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Some friends understand us to our core and love us anyway. They pour balm on our wounds, share our enthusiasms, and despise our enemies. Such friends assure us that we are worthy of love, whatever our shortcomings.

Some friends challenge us. They test our convictions and mock our pretensions. Keeping their regard can feel like a tightrope act. Such friends push us to become better people than we thought we could be.

I’m blessed to have friends of each type. I’m privileged to have one or two who are both. Ellen is among those rare, priceless individuals who both love me and see me clearly, without sentiment. Our friendship, through good times and bad, has prevailed for over four decades.

I met Ellen when she joined the staff at The Scribner Bookstore in Williamsburg, Virginia, where I’d worked since I graduated from college. A short, sturdy young woman with thick black hair, heavy brows and a penetrating gaze, Ellen suffered no fools and took no prisoners. She was intimidating, in the way a large, powerful dog is intimidating. I wanted to reach out, but I wasn’t altogether sure that I wouldn’t draw back a bloody stump.

Improbably, we discovered common ground: theater, cats, children’s books, and even politics. I learned to appreciate her sharp smile and sense of humor. I met her husband, a journeyman silversmith for Colonial Williamsburg. Over a foot taller than Ellen, George was and is enormously talented. In those days, with his high forehead, curly dark hair, and short beard, he resembled a younger, handsomer William Shaksper. 

Ellen and I united against the absurdities of the store managers. We survived customers who wanted a specific book without being able to remember the title or author. We struggled through the Christmas season, a seemingly endless procession of wrapping everything from calendars to wafer thin picture books in the store’s heavy, iconic blue gift paper. Once, Ellen sent me on a treasure hunt, up and down two flights of stairs in search of clues. Typically for Ellen, she’d hidden the treasure, a tiny china vase, in the staff restroom toilet tank. Typically for me, even when I’d figured out the location, I couldn’t bring myself to stick my hand down into the tank to pull out my prize. With tolerant scorn, she fished it out for me.

With my former college roommate and dear friend, Steffi, I traveled to England in 1983 to take part in my sister’s wedding. George and Ellen were also invited. In the photographs from that day, Ellen is a slim figure in an elegantly simple white shift. We joked later that those were the first photographs taken of their oldest daughter, Emma, born the following year. The four of us took a road trip to the north of England and Scotland while Linda and Douglas had a brief honeymoon, then returned to Essex to spend a few days cruising the local canals with my sister and new brother-in-law. 

It was the first day on the narrowboat, and Linda and Douglas were struggling to light the stove. The smell of gas pervaded the small kitchen. I panicked, picturing a flood of invisible gas flowing out onto the floor. A stray spark, and there would be a fireball burning out on the River Stort. Since I couldn’t get my family members to appreciate the danger, I grabbed Steffi and Ellen and dragged them off the boat and up the quay to a safe distance. 

“What’s going on?” they asked. I explained about the threat of immolation. Ellen gave me a look of mingled concern and exasperation, exclaiming, “But George is in the bathroom!” It became a catchphrase for the trip, which proceeded as planned, minus the fiery doom I envisioned.

My many, many memories of our friendship include days of bliss, snorkeling in the clear waters of the Florida Keys or paddling kayaks on Queen’s Creek, near George and Ellen’s home. They also include the morning she called, incoherent with agonized grief, to tell me that her son-in-law, Emma’s husband, had been killed in Afghanistan. On the day Todd was laid to rest in Arlington Cemetery, Ellen wore composure like plate armor. I was proud of her, even as my heart broke for her all over again.
