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Two minutes before chapter one. Read this first.

Somewhere between the last group house and the second mortgage, your friendships went quiet. Not all at once. There was no fight. Nobody moved across the country, nobody got divorced, nobody died. The texts just got shorter. The plans got vaguer. The last time you actually saw your old college roommate in person was at a wedding two years ago and you stood by the bar and said the same six sentences to each other you always say and then you went home and did not call him for the rest of the year. You meant to. You meant to a lot of times. You did not. He did not call you either. This is the situation. This book is about that exact situation and what to do about it.

This is not a book about loneliness in the abstract. The Surgeon General has been telling us about the loneliness epidemic for three years and the books that have come out in response have been mostly grand-narrative cultural critique. Books about how we got here, books about civic decay, books about the architecture of modern life. Those books are correct and they will not help you call a single human being. This book is the other thing. This book is what to do on a Tuesday at nine p.m. when you realize you have not had a real conversation with another man in six weeks and you want to fix it and you do not know how to start.

It is written for men. Specifically, for the men I see at the gym, in the office, on the airplane, in the school pickup line — the men who look fine. Who are not in crisis. Who have jobs and partners and children and physical health and bank accounts that work, and who are also, by any honest measure, alone in a way they would not have predicted at twenty-two. The men who would never use the word lonely about themselves. The men who would, if you asked them point-blank, name three or four guys they consider friends and could not remember the last time they spent two hours with any of them without a screen or a beer or a kid present. If you do not recognize yourself in this paragraph, you may not be the reader for this book. If you do, you are exactly the reader for this book and we should get to work.

The book is organized in three parts. Part One is the diagnosis. We name what the drift is, how it happens, why it does not feel like loss while it is happening, and what it actually costs you when you let it run. Part Two is the architecture underneath. The reasons men in particular stop calling — provider scripts, the strength lie, comparison shame, the phone in your pocket, and the dads who modeled silence. You will recognize yourself in most of these chapters. That is the point. Part Three is the rebuild. Specific scripts, specific protocols, week-by-week instructions for restarting a friendship that drifted, repairing one that ruptured, and building a new one in midlife when the institutional friendship factories — school, sports teams, group houses, early jobs — are no longer available to you.

Each chapter ends with a Protocol. These are not journaling prompts and they are not affirmations. They are concrete fifteen-to-sixty-minute actions you can complete, that produce a result, that move the situation. A census of every man you have ever called a friend, with the last-contact date next to his name. A four-sentence text you can copy and send tonight to the friend you have not spoken to in a year. A standing-calendar protocol that survives marriage, kids, and quarterly review season. A script for the hard conversation you have been avoiding for eight years. You can read the book without doing the protocols and you will know more about your situation than you do now. You will not have done anything about it. The protocols are where the change lives.

One language note. I do not use the word brotherhood in this book except where it earned the room. It is a word that has been ruined by men's-movement weekends and corporate retreats, and the version of male friendship I am writing about is not a workshop and is not a fraternity. It is two men who have known each other for a long time, who text each other on weeknights without an agenda, who show up when one of them has a hard year and stay quiet when that is what is needed. That is the thing. We had it once. Most of us had it without knowing it was rare. This book is about how to get it back, and how to keep it once you have.

Turn the page when you are ready. Bring the resistance with you. The resistance is part of the diagnosis and it is welcome here.
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The Disappearance

How Male Friendship Erodes When You Were Not Paying Attention

"A man, sir, should keep his friendship in constant repair."

— Samuel Johnson, recorded in James Boswell's Life of Johnson, 1781

Part One is the diagnosis. It is not a pep talk. Before any man rebuilds a friendship he lost in his thirties or forties, he has to be willing to look at the thing he has been avoiding for a decade, which is the slow, almost invisible erosion of the male relationships that used to be the spine of his life. The five chapters here name the mechanism (the drift), the cover stories (the standard excuses), the false substitute (the texting plateau), the missing role (the organizer vacancy), and the real cost (the tax). The point is to stop treating the situation as normal. Nothing in Part One asks you to do anything heroic. It asks you to see clearly. Once you see it, you cannot unsee it, which is the first thing that has to happen before any of the rest of the book is useful.
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The Drift

"The opposite of love is not hate, it is indifference."

— Elie Wiesel, U.S. News & World Report interview, 1986

•   •   •
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The Quiet Decade

It is Tuesday at nine p.m. The kids are down. Your wife is on the couch with her phone and a glass of wine. You are at the kitchen island finishing the dishes and you realize, somewhere between the second pan and the third glass of water, that you have not had a real conversation with another man in about six weeks. Not a hallway nod at the office. Not a check-in text about the game. A real conversation. The kind where someone says something true and you say something true back. You stand there with the dish towel in your hand and you try to remember the last one and it takes you a minute. There was a beer with your brother-in-law at Thanksgiving. There was a phone call with your old college roommate that was mostly logistical. Before that, you cannot really account for the months.

This is not a crisis. Nobody is sick. The bills are paid. The marriage is fine. The kids are fine. You are, by every reasonable external measure, fine. And yet there is a small, specific quiet that has crept into your life and taken up residence behind your sternum, and the quiet is the absence of something that used to be loud. In your twenties there was a baseline noise of male company that you did not have to schedule because it was always happening. A roommate. A coworker who became a friend. A pickup basketball game. A weekly dinner at the cheap Thai place. You did not have to plan it. It just was. And then somewhere between the last group house and the second mortgage, it stopped being.

You did not notice when it stopped. There was no moment. There was a Tuesday a long time ago when you would have called somebody on the drive home, and you did not, and there was no replacement Tuesday. The drive home got quiet and stayed quiet. The quiet is not loud enough to alarm anyone, including you. It is only loud at nine p.m. on a Tuesday in your own kitchen with a dish towel in your hand. The men I am writing this book for have all stood in that kitchen. Most of them have stood there for years.

The Mechanism

There are two ways a male friendship ends. One is acute. He moves to Seattle. He gets divorced and the social grouping you both ran with picks sides. He dies. There is a fight, a falling-out, a betrayal, and the line is drawn and you both know which side of it you are on. Acute losses are at least visible. They register. You feel them. You can grieve them or be angry about them, but you know they happened. The other way is chronic. There is no event. There is just a Tuesday you did not call, and then another Tuesday, and a wedding two years out where you saw him by the bar and said the same six sentences you always say to each other, and then a third Tuesday, and a fourth, and a year later you are not sure whether he is still your friend or just somebody you used to know. This is the drift. Chronic loss. The friend who is technically still in the contacts but functionally gone.

The drift is the dominant cause of male friendship loss in adulthood and it starts earlier than anyone admits. The developmental psychologist Niobe Way, who spent more than two decades interviewing American boys for her book Deep Secrets, documented what happens between roughly age thirteen and twenty-two. At thirteen, boys describe their male friendships in language most adult men would find embarrassing to use. They talk about loving their best friends. They talk about being able to tell them anything. By seventeen or eighteen, the same boys are using a different vocabulary. They have learned that intimacy with another male is something to be guarded against, hedged, joked about, or hidden. By twenty-two the close male friendships of fourteen have, in most cases, gone quiet. They have not died in a fight. They have drifted.

The mechanism Way described in adolescence does not stop in adolescence. It just becomes harder to see, because adulthood provides a constant supply of rational-sounding alibis for the same behavior. The result, traced across a typical American man's thirties and forties, is brutal. The six or eight close male friends of your early twenties become the one or two of your mid-forties, and the one or two are not, in most cases, men you actually see. They are men you used to see, whose number you still have, whose face you would recognize, and whose Tuesdays at nine p.m. you have not been part of in years.

Why It Does Not Feel Like Loss

The reason the drift is so effective at hollowing out a man's life is that no single missed week feels like a loss. You did not call him this week because work was insane. You did not see him last month because you were traveling. You did not make it to his kid's birthday party because your own kid was sick. Each missed unit is excusable. Each one, taken on its own, is the kind of thing reasonable men forgive each other for instantly. The damage is not in any individual unit. The damage is in the aggregation, and the aggregation is invisible by design.

It is the same mechanism that does the work in slow weight gain. No single plate is the plate that made you forty pounds heavier than you were at thirty. No single missed workout is the missed workout that took your cardiovascular fitness from where it used to be to where it is now. No single overspend is the overspend that ate the down payment. The
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