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For Georgia


Stella

March

We worry about not knowing our friends well enough, but sometimes we see their lives with a clarity that feels like a form of betrayal. This afternoon at Priss’s, where the five of us congregated: there were the newly upholstered antique armchair, the home-made elderflower muffins, the absent husbands, the unfamiliar children we pretend to delight in while noting their close-set eyes and dissatisfied requests for more cake, more attention, more room in an already overcrowded world.

I felt vulnerable arriving at Priss’s, because half an hour earlier I’d slipped in the rain and banged my head on the car. I’d been walking round to the driver’s side after strapping Maggie in, and then I slid forwards, knocking my head on the back door. It felt over-charged because I bought the car from Chris yesterday. We agreed, when we split up, that we’d share it, but that meant me having it all the time except for when he needed it, and he’d suddenly started asking for it more often and at short notice. He kept taunting me, telling me to buy him out, and then yesterday I took the bait. So as I carried Maggie to Priss’s front door, I was worried that I’d got concussion from the fall and worried that I’d fallen over because I couldn’t do it, being a single car-owner as well as a single mother. I didn’t have the strength. The sight of Priss’s house made it worse – that symmetrical front garden with its hand-made tiles and neat flowerbeds and hedge (where do they keep the bins?). It reminded me that I’d once lived in a similar house and I felt angry with Priss for taking the sturdiness of her surroundings for granted.

All this meant that I entered the house resenting Chris, resenting the friends gathered in Priss’s sitting room, whose lives seemed suddenly so much better ordered than mine, and resenting the monochrome sogginess of this March in which spring still fails to arrive. As I put down our things, Priss took Maggie from me and then Priss and I brushed cheeks across the baby. I wondered if I ought to be pressing my lips into the shape of an actual kiss of the kind I press noisily on my children’s faces but hardly ever on my friends’, and wondered whether Priss and Helena do this more naturally. Priss looked stylish, as always, her blonde hair escaping artfully from a bun. But the hollows underneath her eyes were deeper and darker than I remembered them, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror, my hair greying and flattened by rain. These peculiarly unfamiliar middle-aged faces made me miss the illusions, the excitement that was so close to falling in love, of that undergraduate summer when we became a group.

It began with a picnic on a meadow, lit up with a fairy-tale sheen that I distrust as I recall it, though I think I’m right in remembering that it really was coated in yellow. I have never seen as many buttercups as we used to see there. Helena and Polly and I had agreed to share the James Street house in our second year, then Helena had invited Priss to join us, and I’d invited Kay, so this was a chance for the five of us to meet. Kay and Polly and I were already there, picnicking among the buttercups, the river visible behind us. I can picture Polly’s eyes, so blue against the water and sky that they could have been transparent windows on to the world behind. We were meant to be revising but we’d escaped and allocated ourselves two hours of fun. Polly was telling us, I remember, about the latest of her dismissive, controlling boyfriends, but her voice was bright with cruelty as she catalogued his faults, and there was a sense that it didn’t matter because her real, sustained life was with us, her friends.

The others arrived on bicycles, both wearing white, with Priss’s long blonde hair and dress blowing up around her in the breeze. She was as stylish then as she is now, which excited me. There was a sense that your friends’ appearances could be yours by proxy, as there is now with our husbands’. It’s hard to recall how impressed I was by her in those days, because since then I’ve realised that there’s a kind of disconnect between the extraordinary way that she looks and the more ordinary things that she says, which tend to be a version of what the people around her are saying. Over the last few years, this has made me reluctant to talk in her presence, because I don’t want my thoughts to be stolen. But that day I was delighted by her, and by my life in general. I hadn’t been very popular at school so it felt like an unexpected triumph to find myself sitting on the grass with four girls I admired so much, planning to live together, forming a posse of the kind I’d felt excluded from in the past. I thought back to the low point of my school career, when I’d fallen out with my best friend just before the camping expedition and ended up having to share a tent with the other two rejects of the moment, shy and unappealing girls who snored at night more loudly than they were prepared to speak by day.

Kay and I lay on the grass, as we often did together in those days, describing the clouds above us, and the others joined us, feet and arms overlapping carelessly, making me crave more of it, as touch always does even when it’s as innocuous as it was then, fearing the moment when it will be withdrawn. It felt so wonderfully timeless, so much the kind of thing that we might have been doing fifty years earlier, on that same patch of grass, on an identical May day, that we escaped time. We overran our two hours as we drank the miraculously chilled Pimm’s that Helena produced from her bag. I don’t think I’d drunk Pimm’s before university, and its sugary brightness still evokes for me the relieved sociability that I felt then, easing into the new sense of myself as someone with friends. Thus the group was formed, and since then there’s been a restful quality in group life that enables the otherwise insistent noise of my thoughts to quieten. That’s why I miss it now. There was a warmth between the five of us that day that had nothing to do with the intellectual connection I usually seek in friendship and was much more about just living alongside each other.

The memories of that afternoon stayed with me as I dried off and joined the others on the floor of Priss’s colour-coordinated sitting room, while our children weaved among us. There can’t have been many times we’ve sat together on the ground like that since university. These days we hardly ever meet as a group, all five of us together, without new acquaintances, without husbands or lovers.

Do you remember, I said, that picnic? The day when we first met?

I felt suddenly shy, in case they didn’t remember, in case I proved more invested in our past than they were, though that’s not usually my role, it’s Priss’s. I tend to assume it’s her lack of career that makes her live so much in the past. In crueller moments, I think of it as a kind of over-investment in her teenage self, because she’s never inhabited herself fully as a woman. But writing this, I’m reminded that Helena also cares about the past more than I do, though she’s the only one of us who’s famous. Anyway, luckily, they did remember. Kay said that she’d thought about it recently too, and missed it, missed living with us, missed the freedom of those days when we didn’t know ourselves to be free.

We talked about the afternoons and late nights we spent watching films, about the collective expeditions to Sainsbury’s, about the times when Helena’s uncle Vince used to arrive from London with a huge basket of expensive food. He’d cook us all dinner, making us cocktails with the shaker he produced from his basket, and the feeling that we were all his nieces made us surrogate sisters, all able to make believe that we were from a family as sophisticated and large-hearted as Helena’s. It wasn’t just make-believe: Vince did take us all on as his family. He got me my job – he’s the publishing director at the publishing house where I work.

What did we do all day? Polly asked, though as a medical student she was the only one with a full schedule. I feel so envious of myself then, she said, sleeping for eight hours every night if I wanted to, all that sitting around, talking about whether truth was a good in itself, as though if we just came up with the right philosophy we could change everything.

When I think of myself then, I feel protective, rather than envious, Kay said. I want to look after the young woman better, because then maybe I’ll stop her turning into me now.

I picked up Maggie, who was propped up on a pile of cushions and playing with her furry caterpillar, her arms puppet-like in their movements because she has not yet learnt how to bend her elbows at will. She smiled bashfully, grateful for the attention, and I laughed, loving the way that she treats each smile she receives as a new in-joke. I looked around, expecting the others to find her as delightful as I do, but Kay’s baby Alisa started showing off her skills at waving and saying ‘bye bye’, and everyone became absorbed by playing with her. I told myself that it’s because Alisa’s older that she’s more fun to engage with – even Priss’s daughter was leaning in, trying to make Alisa wave at her. But I worried suddenly that Maggie would never be accepted by the others, and then, as though to emphasise her difference, Priss turned to me, and said, How often does Chris see Maggie now? Does he like her?

I remembered the conversation with Priss and Kay, before I got pregnant, when they both told me they thought it was a mistake. Chris and I had agreed to split up, he’d produced his younger woman on cue as he approached fifty; she was more normal, more pliable than me. I was going along with it. I was pretty sure by then that we’d split up one day, so why not now, when it was him who was instigating it. But there was that one blastocyst left in the fertility-clinic freezer, the third of three, our child in the making. It mattered, that cluster of five-day-old cells, more to me than the marriage, mattered already almost as much as my living daughter. And Priss and Kay, at a lunch they’d arranged ostensibly to see if I was all right, leant across the restaurant table to ask if I’d really thought about it, as though I might have just forgotten to do so. You’re free now, Kay said, beleaguered by her own second pregnancy. You’ve only got one child, Chris will have her half the time, you’ll have your life back, that’s not really worth giving up. Priss said that she didn’t think it was fair on the child, to have a baby in circumstances where I couldn’t be sure if its father wanted it. Chris was too decent to forbid me to do this, but surely he didn’t want it, when he was about to try to have a child with someone else. He must want this baby, I insisted, he was the one who’d longed for a second child so urgently, two years before I had, and who’d then blamed me for the delay when it took another three years to get to the point we were at now, with a blastocyst waiting patiently in the freezer for us to give her the chance to live.

The conversation ran through my head now, making me feel frightened, making Maggie seem more precarious to me, as though the question of whether she was going to exist or not was still unresolved. I clutched her to me and said Of course he likes her, she’s his daughter.

Is he seeing anyone else? Priss asked. Are you seeing anyone else?

I wasn’t prepared for the question. It felt too early to tell them about Tom. So I said no. I resented her for exposing the distance between us, because twenty years ago I’d have told them all about every man I met, it would never have been too early. Now there are other friends I tend to confide in first, people I know less well but can trust more easily than these old friends I can’t quite forgive for their knowledge of me. I was resentful partly because I knew that Priss is still centred by our university group – she and Helena still think of each other as best friends – in a way that I suspect makes for a happier life.

Then Seb started asking Kay for more cake. She began by arguing logically with him, they’d agreed two slices, he couldn’t have more, but then she got bored and gave in. There was a kind of blankness in her voice that felt unfamiliar. He started the slice but didn’t finish it, and went off to the bay window where Priss’s daughter Lena was pulling out costumes from the chest and putting them on. I wanted, so desperately, to feel connected to these women. I felt the need for us to be a group again, and to have a best friend from among them – it would be Kay I suppose, it’s her I see most often, though I’d probably prefer it to be Helena.

I said: Actually, there is someone I like, a friend of a colleague. I’ve been making friends with him. I don’t know if it’s flirtatious or not, but I like talking to him. We talk on the phone most nights at the moment.

I felt shy, saying it. Then, feeling the urge to confess, to show them who I am in the present so they could add it to their knowledge of my past, I told them about banging my head and how it had made me worry that I couldn’t cope as a single car-owner or a single mother. I thought they might think that I was thinking too much. But Chris used to say that. I have to trust my women friends not to say it.

Polly and Helena leant over to examine my head, to check there were no bumps. I felt looked after by them, and reassured by Polly’s medical training. In my gratitude, I wanted to cry, wondering if it would be awkward if I allowed myself to do so. Helena saw the tears in my eyes and hugged me. I always feel that she’s more invested in our friendship when I’m fragile, which brings out an urge in me to make myself more vulnerable with her.

We sat down again, cross-legged, upright on the floor.

Helena said that Chris is cruel, expecting so much of me, when he must know how hard it is being on your own with a four-month-old baby. Cruel was the wrong word to use and the editor in me wanted to correct her, requiring her to be more precise. Instead I defended him. I said that we couldn’t begin to understand how confusing he must find this. It’s hard being on your own with a baby, but it’s even harder rarely seeing your baby, and not feeling that she’s fully yours.

It’s so difficult, Helena said, to know if you’re getting it right.

I had an image of us as five stalks of wheat who had emerged into maturity. Most of us are thirty-nine now, Polly is already forty, we have come of age together and stand firm in the wind. But we are exposed to the elements, there is nothing to protect us, and I felt them feeling this as well.

Then it was three o’clock. The children had started arguing about the dressing-up costumes. I needed to go and collect Cleo from school and take Maggie home for her nap. When I went back to the car, I became convinced that there was a new bump on the back door, where I’d banged my head earlier, and wondered if the car had done equivalent damage to me. But I told myself that it’s impossible to tell if a mark is new. The car is full of lumps and dips – each new dent used to occasion a marital argument because Chris saw my inept driving as wilful carelessness that contained aggression towards him. But then at some point, about a year ago, the car became so dented that the new bumps either went unnoticed or were simply accepted, making this the only area in our marriage where imperfection was becoming more tolerated rather than less.

This evening, I’ve been thinking about us as a group. I’ve been thinking that, when I was pregnant, I knew that Polly and Helena supported me, but I could never be sure of Priss and Kay. They are the other mothers among our group, which added to the pain of feeling judged by them. I felt excluded from their circle of motherhood, even as Priss gave me Babygros (carefully named though she is unlikely to have another child) and made food (I have never been so grateful to be cooked for) for my freezer. Part of the problem is that now I’m becoming more inclined to share their doubts. I distrust my own wilfulness: my wanting of a child and my determination to fulfil my want. Should we have children, should we not? I hate the way these become choices. I distrust, too, the way that I thought life could be plotted out in advance like the books that I edit. But I have to remain loyal to who I was then. Because at the time there was no choice about it. In my mind, as in the mind of the most virulent anti-abortion lobbyist, a person had been created. We could not just turn off the freezer – it makes me cry now to imagine it. Was that really what Kay and Priss wanted me to do?

The circumstances of Maggie’s birth still seem no worse to me than anyone else’s, however hard things become. If it’s likely that a marriage is going to end, and if divorce becomes harder for children the older they are, then why not end the marriage while they’re in the womb? Why not make the moment of rupture one they’re not there to witness? So that all the baby sees of the marriage are its rippling after-effects, as she becomes the unwitting spectator of the unsharing of the badly shared car.

Of course I’ve found it frightening, knowing for the last four months that she’s my responsibility to keep alive. On the days when I’ve been feverish with mastitis or exhausted by the night wakings, I’ve wondered if I’m up to it. Perhaps that was all Priss was suggesting today, perhaps there was no disapproval in her voice, just sympathy. It may be that I impute callousness to her because I feel guilty about my own behaviour towards her.

I have to remember that the others are vulnerable too. They feel this terrifying and exhilarating thin-skinnedness as well. It’s something about this phase of life, when we confront the knowledge that there can be no more practising, that this is the only run we have at it. We are all bumpable and dented beneath our sturdiness, uncertain in our independence, liable to hurt each other when we should be looking after each other, because we feel insecure beneath each other’s scrutiny and wonder how our choices will hold up. Marriage, divorce, procreation, careers: we compare the ways we have done these, or not done them; the choices we have made, or failed to make, or not known we were making.

Write about that then, Tom said on the phone this evening, when I was complaining about my difficulties in writing the novel that calls out to be written while thwarting me with the falseness of its made-upness, as though there hasn’t been a century of writers grappling with these questions. He said that the form would come to me in six months, or in three years, which maddened me, because I’m too impatient to wait, and because people said exactly that to me when I was trying to get pregnant with Maggie. When it ended up taking three years to have a baby it came at the cost of the marriage whose ending I’m still prepared to describe as a cost, however much I insist on it being exactly the right thing to have happened. There must now be no more costs.

So here we are then. Five exact contemporaries who once shared a cluttered, thin-walled student house off the Cowley Road, all privileged, white, middle-class, all vestigial hangers-on, left over from an era when we received free educations at our elite university and then emerged into a world where we could still just about find jobs and buy flats, provided with opportunities for selfishness and leisure by our cleaners and our childminders. Nothing very eventful happens to us, but that gives more room for the ethnographer in me to get to work. I hope that we can spend more time together again. I want to sit in that circle, to feel Maggie and Cleo included there among their children. And I hope that when I write about them, there might be a form of clear-sightedness that feels less like betrayal than love.
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