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This book is intended for general informational and educational purposes. It reflects the author's observations, research and views on adult friendship, social connection and rebuilding a social life.

It is not medical, psychological, psychiatric, legal or other professional advice, and it should not be treated as a substitute for advice from an appropriately qualified professional. Loneliness and social isolation can sometimes exist alongside depression, anxiety, grief, addiction or other serious difficulties that require more support than a book can provide.

The ideas and practical suggestions in this book should be applied with reasonable judgement and adapted to your own circumstances. Relationships, personal responsibilities and individual situations differ, and no particular social, emotional or relationship outcome is guaranteed.

If you are experiencing severe or persistent emotional distress, are concerned about your mental health, or believe you may be at risk of harming yourself or someone else, seek appropriate professional or emergency support in your location.
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​Introduction — You Weren't Supposed to End Up With No Mates

[image: ]


Most men don't decide to stop having friends. You don't wake up at thirty-eight, look at the calendar and think, Right, that's enough friendship for me. There isn't usually an argument, announcement or moment when everybody agrees to go their separate ways. Life gets busy, people drift, and somehow a part of your life that once seemed permanent becomes something you barely have anymore.

You may still know plenty of people. There are men at work, neighbours you talk to, other fathers you see through the kids and old mates who still exist somewhere in your phone. You might be married, surrounded by family and rarely spend much time physically alone. Yet if I asked which men are genuinely part of your life, the list might become surprisingly short.

That's the man this book is for. Not necessarily the man who knows nobody, but the man who knows people without really having mates. The man who has become socially busy but personally disconnected. The man who occasionally notices it and then gets on with everything else.

Maybe you're divorced and discovered that half your social life disappeared with the relationship. Perhaps you moved, changed jobs, stopped playing sport or became a father and gradually lost touch with people. Maybe nothing dramatic happened at all. Ten ordinary years simply did what ten ordinary years can do.

The irritating part is that nobody really teaches you how to reverse it. People tell you to get out more, join a club, find a hobby or put yourself out there. None of that is completely useless, but it leaves out the difficult bit. You can meet hundreds of people and still not make a single friend.

The real question isn't only where to meet men. It's how a stranger becomes a familiar face, how a familiar face becomes somebody you actually contact and how that contact eventually becomes a mate. It's knowing when to make the first move without feeling desperate, how to build friendship when everyone is busy and what to do when you'd quite like more friends but also can't be arsed leaving the house. Those are adult friendship problems, and they need adult answers.

This book isn't going to tell you that every man needs a huge brotherhood. You don't need twelve best mates, matching tattoos and a group photograph taken halfway up a mountain. Some men want a wide social circle, while others would be perfectly happy with two good mates and a few people they see occasionally. The right amount of friendship is the amount that makes your life feel connected rather than empty.

I'm also not going to tell you that every lonely man needs to become more vulnerable, start discussing his feelings with strangers or join something called a men's circle if he'd rather chew through the chair. There is a place for honest conversation, and we'll get to it. But male friendship can also grow while two men are walking, training, fixing something, watching football or talking complete bollocks. It doesn't have to look profound while it's becoming important.

And this isn't a book about blaming women, marriage, children or modern life. Those things can change the amount of time and freedom a man has, but they're not villains. Adult life simply doesn't provide friendship in the same automatic way younger life often did. Once you understand that, the problem becomes much more practical.

When you were younger, friendship could happen while you were doing something else. You kept seeing the same people, shared experiences accumulated and eventually some of those people became mates. As an adult, much of that structure disappears. If you want friendship again, you may have to rebuild some of it deliberately.

That's what we'll do here.

We'll begin by working out what actually happened to your social life and whether some of the friendships you think you've lost are merely dormant. Then we'll look at where new friendships have a realistic chance to grow, how to move beyond polite conversation and what to do when two grown men clearly get on but neither wants to be the bloke who suggests doing something. None of this requires becoming a different person.

You'll learn how to recognise what I call Repeated Rooms: places where the same people keep turning up often enough for familiarity to do some of the work. You'll learn how to initiate without chasing, how an acquaintance becomes a mate and how a mate can eventually become somebody you genuinely trust. We'll also deal with the less glamorous part: actually maintaining the friendship once you've managed to build it.

The process running through the book is the Friendship Rebuild. You'll Take Stock, Reconnect, find Repeated Rooms, Initiate, Deepen and Maintain. Those six stages aren't rules for manufacturing friendship. They're a practical way of putting back the conditions adult life quietly removed.

Some parts will probably feel awkward. Sending an old mate a message after three years can feel awkward, and asking a bloke you've only ever seen at football whether he fancies a pint can feel awkward too. Turning up somewhere new when everybody else appears to know what they're doing isn't always comfortable. The aim isn't to eliminate awkwardness before you act.

The aim is to make the awkward part ordinary enough that it stops controlling what you do. You don't need every invitation to work, every old friendship to return or every man you meet to like you. Most won't become close friends, and that's fine. You need enough movement for the right relationships to have a chance.

By the end of this book, I don't want you to have learned a lot about male loneliness. I want your actual week to look different. I want there to be men you see, people you can contact and places where your absence would eventually be noticed. I want friendship to exist somewhere other than in your memories.

You may only want a couple of good mates. That's enough. A man doesn't need to be popular to have a good social life, and he doesn't need a crowd following him around to prove anything. He needs some real people in his corner and enough sense to stay in theirs.

So we're going to start with the moment many men eventually reach. Nothing dramatic has happened, nobody has officially left and your phone is still full of names. You simply look at your life one day and realise something you hadn't intended.

You don't really have mates anymore.

The first question is obvious.

When the hell did that happen?
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​Chapter 1 — When Did I Stop Having Mates?
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You're scrolling through your phone on a Saturday afternoon when you realise something mildly embarrassing. You don't know who to text. You've got hundreds of contacts, so technically you know plenty of people. The problem is that knowing people and having mates have quietly become two very different things.

There are men from work in there, old school friends you haven't seen for six years, a bloke you used to play football with, a former neighbour, your brother-in-law, and three different Davids whose surnames you apparently never thought worth saving. You could probably find somebody to send a funny video to, but that's not what you're looking for. You want someone you could ring and say, “Fancy a pint?” without first wondering whether you've spoken recently enough to justify it. Someone you don't need a particular reason to contact.

Maybe it's someone who would come round and watch the match, help you shift a sofa or listen when life has gone properly sideways. You don't need to explain three years of your life before getting to the point because he already knows most of it. You know what's happening with him too. That's when the uncomfortable question arrives: when did I stop having mates?

For most men, there isn't a clear answer. Nobody held a meeting and announced that your social life had officially been cancelled. There was no dramatic falling-out where six men threw their pints down and marched off in different directions. It happened slowly enough that you barely noticed it happening.

One mate moved away, another got married and became harder to pin down, somebody had children, somebody changed jobs, and the football team packed up. Friday nights gradually became Saturday mornings spent doing things you never imagined would occupy your weekends. You were busy too, of course, so none of it seemed particularly alarming. Then five or ten years went by.

The men were still there, technically. You still liked their photographs occasionally, sent birthday messages when your phone reminded you and perhaps remained in a group chat that came alive whenever somebody sent a ridiculous video. You hadn't fallen out with anyone. You just weren't really part of each other's lives anymore.

That distinction matters because a man can be surrounded by people and still have very little friendship in his life. He can have a wife he loves, children climbing over him, colleagues who enjoy his company, neighbours who wave and a phone that never stops making noises. None of that automatically means he has another man he can actually call when he needs one. Being socially occupied and being connected aren't the same thing.

That's one reason the problem is so easy to miss. Loneliness doesn't always look like a man sitting alone in a dark room eating beans from a tin. Sometimes it looks like a perfectly normal bloke with a job, mortgage, family, packed calendar and nobody outside that structure he feels genuinely close to. From the outside, his life looks full.

He may not even call himself lonely. He might say he doesn't go out much anymore, joke that his wife organises the social life because he'd never see anyone otherwise, or insist he's too busy for friends. He might tell himself that men simply grow out of all that stuff eventually. Some of those explanations may contain truth, but occasionally they're doing a lot of work.

Then something changes. Maybe his marriage ends, he loses his job, his father dies, he has a health scare or he moves somewhere new. Perhaps nothing dramatic happens at all and he simply gets a free weekend for the first time in months. He looks around and realises his entire social world has become incredibly small.

​When Your Partner Becomes Your Whole Social Life

Having a wife or partner you genuinely like is one of life's better arrangements. It can also make it remarkably easy to stop noticing that you've abandoned every other relationship in your life. Your partner becomes the person you eat with, travel with, complain to, watch television with, go out with and tell things to. At first, that feels perfectly reasonable.

You're building a life together, perhaps raising children, paying bills and trying to keep everything moving. Time is limited, so friendships naturally get pushed down the list. You'll see the lads next month. Then next month becomes Christmas.

The problem isn't your partner, and it isn't marriage either. The problem is allowing one relationship to perform almost every social job in your life and only discovering how much weight you placed on it when something changes. A partner can be the most important person in your life without needing to be the only person in it. Those are very different things.

This can become brutally obvious after divorce or separation. A man can lose his relationship and discover, almost simultaneously, that most of what he thought of as his social life belonged to the relationship as well. The couples he knew were couple friends, the weekends revolved around family, and the old mates he once saw every week haven't heard from him properly in years. He hasn't only lost a partner; the entire structure around his life has changed.

Now he's single, perhaps for the first time since his twenties, and people tell him to “get back out there.” Out where, exactly? He's forty-three, hasn't organised a night with the lads since people still bought DVDs, and his closest male friend lives two hundred miles away. Suddenly a piece of his life he ignored for years looks rather important.

Divorce isn't the only way a man notices this. Sometimes he realises his partner still has people she calls, meets and confides in while his side of the calendar is remarkably empty. She might go for coffee with a friend, have a group chat that actually results in people meeting, or disappear for an evening with women she's known for years. Meanwhile, he has Gary from work, who is sound enough but has never spoken to him outside office hours.

None of this means married men should start behaving as though they're single again. It doesn't mean disappearing every weekend and leaving somebody else to handle the family while you rediscover the lads. It means loving your family and maintaining friendships are not competing ideas. Both can have a place in a grown man's life.

Having friends can also stop one relationship from being expected to provide absolutely everything. Your partner doesn't have to be your wife, best friend, therapist, drinking buddy, entertainment committee and sole source of adult conversation. Sometimes you need another man to tell you that you're being an idiot. Sometimes you need him to tell you that you're not.

​You Probably Didn't Lose Your Social Skills

When a man hasn't made a new friend in years, it's tempting to conclude that he's become bad at it. Maybe he's awkward now, or perhaps everyone else learned some adult friendship skill while he was busy taking the bins out. The longer the situation continues, the easier it is to believe something about you has changed. That isn't necessarily what happened.

Think about how you made friends when you were younger. You rarely sat down with a strategic plan. You went to school with the same people five days a week, played on the same team, lived near each other, worked the same rubbish first jobs or spent ridiculous amounts of time doing absolutely nothing together. Friendship happened while something else was happening.

That's the part adult men often miss. They remember friendship feeling effortless and assume the effortlessness came from who they were at seventeen. In reality, life was doing an enormous amount of the work for them. The environment kept putting the same people together.

You had repetition, proximity and shared experiences. You had stupid stories and time that wasn't already claimed by work, children, relationships, appointments, house repairs and the apparently endless need to buy groceries. Most importantly, you kept seeing the same people. Familiarity accumulated without anybody having to admit they were deliberately trying to build a friendship.

You didn't need to arrange every interaction because Monday morning would put you back in the same classroom, workplace or changing room anyway. If one conversation went nowhere, another would happen tomorrow. If you barely knew somebody in September, you could know far too much about him by Christmas. Time kept doing its work.

Adult life removes much of that machinery and then leaves you wondering why friendships stopped rolling off the production line. You go to work, perhaps work from home, drive somewhere, buy what you need, come back, close the front door and repeat the whole thing tomorrow. You can go through an entire week surrounded by human beings without spending enough repeated, relaxed time with any of them for friendship to develop. Contact isn't the same thing as connection.

Even the places where you regularly see other men don't automatically solve the problem. You can go to the same gym for five years and know twenty faces without
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