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They'd growll apart 

as one chose family 

and lhe other a career. 

Would cancer brill .u
" 

them back togethcrr 
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M\ { 'D fRIEND MIRIA'VI DIED 

BElo CLO~EFOR TWO DECADES , 

THROUGH THICK 

R[ ~E TLY . ALTHQlICH WE llAU 

WE HADN'T SPGKEN OUR! G THE 

I. AST l'IV E YEARS or H R LIrE . SINCE SHORTlY AfTER lIEf{ 'AN .ER 

D IA G NO JS. According ro those who were with her, her death was nor a peaceful 
one. Along with the agonizing pain of cancer, she had ro face leaving her 5-year-old 
daughter. She was 49 years old. Bur this is nor an elegy; it is the Story of a friendship 
that ruptured at the worst possible time. 

Miriam and I met at a college parry in Ann Arbor where she held court in a tube 
top, talking politics inside a circle of smarr, smitten men. I had never seen it all in 
one package: the diamond-bright mind and the flaunted female form. My upstairs 
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neighbor Carol had brought me to the party and, convinced that 
her two friends would like each other, introduced Miriam to me. 
Carol was right. While we settled happily together on the host's 
stained, lumpy couch, Miriam entertained me with the first of 
her many hilariously astute relationship critiques - this one 
about her short and abruptly ended liaison with one of the men 
at the party, who had become insanely jealous when she received 
a teaching assistantship and he did not. 

When we circled back to each other at the end of the evening, 
she invited me to her apartment for dinner the next night, which 
turned out to be her typical fare: an avocado and bean sprouts 
sandwich. Until the end of our graduate school days, we spent 
hours together every week over muddy coffee at the Blind Pig 
Cafe, or sitting around her dusty, cramped apartment with her 
ancient lapdog, Paco, surrounded by her odd and enchanting 
knickknacks, talking politics, laughing and analyzing our rela
tionships with men. 

After graduation, we moved to the District together, where we 
took an apartment at "The Elaine." From there, Miriam began her 
ascent up the steep male face of Washington's political establish
ment. Finding myself in the right place at the wrong time, I be
came a consultant; the Reagan era in Washington did not offer 
much opportunity for a liberal who was trained ro rlln federal pro
grams for the disadvantaged. 

Miriam had a buoyant blond charisma and often brought tales 
to dinner about the discreet invitations of prominent married men. 
Whereas she bobbed quickly ro the surface after disappointment, I 
often worried out loud and at length about, among other things, 
whether my consulting contract would be renewed. I came to rely 
on Miriam's response: "Don't worry. If it isn't, we'll figure some
thing out." She laughed at my jokes and knew I was a writer long 
before I felt free enough to become one. She became one of the few 
people in my life who undersrood exactly who rwas. 

I EVEN1 UA!.I Y GOT MARRIED, AND, [' OR THE NEXT 

DECADE. MOSTLY RAf ED CIlILDREN AND GLADfOLAS , 

Giving birth to a daughter and a son in three short years funda
mentally changed the architecture of my life and my psyche, and, 
as often happens, the spontaneity of my friendships was radically 
curtailed. Though Miriam tried to be patient, her exasperation 
about my unavailability and fatigue often came through in her 
tone and, finally, her comments, such as the time she snapped, 
"You are taking motherhood roo seriously!" This was true, though 
I wOlJd have been the last to admit it. Meanwhile, Miriam dated, 
made her case on the country's op-ed pages and worked to meet 
the deadline on her hefty book contract. 
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Intent on keeping her close, I had chosen her to become my 
daughter's godmother, with the hope that two people I loved 
would develop a rich relationship. I invited her to all holiday and 
family celebrations. But while she often came bearing gifts for my 
daughter and sometimes played giggly games with her, she never 
initiated spending any time with her. I eventually became frus
trated with the emotional distance Miriam kept - both from my 
daughter and, more and more often it seemed, from me. Bur I 
also knew, from the few times in the past when I had even jok
ingly tried to discuss tensions in our friendship, that she was as 
uninterested in those discussions as any boyfriend of mine had 
ever been. "I really don't want to have these peculiar conversa
tions," she told me at one point. "Friends should just accept each 
other, period." But then one summer weekend afternoon while 
Miriam was visiting, it turned out that she did have something ro 
say. Tired from having been up much of the night before with my 
son , who had an ear infection, I asked Miriam if she would take 
my daughter to the park. "You made a choice to have children," 
she said. "I've made other choices. I'm sorry, bur I just can't be in
volved with them in the way that you want me to be." 

Seemingly unaware of the tension building between us, or that I 
was exhausted from my domestic juggling act, Miriam often 
dropped by to sit on my kitchen bar stool and talk about her day, 
while I cooked macaroni and cheese and played traffic cop with my 
children. "When I got to the TV studio this morning, I was rold 
that they were putting my rival on before me, even though he doesn't 
have half my experience or half a brain!" I would usually respond 
with some version of what I believed to be the truth: "If you were a 
man, you would be an undersecretary by now!" But because the re
alities of my life - both my children's soft kisses and their needs 
were outside of her periphery, I felt invisible to Miriam, and my 
sadness and irritation about what I interpreted as her willful blind
ness only grew more intense with each encounter. At the same time, 
I felt uncomfortably exposed: my solid yet tlawed marriage; my 
flawed mothering and the resulting flawed children; one messy, 
chaotic day bleeding into the next with nothing she would recog
nize as an accomplishment. MC"anwhile, her life had become every
thing mine was not: income-producing, intellectual and tangible in 
its achievements - fueled by, I bitterly noted to myself, eight hours 
ofsleep. I began ro wish that she would call before she visited. 

I FOUND ."IYSELF THlNKINGIIIAI' IF ONLY 0 R LIVE . 

WERt MORE. LIKE, T I lE TENSION W()ULI) (,;{) AWAY 

ANn M I RI AM AN D I COul [) RETURN TO OUR ERA or 

EASY RA1'P l)RT. "I can't wait until you have a baby," I told her 
one day. The truth of her rerort stung. "How would you like it if 
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I told you I can't wait until you get a job?" At one point during a 
conversation, when my eyes were glazing over, she commented, 
"You take no girl-friendly interest in my love life anymore." It 
was true that, more often than not, I couldn't remember her 
boyfriends' names: the congressional chief of staff: the antiques 
deale.r, the tycoon. When she asked me several years after I had 
been raising my children, "What do you do all day?" I accused 
her of not "getting" my life, and of not really being willing to try. 
She accused me of the same: I had no real appreciation of what it 
was like to be the only woman in a room full of swaggering 
WashingtOn pols, and what getting and keeping entry to that 
room meant to her or required of her. "And it is clear," she told 
me, "you take no real interest in it. " 

Ironically, as we saw less of each other, we each began to ar
dently pursue what the other had. I began to write and to get pub
lished; Miriam began fertility treatments and completed her appli
cation to adopt a child. A year before, she had fallen in love with a 
man whom she had hoped to marry and have children with. \Xfhen 
it ended, it W;l~ one of the velY few times I saw her cry. After that, 
she resigned herself to being "unlucky in love" and made a decision 
to have a child alone. 

Following her doctor's advice, Miriam had surgery to have her 
uterine fibroids removed. \'Vhen I visited her in the hospital, she 
told me her surgery, though more difficult than she thought it 
would be, was a great success. Then came the blow. A few days 
later she returned home, shaken and tearful, and called to tell me, 
"I have cancer -leiomyosarcoma." ] was stunned. Weren't 99 per
cent of all fibroids benign? "Are they sure?" I asked. They were. 

"My doctor told me that, in aJl of his years of practice, no one 
in his office has ever seen a case of this kind of cancer." \'Vith a rue
fullaugh, she added: "It'~ the talk of his office. ] guess I'm famous." 

The doctor said Miriam would need to have a complete 
hysterectomy as soon as possible. "But I'm going to look into 
alternatives," she told me . After we commiserated and before 
we hung up, she softly said: "Please don't te ll anyone. I don't 
want to have to deal with people's reactions ." When I re
searched her illness on the Web that night, it became clear JUSt 

how lethal her cancer was: Even with a hysterectomy, she 
would be lucky to be alive in two years. 

Like the rest of her close friends, I was shocked. But unlike 
her other friends, once my shock wore off, a disturbing dilemma 
set in : How could I help Miriam through her crisis when om re
lationship was in the process of dissolution? How could I say to 
someone I had for many years been so close to, someone who at 
one time knew the contours of my inner landscape better than 
anyone, 'Tm sorry that you are in a fight for your life, but I can't 
fully be there for you because, even though we haven't said it out 
loud, and even though I haven't admitted it to myself, our friend
ship is dying." I couldn't. Instead, I told myse.lf, I would resurrect 
our friendship by force of will. 

A Ft.W WEEKS FTER M1 RIAM' D JAGNO IS. WE HAD 
LU CH I Hl:.R EWLY RE. OVArED KI TCH . While 
Miriam ate her diet of raw cabbage and bean sprouts, she told me 
that she would nor have the hysterectomy her doctor insisted was 
critical, but would instead pursue alternative treatments. After all, 
she had never felt better; she had a new nutritionist and a great 
masseuse. And besides, even though she had applied to adopt a child, 
she hadn't given up on having a biological one as well, Jnd would 
need her uterus. While she talked, ] felt spooked that her natural op
timism seemed to have crossed over the line into denial . She jumped 
up to show me her new couture purchase: a sexy black silk suit with 
small rufHes on a low-cut neckline, the kind of womanly armor she 
felt gave her power in a room full of powerful men - the kind of 
power her male doctors, ifshe let them, would destroy. 

Given her poor prognosis, I argued energetically against her 
plan to have or adopt a child. The second and third medical opin
ions, including one from the national expert at Sloan-Kettering, 
had delivered the same message: She needed to have surgery as 
soon as possible to have any chance of surviving. "Why are you not 
taking their advice?" I pleaded. "This is cancer. Now is not the 
time to be a hippie! " Her family members and other friends all 
supported her decision. She was getting "energy treatments" from a 
guy who worked oUt of his mother's basement in Baltimore. 

"Don't try to talk me out of it, " she insisted. "] want to have a 
baby. I don't need anyone else telling me I can't." In that moment, 
it became clear that I no longer had any influence with my friend . 
Miriam had already gone to a place] had never been and didn't un
dersrand. A pink blizza rd of crab apple petals streamed past her 
window in the silence. When I turned and looked in her eyes, I 
saw a hard, black pit of terror. I also sensed that she would die. 
While she took a phone call, I wandered slowly through her house, 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 36 



In the next hour, Nolte is back at the 
hotel. A researcher pulls out a glass slide 
with the thinnest smear of Nolte's blood, 
sticks it under a microscope and shows a 
parasite to Nolte. It looks like a round dot 
with a crescent moon surrounding it. 
While the nursing srudent in her under
stands the ruinous wonder of this thing, 
another parr of her is still grappling with a 
question: How can anything this tiny 
make you so sick? 

The 57-year-old Lanar has reminded 
himself that one positive test will not 
amollnt to failure. If most of the volun
teers are protected by his vaccine, it will be 
dubbed a success. If, say, 18 of the 22 are 
proteered, it will be declared a srunning 
achievement, with profound implications 
for malaria and vaccines. He might still 
make it onto the cover of Science. 

Bur over the weekend, many more of 
the trial subjects test positive, including 
all six volunteers who did not receive the 
vaccine. Several of the inoculated volun
teers have gonen sick, experiencing the 
first wave of malaria and receiving treat
ment that will cure them within a couple 
of days. John Davis tests positive the next 
day, and within a day he is racked 
by fever and the shakes. Brian Kiragu is 
positive, too. 

However, the Georgetown grad student 
Matt Randall continues to show no para
sites. ''I'm feeling good," he says. "I've still 
got some conftdence in the vaccine be
cause nothing has happened to me." 

The next day, Lanar comes to the hotel 
to receive disappointing numbers: More 
than half of the volunteers have tested pos
itive. While he digests that information, 
the numbers are updated to include more 
positive tests. 

"Well, sometimes something works, 
and sometimes it doesn't," he says, then 
reminisces about the vaccine's high mo
ments, when it tested so well in mice . 
"This is a [vaccine] that the worldwide 
vaccine community wanted to evaluate for 
many years, and now we have done that. 
Sure, I'd like to have been the inventor of 
the malaria vaccine. But people who get 
awards must stand on the shoulders of 
those before them." 

A few seconds later, a strange sound 
comes from the suite's bathroom . Lanar 
walks over to investigate. A woman in 
sweats, a erial subject, is bent over a toi
let, vomiting. 

"Are you all right?" lanaI' asks. 
She retches again. 
"Obviously not," he says. 
"Ohhhh," the woman groans, face 

down in that toilet bowl. 
"Oh, no," Lanar says. "Do you want to 

see a doctor?" 
It takes a while for her to get the next 

words out. "I just saw one." 
She finishes vomiting and trudges our 

of the room. Lanar rurns back and falls 
into his chair. It has been a long day. 

"Yeah," he says, allowing himself a Iinle 
smile, "that could have gone bener." 

IN WASHINGTON. THE TRIAL SUB
JECT MATI RANDALL, whose confidence 
in the vaccine has remained unshakable, 
receives a call early in the afternoon on 
the 12th day of the trial. Parasites have 
been found in his latest blood test. 

He rides the Metro back to the hotel in 
Silver Spring. Within a few minures, he is 
experiencing terrible chills and is huddled 
up on a back seat, with a scorching 
headache. He has a fever, too, which will 
peak at 102. 5 degrees that night. 

Now all 22 trial subjects who took the 
vaccine have tested positive for the para
site. The vaccine is a failure. Lanar would 
like to figure our, if possible, where it went 
wrong. "Either immunity was not devel
oped with the way we designed the vac
cine, or our basic idea was off the wall," he 
says. "But am I fatalistic now about vac
cines? No, not at all. We will still have a 
malaria vaccine someday. It's bigger than 
me; it's bigger than any of us." 

Heppner is also resolute. He says he 
has a promising vaccine to be tested in 
the fall and that Lanar is helping to de
velop a new one, too. And he is more 
con fidem than ever in RTS ,S , whose 
latest clinical trial appeared to protect 
against severe malaria for t8 months in 
about half the children tested. "There 
have never been numbers like that in the 
hisrory of malaria research," he says . "We 
are gening closer all the time to what we 
all want ... But I don't have a date, a 
year, for anybody. I don't think anyone 
honestly does . We 've never faced any
thing like the parasite." lliI 

Michael Leahy is a staff writer for the Magazine. 

He will be fielding questions and comments 

about this article Monday at noon at 
washingtonpost.com/liveonline. 

Friendship 
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taking in the sweet, musty smell of her old 
furniture and books, and lingering over her 
provocative an collection. Alone in her liv
ing room, I caught myself rehearsing for the 
emptiness that would come. 

FOR THE fIRST fEW WEEKS M rER 

OUR LUNCH . I WENT THROUGH THE 

MOTJON~ OF OFFER1N 'UPPORXI 

running errands, bringing her food, bolster
ing her spirits. She was understandably pre
occupied, but also distant and, most diffi
cult of all, seemed unappreciative of my 
help. I rook little solace from our encoun
ters, and I wondered what it said about me 
that I couldn't locate the love, the strong at
tachment I once felt for her. 

The next time she called, Miriam had 
news: There was a baby girl at an orphan
age available to adopt. Elated, she would be 
flying Ollt in three days to pick her up. 
While she was gone, she asked me, could I 
buy the furniture and ser up the nursery if 
she gave me a check? 

Stunned, I tried to make sense of the 
news. Was her plan to adopt a child an act 
of faith and hope, and was I just toO pes
simistic a person to see it that way? Or 
was it a sign of denial and desperation? 
Worse, given her poor prognosis and the 
fact that the child would have no other 
parent, was her decision to adopt a child 
under the circumstances a colossal moral 
failure? Whatever the truth, I couldn't 
help but feel a surge of harsh judgment to

ward Miriam. At the same time, I knew 
how much my children meant to me and 
sympathized wirh her plight. 

After we gOt off the phone, I antici
pated the conversation we wound up hav
ing the nexr day, during which she asked 
me to consider raising her child if she 
were to die . I counted everyone who 
might feasibly step into that role if that 
sad day were to come. All of her other 
close women friends were unmarried and 
childless by choice . And according to 

Miriam, her family members were not 
good candidates. After raising my own 
children for a decade, I was intellectually 
starved, ready to free up time and energy 
for work. Panicked at the thought of be
coming arrached to her child and then be
ing put in the position of having to adopt 
her or send her back out into a world of 
strangers, I decided to eliminare myself as 
a candidate, as well. 



When Miriam and I spoke the follow
ing day, I tried to talk her out of her plan . 
Then, pardy out of concern for her, and 
partly because of years of pent-up frustra
tion that she had never seemed to compre
hend or appreciate my life as a mother, I 
got angry. "You just have no idea how 
much physical and emotional energy it 
takes to raise a child, Miriam. It is 24 hours 
a day. You don't know what is going to 

happen with this cancer. Please don't do 
this to yourself or to this child. " She got 
angry back. 'Tm pissed off about this ill
ness, and I'm not going to let it ruin my 
chance [0 become a mother," she argued. "I 
need all the positive energy I can get right 
now. The last thing I need is your judg
ment." Though I had been dreading a 
showdown, I told her that I couldn't sup
parr her decision, and that if her illness pro
gressed, I wouldn't be able to pick up the 
pieces with her child. 

"You have cut off my trust in you at the 
roots," she said, then punctuated our 2o-year 
friendship with the sound of a dial tone. 

OVER THE NEXT COUJ'lLL OF YLAR 


I THOuGHT A[\OlJT MIRIAM OFTEN , 


so much so that I sometimes glimpsed her 
phantom between the aisles at the grocery 
store or scurrying down the stairs of the 
health club locker room. Yet each time I 
discovered a look-alike in her place, I felt 
relief about not having to face her again . 
For a couple of years, I occasionally called 
one of her close friends to see how Miriam 
was doing; the friend always welcomed my 
calls and never gave up hope that Miriam 
and I would find our way back to each 
other. Sometimes I missed Miriam so badly 
that I wondered if I had burned the bridge 
between us because I couldn't bear to walk 
across it with her to the end. But then time 
went by, and life accumulated without her, 
and I woke up one day and realized that 1 
was no longer a part of Miriam's life, nor 
was she a part of mine. I never called to ask 
about her again . 

One Saturday afternoon years later, af
ter a frenzied morning attending my chil
dren's sparring events, the phone rang. My 
husband brought it upstairs, his eyes soft 
and sad, and hesitantly handed it to me. 
When 1 heard it was the friend of Miriam's 
whom 1 had stopped calling a few years be
fore, 1 braced myself. 

"I thought that you would want to know 
that Miriam passed away yesterday," she gen
tly tOld me. "She fought it until the end 

she didn't want to go." Even with so much 
time having passed between Miriam and me, 
the news landed hard. We cried together, and 
1 told her how sad 1 felt that 1 had caused 
Miriam pain during the most difficult time 
in her life. It was small comfort when she 
told me that Miriam had let go of that hurr 
when she let go of me. 

A couple of hours later, I wem to the little 
park behind Miriam's house and sat on a 
bench dedicated to the memory of a person 
whose name I can't remember. The day was 
achy and bleak; a weak gray light squeezed 
OUt of a low-hanging sky. Still dazed by the 
news of her death, I stared down for what 
seemed like an hour at the park's frozen mud 
and cracked the small pools of wrinkled ice 
with a stick I'd found along the way. I 
thought of our once-cozy daily phone calls, 
our loopy hilarity, the time she dragged me 
to Neiman Marcus and talked me into buy
ing a red spandex dress with rhinestones, and 
the many evenings we took refuge spilling 
secrets in front of her fIre, each of us curled 
into one of her tattered blue-velvet wing 
chairs. Now, loneliness swooped down on me. 

At her funeral, I sat with my husband 
and children toward the back, away from 
her family and friends, some of whom 
would likely remember me as the one who 
let her down. Moments before the service 
starred, Miriam's 5-year-old daughter, an 
exquisite litrle girl dressed in a frilly pink 
dress, walked into the chapel between her 
new adoptive parents, a couple who already 
had t\vo children. 

Although my feelings for Miriam were 
muted by five years of absence, I grieved dur
ing the service as much for the loss of our 
once-vital friendship as for the end of her 
life. As the hearrfelt eulogies unfolded , 1 
brooded: Perhaps if I had tried harder to 
steady the boat, been more understanding, 
ignored more, had been more forgiving. 

Miriam and I used to joke that after the 
men in our lives had died of heart attacks, 
we would grow old together. She would 
wear lilac and her large aquamarine jewelry, 
and keep her fake blond hair. I would wear 
a navy blue velour sweat suit and an exas
peratingly practical haircut. We would drive 
around in her gas guzzler, a car I would 
loudly disapprove of while sinking comfort
ably into its deep leather seat. Bur that is 
not how it turned out, and now I have the 
rest of my life to make peace with what it 
became instead. liiI 

Pamela Toutant is a freelance writer in Chevy Chase. 
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