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Think of the list of names in your phone book—those
people you see daily, weekly, or even once in a blue moon—
people with whom you might exchange texts, have a warm
hug, or engage in casual or deep conversations. A phone book
contains the names of those who, by accidents of fate, have
become part of your life. But ask yourself, who among them
are your true friends?

What is friendship? It can mean different things to
different people. And while we tend to assume reciprocity in
friendship—that those whom I think of as my friends think
of me as theirs—recent studies have shown that there is a wide
gap between perceived and actual friendships, and only half
of the former are truly mutual and reciprocal. Will you feel
hurt if you hear people you regard as friends don’t really like
you? Most of us will, and psychologists and neurologists
agree, pointing out that the authenticity of one’s relationships
has an enormous impact on one’s health and well-being.
Hardwired for close relationships, humans cannot live a
fulfilling life unless they are in healthy connection with others.
Friends are powerful agents that can help us fight illness, speed
up recovery, slow ageing and prolong life.

Technology has changed the meaning of friendship. In
an age when people are connected by a quick swipe across
the smartphone screen, friendship is, surprisingly, becoming
shallower. The word “friend”, which can now be used as a
verb, has an unimaginably broad definition. People we barely
know are connected to us through social media networks. For
many, the value of friendship is not loyalty or intimacy, but
the number of “likes” they receive, including those given by
someone whose face they can hardly remember.

Some people boast about having as many as 1,000 friends
on Facebook. Impressive indeed. However, British
anthropologist Robin Dunbar maintains that we humans,
limited by the size of our brains, can only comfortably cope
with a social circle not larger than 150 people. Our friends
are grouped into tiers, where the topmost layer includes
only five people with whom you have the most frequent
or intimate connections, usually family members and best
friends. The next layer consists of, at best, 15 people to whom
you will turn for sympathy. Further down the tiers are more
casual friends with whom you spend less time and tend to
have tenuous ties. Without regular contact, most such friends
fall into the category of mere acquaintances. You may be
friendly with them but they are not friends of yours.
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In today’s world, especially on the internet, the
classification of friends is not as distinct as expounded by
Dunbar. This is evidenced by the indiscriminate posting of
private photos and news on social media or instant messaging
apps. In the past or for the older generation, private photos
were privy to good and close friends. But now, your “friends”,
be they on the topmost or lower tiers of friendship, can view
such photos anytime, anywhere by a tap on the touchscreen.
The bond which is supposed to be built between two or a few
more people has turned into a web, linking you to an ocean of
unfamiliar faces.

Some people worry that online social ties might replace
offline friendship, or users of social media networks might turn
into dungeon zombies incapable of face-to-face communication.
Although this is probably over-worrying, Dunbar’s number
does suggest something troubling modern friendship: given
our limited time but countless number of friends, our social
networks are bound to be not as densely connected as they
once were. Researchers such as Dunbar insist that closely
connected friends are better friends. Unlike modern friendship
which is characterised by posting photos, giving likes and
showcasing achievements among a large number of people,
traditional friendship, like art, can ignite something deep within
us and is appreciated for its own sake. A friend is someone you
can turn to when the chips are down, someone with whom we
share happiness and sorrows, and someone we confide in.

Advances in technology have indeed altered the way we
make friends or deal with friends. This is a change we all have
to accept. But when it comes to authentic friendship, we would
like to ask for more: shallow and hollow communication can
never replace deep and caring conversations. The “high five”
emoji is never a substitute for face-to-face palm slapping.
Between friends, we should not feel embarrassed about
exposing the underbelly of our psyche. Friendship is shared
by the pair of us, or sometimes by a group, yet it always remains
local. That is its magic.
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Friendship between two people from polarised
backgrounds—a cantankerous, rich white woman and a proud,
indomitable black chauffeur—is never easy. Their paths are
unlikely to cross, but by a quirk of fate, they are brought
together, fostering a unique relationship that spans a
quarter century. That is the story of Driving Miss Daisy, an
Oscar-winning film based on the play of the same name by
Alfred Uhry.

In 1948, Miss Daisy, a Jewish retired schoolteacher, lives
in self-sufficiency in Atlanta, with only a black housemaid to
help out. At the age of 72, she still drives around on her own
though constantly complaining that her car “misbehaves”. But
one morning, while she is inching out of the driveway, her car
suddenly hurtles across the flowerbed and crashes into her
neighbour’s fence. Her son Boolie then lays down the rule: it
is time she should have a chauffeur. Miss Daisy refuses. “What
I don’t want...is having some chauffeur sitting in my kitchen,
gobbling my food, running up my phone bills,” she whines.
Despite his mother’s angry objections, Boolie hires Hoke
Colburn, a thoughtful black man in his 60s, to drive for her.

A woman as stubborn as Miss Daisy does not give in
easily. For the first few days after Hoke’s arrival, Miss Daisy
does not allow him to drive her anywhere. Hoke then tries to
do chores around the house to keep occupied. But Miss Daisy
finds faults everywhere. With vast reserves of patience, Hoke
agrees with whatever she says and does his work with such
good grace that she can hardly find anything to grumble about.

Yet the war of will continues. After staying at home for
six days, Miss Daisy runs out of coffee, and needs to go to the
market. She insists on not being driven but Hoke has his own
way of winning over his stubborn employer—he trails Miss
Daisy in her brand new red Hudson automobile as she walks
to the grocery store. This spectacle attracts the attention of the
neighbours. Embarrassed by what Hoke does, Miss Daisy is
forced to get into the car. She, however, always gains the upper
hand. Inside the car, she is still in control of everything: the
speed, the route, and whatever she can think of.

Miss Daisy denies that she is a bigot. But the old lady
does occasionally resort to racist behaviour. One morning, she
tells Boolie that Hoke has stolen a can of salmon from her
pantry. “They all take things, you know... If they want
something, they just take it,” she complains. As Boolie is about

One of the most beautiful qualities of true

friendship is to understand and to be understood.
Lucius Annaeus Seneca

to speak with the chauffeur, Hoke arrives, apologising for
having eaten the can of salmon the night before and explaining
that he has stopped on his way to buy another can for her.
Upon hearing this, Miss Daisy, so ashamed of her overly
suspicious nature, does not know how to react.

As the old saying goes, friendship always starts with a
smile. But for Miss Daisy and Hoke, it is something
different—an impromptu phonics class and a copybook. One
day, Hoke drives Miss Daisy to the cemetery to tend her
husband’s plot. While there, she asks him to place a pot of
azalea on a friend’s grave. But Hoke tells Miss Daisy that he
is unable to find the gravestone since he cannot read. She does
not humiliate him. Instead, she teaches him some basic phonics
rules, and Hoke finally finds the name. Later on Christmas
Day, before showing up at Boolie’s party, Miss Daisy takes a
small package from her purse and gives it to Hoke, uttering,
“This isn’t a Christmas present. You know I don’t give
Christmas presents.” Hoke opens the package and finds a
Zaner Method Writing Book.

Miss Daisy is in her 80s now. In the darkness of one cold,
stormy dawn, she reads a magazine beside a candle. Suddenly,
someone appears at the door. It is Hoke. He braves the bad
weather to bring her coffee. Friendship should be reciprocal.
Miss Daisy then asks Hoke to help himself with the food in
the ice-box. What a change since he ate that can of salmon a
few years before. Then Boolie’s call comes. Much to his
surprise, he hears, for the first time, his mother say nice things
about her chauffeur. “He’s handy,” Miss Daisy admits.

Years pass. Miss Daisy descends into dementia. One
morning, with dishevelled hair and clothes, she runs around
her house madly in search of her students’ books. When Hoke
comforts her, she takes his hand, saying warmly, “You’re my
best friend.” Some years later, Hoke visits her in an old folks’
home on Thanksgiving Day. Miss Daisy, 97, very weak and
feeble, is happy to have a reunion with her
best friend. Hoke gently feeds her a
slice of pumpkin pie, with
memories flashing back to the day
he first drove Miss Daisy in her
red Hudson automobile.




When you dare to do something, you are brave enough
to do something you are afraid of, or rude enough to do
something that offends people. When you put a verb after
dare, you can put to in front of the other verb: Only he dares
to insult me. Or you can drop the infinitive: Peter dare not go
anywhere alone. In the first example, dare acts like an ordinary
verb. But in the second example, it is a semi-modal verb, and
don’tadd -s to it in the third person singular form:
dare not, she dare not. You can only use it in
gative sentences or in questions: She daren’t tell
er father about this. Dare he admit this?

As we all know, the plural of foot is feet: Hobbits
e large feet. But when foot is used as a unit for
suring length, its plural can either be foot or feet.
to use them? Use foot when it follows a
r and a hyphen and it comes in front of a noun:
e-foot walking stick. When it comes in front of a
er denoting inches, use foot: She is five foot nine.
when the word “inch” or “inches” appears, use feet:
is five feet nine inches. Otherwise you can use either
r feet: This mountain is 1,000 foot/feet high.
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The use of between and among is often confusing. It is
taught that between is used for two items and among for three
or more. But this is not completely accurate. When we are
talking about only two people or things, yes, we must use
between: [ have to choose between Harvard and Oxford.
However, after words such as “relationship” or “difference”,
use between, even when there are more than two people or
things: The relationship between Fred, Jane and Daisy.
when we are talking about more than two distinct,
individual items, we can use either between or among:
Divide the cake between/among Peter, Paul and Mary.

What preposition should we use after different?
From, of course. But than and to are often used as well.
In writing, it is best to use from: Your plan is differe
from mine. This usage is equally acceptable in British a
American English. Than is commonly used in Ameri
English: Your plan is different than mine. But this is s
considered non-standard in British English. To is perfect
acceptable in British English: This is completely differen
to any other champagne I've ever tasted. Americans rarely
use it, though.
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I first met the Browns at the AIDS clinic of a children’s
hospital on a spring day in the late 1990s. Darrel Brown was
a tall middle-aged gentleman wearing a bitter grin on a bland
face. His six-year-old son Alfonso, looking a bit pale, was a
cute, cheerful boy. Alfonso had tested HIV positive after
receiving a blood transfusion during surgery. I was their
psychotherapist.

That day, Alfonso, dressed in jeans and a blue-hooded
cardigan, appeared at the door of my consultation room,
holding his father’s hand tightly and endearingly. With tearful
eyes—probably after a painful shot—and a timid smile, the
little boy was a magnet for petting. But he was quite naughty.
As I was about to hug him, he slipped off my arms and hid
himself behind his father, giving a high-pitched chortle. Darrel
then squatted down and said tenderly, “Alfonso, say ‘hello’
to Mr Fox.”

The boy followed his father’s instruction,
and giggled as he heard the word “fox”.

“Mr Brown, how are you and Alfonso
doing?” I asked.

“Every day is a battle for me,” answered
Darrel. “Alfonso has to take many
antiretroviral medicines. First is Zerit. It
tastes like soda pop and he likes it. Then
comes Epivir. The first day he took it, he was
nauseated and too sick to take a sip of water.
But there’s some good news. Alfonso’s
doctor has just given us a new medicine. He
says it’s potent.” Darrel took a small plastic
jar from his bag and his fingers trembled as
he ripped the seal off the top lid. “Oooh, it
smells good,” he said.

“Like strawberry,” I replied while stuffing my nose into
the jar. We were a comical sight, two adult men sitting in a
pristine clinic, sniffing Alfonso’s new medicine.

“But in the past few weeks, he always woke up in the
middle of the night and couldn’t go back to sleep,” Darrel
said, “and he just sat in bed and played with his Ninja turtles.”

“Was it a side effect of the medicines?” I asked.

“No. I’'m afraid it was my fault. I was so busy that I almost
forgot to pick him up from school once. When I got there, it
was pretty late. He didn’t complain, but I really felt bad about
that.” After a moment of silence, Darrel, with great effort,
went on in a quivering voice, “He probably thought that I had
abandoned him. I’'m such a failure.”

For some families, there comes a moment when
something happens to change the course of their lives forever;
from that instant on, everything shifts, just as an earthquake
shudders, settles and rearranges the lay of the land. When
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Darrel looked back on the days before his wife died and
Alfonso got sick, he felt a pang of nostalgia and pain.

Suddenly, Alfonso blurted out, “Mr Fox, will you come
to my birthday party this Saturday?”

“Yes, sure,” I replied right away.

Saturday came. I arrived much earlier than expected. As
I was stepping into their nice apartment, I saw Darrel wrapping
a towel around Alfonso and rubbing him dry.

“What’s my first word, Daddy?” asked Alfonso.
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“ ‘Mommy’,” replied Darrel.
“Why not ‘Daddy’?” Alfonso continued.

“Daddy was always working when you were a baby. And
I was a boring man,” said Darrel as he
inserted his son into a sweatshirt.

“But you aren’t now,” Alfonso said.
Darrel smiled.

I later found out that I was the only
guest at the party. As told by Darrel, all the
parents of Alfonso’s classmates had
politely declined his invitation.

Before the candle-blowing time,
Alfonso had to take medicine. Darrel
scooped spoonfuls of a greyish powder
into a glass of orange juice. Alfonso put it
to his lips and glugged, but soon he was
making faces. Darrel flapped like a hen,
chasing his son around the sitting room,
shouting, “Drink it quickly. Hold your
nose.” As Alfonso reached the bottom of the glass, he retched,
ran to a litter bin and spat.

But soon after, wearing a birthday party hat, Alfonso was
sitting happily at a table in front of a birthday cake with candles
on top. He closed his eyes and then blew out the candles.

“What wish did you make?” I asked.
“A magic tasty pill,” Alfonso replied.
Darrel and I were speechless.

Sixteen years passed. I am not working in the AIDS clinic
anymore. One day when I was having a quiet moment on my
own in the office, a new mail alert popped up on my computer
screen. As I clicked open the message, a photo showing a
handsome young man wearing an academic dress and a man
with grey hair came into view. They were Alfonso and Darrel.
Next to it was another picture in which Alfonso spread his
arms wide on a stadium track, flashing a smile and wiggling
his eyebrows mischievously. It was the same old Alfonso,
always cheerful and naughty.

Walking with a friend in the dark is better

than walking alone in the light.

Helen Keller
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