
relationships

Circle of 
friends
As we grow, they come And 

go. For women, thAt’s the 

wAy the world goes round

 Recently, a childhood friend 
sent me one of those emails filled with images that take you back to 
being a kid in the 1970s: Holly Hobbie in her giant bonnet, the Solid 
Gold Dancers all shiny in their spandex, and Leif Garrett smiling 
from the cover of Tiger Beat. I still get the odd email from Marla, but 
we live in different cities and I’ve seen her only a couple of times in 
the last couple of decades. 

When we were 10, we used to trudge the six or seven blocks 
home to her house for tuna-fish sandwiches almost every lunch 
hour. During those long walks in cold Edmonton winters, I thought 
she would be my Best Friend Forever. But some 30 years later, our 
closeness is as distant a memory as my crush on Leif Garrett.

And that’s okay. Through the years, new cronies have come along 
almost as often as new crushes, women who have offered compan-
ionship, support or just plain fun. Most of the time, we’ve been able 
to jump right in and start swapping confidences immediately. Men, 
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circle oF Friends

relationships

on the other hand, seem to spend eter-
nity discussing nothing but golf swings 
and goaltenders.

We typically make less money than 
the guys, but we’re far richer when it 
comes to our friendships. Our innate 
skill for connecting with other women 
carries us through from grade school 
to grey hair.  And what we discuss — 
and whom we choose to discuss it with 
— grows as we do.

tween to teen: 
JeAns And Friends thAt Fit
As kids, we picked pals who were just 
like us. We wore the same jeans, we 
liked the same music, we liked the 
same boys. And we had the same hair 
(although I seemed to be the only one 
with curling iron burns on my neck 
from doing the Farrah Fawcett flip). 

Over the years, you inevitably move 
on from these friends, but you still call 
each other on birthdays because they 
are a part of you. Literally, in the case 
of Lesley. There’s the scar on my fore-
arm from her fingernails in Grade 6 
after I unfairly called her Stuffy — 
think bra — once too often. I got the 
scar on my left index finger a few years 
later, when a beer bottle exploded in 
the case I was hauling as we ran to hide 
the beer from her dad.

university And Beyond: 
Beer And vAlues 
In university, you form new alliances 
around ideas. Of course you still spend 
a lot of time talking about who “likes” 
whom, but you also debate the finer 
points of literature. You stretch your 
mind with heated discussions over 
pints in the campus pub, you hold back 
her hair as she empties her stomach. 

You’re discovering that life is col-
ourful, but at this age, your opinions 
are etched in black and white. I recall 
one budding friendship with a fellow 

student in a Toronto bar one after-
noon; the topic of abortion came up 
and an invisible two-inch Plexiglas 
came down between us. We moved on 
to another, safer subject — the cute guy 
in our English class — then finished 
our drinks and never hung out again. 

But when your world views don’t 
clash, you can become lifelong buds. A 
conversation over french fries about 
sex started a decades-long bond. An-
other cherished friendship began when 
I was a young reporter in a new city. I 
noticed another journalist who, like 
me, was rolling her eyes at the politi-
cian at the podium. As we left the news 
conference, I invited her for dinner.

FAmily yeArs: Friends 
oF convenience
When the husbands and babies show 
up, new friendships become like dia-
per bags: They have to be both useful 
and convenient. All new alliances are 
viewed through the prism of parent-
hood. You scope out other women at 
preschool for potential play dates and 
carpool partners. You ask two basic 
questions: 1. Do the kids play well? and 
2. Does she drink red wine? Some of 
the friendships that are formed for con-
venience and companionship last a life-
time; others end with the school year. 

Occasionally you score and become 
family friends; all of you love all of 
them. But that can mean older friend-
ships are usurped. Your guy can’t stand 
her guy or her kid beats up your kid. So 
you don’t hang out much (at least until 
the guy and/or the kids are gone). 

todAy: Friends 
Just For you
Later, when your kids are taller than 
you and your burning questions focus 
more on the meaning of life than what 
to cook for dinner, you start picking 
new friends for you alone. You don’t 

have to enjoy their kids, their husbands 
or their politics. Your girlfriends don’t 
even have to like each other.

When you get past 40, your own 
deepening understanding of yourself 
helps tune your friendship meter. You 
meet a professional acquaintance for 
coffee and suddenly you’re swapping 
stories about joint custody or aging 
parents. By the time you’ve chugged 
your chai tea, you’re fast friends. Sure, 
you still talk about the old standbys 
with your new friends (and your old 
ones): men, clothes, other women 
(both the ones you adore and the mean 
girls). But there are a lot more topics 
on the table at this stage.

And there are more friends at the 
table. At this stage, you probably have 
someone for every occasion. You call 
certain women about raising teens, 
others about books on your list. You 
even have friends who will let you rant 
about dating disappointments. (Just 
remember: A courteous cohort rotates 
the roster so no one gets bored.) 

 In turn, your friends call you with 
their stories: their lovers, real and 
imagined, their exes, the husbands 
they wish were exes.... We all need 
friends who will let you cry and others 
who are guaranteed to make you laugh 
and friends who will give you hell 
when you deserve it. 

After 40, nothing is black and white 
anymore. After decades of joys and 
disappointments, life is a rich shade of 
grey. You’ve become more secure than 
you used to be. Most importantly, you 
are a better friend to yourself.

I should look up the woman who 
told me abortion was evil, and try go-
ing for another beer. Or maybe a glass 
of shiraz. I’m pretty sure we’d still dis-
agree completely about abortion. But 
two decades later, we might find we 
have a lot more in common than dig-
ging the cute guy in English class.  M
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