcave
together. 1 only really understand my-
self, what I'm really thinking and fcel-
ing, when I'vc talked it over with my
circle of female friends. When days go
by without that connection, I feel like a
radio playing in an empty room.

By circle of friends | don’t mean a
group of women all connected to each
other, but all connccted to me. It's the
same with most of us, I think. Last
month | went to a birthday lunch for one
of my close friends; ranged around the
table were a group of women, many of
whom I had never met before but all of
whom 1 had heard about many, many
times. It was a meal of discovery — “Oh,
that's her — and her — and her, too.”
They were fricnds of my friend from
different times of her tife, just as I have
mine, from school and work and then my
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children’s scheols and my husband’s
work. In our constantly shifting lives,
our female friends may be the greatest
constant and the touchstone not only of
who we are but who we once were, the
people who, taken together, know us
whole, from girlfriend to wife and moth-
er and even to widow. Children grow
and go; even beloved men sometimes
seem to be beaming their perceptions
and responses in from a different planet.
But our female friends are forever.

Professor Gilligan says she thinks the
women’'s movement had something to
do with this, that it was when we began
to value what it meant to us to be female
that we were most able to be open with
one another about our real lives, not the
Hallmark card version, to rcveal the
aches beneath the apron, the bruises
beneath the business suit. “For a long
lime our conversations focused on rela-
tionships with men,” says Gilligan of her
own circle. “But soon we were talking
about everything. Our love lives, our
work, our angst. Times of crisis but also
just ordinary times and good times. It's
true closeness, true intimacy. The con-
versation lays the groundwork for a
deeper connection.”

But I suspect that sort of intimacy
predates the newest wave of feminism,
goes back further than we think. I
remcember my mother and her cousin
Gloria, my grandmother and her friend
Marion. I remember as a child thinking,
seeing those women in conversation
with one another, that it was like seeing
an iceberg, knowing that so much was
going on, had gone on beneath the
surface of that moment, the years, the
tears, the confidences. I read the leiters
of Victorian women, who, unencum-
bered by the sexual subtext that would
accompany it today, spoke the language
of love to one another and even shared
the same bed in what was most often a
gesture of emotional, not physical inti-
macy. The historian Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg says that close female
friendships wcre taken for granted a
century ago as a source of succor
superior to the joining of two disparate
parts in marriage. “Women,"” she wrote,
“who had little status or power in the
larger world of male concerns, pos-

sessed status and power in the lives of -~

other women.”

The first time I met Hillary Rodham
Clinton, during the 1992 presidential
campaign, she showed me a bracelet
she had just been given for her birthday.
Her nine closest women friends had
boughtit for her, and the initials of each
was engraved on the links. Later, during
the president’s first term, I agsked how
she managed to survive the maelstrom
and continual scrutiny of life in the
White House, and she showed me the
bracelet once again. It was her circle of
friends that kept her equilibrium con-
stant.

They were the people, she has said, to
whom she sent the manuscript of her
book to figure out how it could be
improved. “Hillary,” one said, “this is
like a beautiful garden with some
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wceds.” In a world in which she coulc
never tell whom to trust or how much
she knew her circle of friends would be
honest. She also knew they would be¢
kind. And she knew that when the going
got rough and tough, she could call on¢
of those women and get, not an instan!
analysis of how she should remake her
image, but first and foremost a sympa-
thetic ear.

Joanna Bull, who runs Gilda’s Club,
the support organization for people liv-
ing with cancer and their families, says
many of her support groups try to teach
the men who participate to learn intima.
cy and openness in a way that is intu-
ilive for many women and that comes

-from, and feeds, female fricndships.

“When [ was diagnosed with leukemia,”
Bull recalls, “it meant everything in the
world to me that there came from
across the country 10 women who just
nurtured me for the weekend. Some of
them I rarely saw in person and mainly
kept in touch with by telephone. Most of
them had never met one another. But all
of them wanted to come right away, and
they came to my house in California and
we sat in the hot tub and we ate and
drank and laughed and cried and talked
and talked and talked. I don't think 10
men would do that. Which is sad for
them.”

As the mother of two sons, I wonder if
our world of increasing gender equality
will chango that. My daughter has al-
ready begun to repeat the patterns [
remember so well from my own girl-
hood: the little knot of girls in one corner
of the schoolyard, trading sentences as
though conversation were a contact
spori; the cycle of best friends and
betrayal, complete with tumultuous
tears and favorite possessions gladly
given away; the conslant analysis of
clagsroom personal relations, as though
between math and reading she had also
studied group dynamics. And my boys?
Well, when the eldest is on the phone for
a long, long time these days, chances
are that he’s talking to a girlfriend.
Maybe the friendship circles of years to
come will be more polyglot than those of
my {riends. Maybe he will never say to
his wife, “What do you two find to talk
about every day?” because he will have
learned what there is to talk about from
his own circle of female friends.

What do we find to talk about? Well,
let’s see: Kids. Hormones. Living-room
drapes. OJ. Simpson. Madonna.
Movies. Books. Clothes. Politics. Men.
Melrose Place. Sadness. Happiness. Ag-
ing. Loss. Breast cancer. Cosmetic
surgcry. Black bean soup. Pot pie. Love.
Piece by piece, we stitch the world
together into something we can work
with, something with which we can
cover ourselves against the cold nights.
I don’t know what in the world 1 would
do without them, for advice, for comfort,
for simply knowing that there is some-
one out there who knows me as | am,

and loves me despite and because of it.
I've never been in therapy, and maybe
they are the reason why. We talk. thore-
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