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“You’ve Got to Be Kidding!”

“When do you think he’ll be here?” a friend asked, topping up her wineglass. Unfortunately, I had no idea. A group of friends were celebrating my birthday at a trendy West Hollywood restaurant—colorful menus, brick walls, garlic breadsticks—and we were all waiting for Mr. Late to show up. His birthday gift to me, he’d declared a few days earlier, was treating everyone at this dinner party to their choice of exotic dessert. But he hadn’t arrived yet, and we’d been there for a while now.

“Where are you? We’re going to order our entrees. Call me, OK?” Another of my messages went straight to voice mail.

So, we sipped wine … ate the food when it came … chatted. One of my friends complained about her lack of work and, in an aside to me, obsessed about her current boyfriend. Another talked about how she couldn’t stand her boss who, she said, spent more work time shopping and networking than she did on the job itself. Someone else bitched that the long hours he spent running around on his daytime production work left him no space for writing.

Each time the restaurant door swung open, my head snapped toward it, hoping it was him. I felt embarrassed that Mr. Late hadn’t arrived—and hurt. He’d promised to be there before the other guests. He’d promised on his family’s favorite pet’s grave. Promised. This time I had almost believed him.

He and I had met decades before, when I was editing the entertainment section for a weekly newspaper and gave him his first freelance assignment. “You were the first person who really reached out to me,” he once told me. “You made me feel welcome.”

He was entertaining and smart; he was my wingman: never romantic but often around. Except when he wasn’t—when he was traveling or not returning my calls because he had fixated on some new flame. “You know I go loopy for perky brunettes,” he’d tell me after the romance had hit the skids and he wanted to pick up our friendship again. He always managed to wheedle his way back into my good graces. Maybe I was a fool for his charm. Well, I wasn’t charmed now.

I got up from the table. “I’m going outside. I’ll see if he’s around.” I wanted to leave him a message that … well, let’s say I preferred no one else heard. “Hey, you’re so late, you don’t need to bother coming. I’ll buy my own desserts. You promised, and you screwed up. So, don’t even come.”

He immediately called back: “Wait, wait, I’m nearly there. I thought the restaurant was someplace else. It must’ve moved. I’ll make it up to you. Go ahead and order dessert. I’ll be there in a sec.”

Birthdays are important to me. The birthday celebration is a ritual that gives me a sense of belonging, somewhere, anywhere. It reminds me of the ties I have to my family, even though I left home at age seventeen, heading off across Australia’s endless Hay Plains on a Greyhound bus to college fifteen hundred miles away.

Since then, I’ve spent only a handful of birthdays with my family. I rarely returned home. Either I was in the middle of a semester or living overseas. I’ve lived in three countries, eight cities, thirty households and counting—many shared with friends.

Birthdays always mattered. When any of my college buddies turned twenty-one, we’d all dress up in our fanciest thrift-shop gear and descend on an elegant restaurant, ordering dinners that cost us each a week’s pay: eating frogs’ legs or snails, tasting baba ghanoush and hummus for the first time, sipping real Turkish coffee. These friends were my adventurous, kindred spirits, and I adored them.

I lived in England for a year to hang out with a friend. On a visit to America, I was convinced to stay on by another friend, who demanded to know why, if I wanted to write screenplays, I would return to drizzly old London!

For a while I lived in Santa Barbara, hanging out with artists and with movers and shakers who were, like me, poised to leave this beach town for bigger cities. I still wanted to write movies, but I landed in Los Angeles in the middle of a writers’ strike. Then, through many twists and turns and fateful meetings, I ended up as a producer for television—for The Montel Williams Show, in Los Angeles and in New York.

Through all these years and in all my various homes, I would receive gifts and birthday wishes from my parents and, often, my sisters. To keep me connected, Mom and Dad sent me photographs of my nephews’ birthdays each year, beginning when they were little kids, wearing giggly smiles and pastel paper crowns, and continuing all the way into adulthood. There were open wine or beer bottles then, but as they merrily toasted their big day, the birthday boys still wore pastel paper crowns.

After Dad passed away, Mom called me on every birthday, but I knew that this year’s call was probably her last. Dementia was making her forget.

So, there I was, standing on the sidewalk, outside a trendy restaurant, watching cars roll back and forth along Melrose Avenue and a traffic light turn from amber to red, wondering why this birthday left me feeling empty. I went back inside and rejoined my subdued little party.

“Is he OK?” someone asked. “Is it car trouble?”

“He’ll be here in a minute,” I said. “Let’s order our desserts.” By this time everyone looked as if they’d prefer to be anywhere but here. And I felt pretty much the same way.

My phone rang. It was Mr. Late, telling me he couldn’t find free parking on the street and he didn’t want to pay for valet.

“You’ve got to be kidding!” I wasn’t even trying to be gracious now. “Get a valet. I’ll pay the five bucks.” I hung up before he had a chance to say anything more. I looked around the table and felt a jarring sense of disconnect. Why was I with these people?

Across the table from me sat a man I called “friend” who often, I found out, deceived me. I’d heard he’d talked behind my back and spread ill will about me when he felt insecure about our friendship. Once he’d bad-mouthed me to a hiring executive, which kept me from getting that particular job! Another time, when I landed a terrific job, he stopped talking to me for several years. Yet when we were together, he was open and friendly, occasionally shared his ideas and resources, and he was often fun to be with. But I didn’t trust him, and when we reestablished our friendship, I didn’t bring up the past. It was an unexamined friendship.

Sitting beside him was a woman who often canceled our dates at the last minute with some tired excuse. Once when I was in the middle of moving, she’d offered me a place to stay for the night. When I called to make arrangements, she didn’t pick up or return my messages. That was painful—left as I was, sitting in my car with my luggage—and it was also unaccounted for. Another unexamined friendship.

Many of the other guests were working with me on a current television project, and I knew that it was unlikely we’d stay in touch after this gig had wrapped.

Just then Mr. Late rushed in, complaining that the parking sucked.

This was not where I wanted to be! Sitting in a restaurant with these people—waiting an hour and a half for a guy whose dramas were once again disrupting my life.

That’s when I realized that I was in the middle of a major friend crisis.


RELOOKING AT FRIENDSHIP

In the following days and months, I found myself wrestling with all of this. I was a loving, reliable friend, wasn’t I? I celebrated my friends’ successes. Followed through on plans and dates. Called on birthdays, sent cards, gave gifts. Endeavored to tell the truth. Shared money when it was needed, if I had it. But what was I receiving from this group of friends?

It took me a long, long time to figure out that this depressing birthday experience was a gift—one of the most amazing birthday gifts I’d ever received. It was a wake-up call. Because of my response to this birthday party, in time I was able to move from feeling at rock bottom in my life to focusing the right kind of energy on finding and maintaining a group of loving friends—friends who supported my dreams and goals, which ended up including (defying all statistics) a middle-aged marriage with a wonderful husband.

My transition was a journey. I think of it as becoming a smarter friend.

I had to be smart enough to accept that there wasn’t much reciprocity in the group of “friends” I’d surrounded myself with on this particular birthday. And smart enough to acknowledge the more committed, reliable friends I did have.

Once I started looking into this issue, I’ve found scientific studies that show just how critical our friendships are for our health and well-being. One study of nearly three thousand nurses “with breast cancer found that women without close friends were four times as likely to die from the disease as women with 10 or more friends.”1 A study of more than seven hundred Swedish men showed that having friends lowered the risk of a heart attack. And another study of some three dozen college students, outfitted with weighted backpacks standing in front of a hill, were asked to assess the steepness of the hill. Those students with their friends beside them—especially their closest friends!—perceived the climb as less arduous than those who were standing alone.

The friendships I had were not, I knew, improving my ability to weather life’s challenges. My friends’ behavior left me feeling confused; our history made me skeptical of them; altogether I felt estranged and depleted.

Clearly these friendships hadn’t started out this way. These people were smart and creative, and initially they’d offered me comfort and support. There had been some issues along the way, warning flares, waving red flags, all of which I’d chosen to ignore. I’d been in denial.

But what emerged from my contemplation wasn’t Gee, they’re bad friends. I’ve got to find better ones. It was What am I looking for in life? What is my purpose? Who are the people that will get me there?

When I’m faced with a big challenge, I think in systems. I have to. I’m a TV producer, and each television program requires massive and meticulous research. This involves gathering vast amounts of information and also (this is the “systems” part) organizing this data in a way so that it becomes useful. I think working with systems is in my DNA. My mother was a mega organizer for various charities and the local Baptist church, and my father, a civil servant, worked with other public servants and academics on the earliest computers at The University of Sydney.

Now, my own life had become a research project.

The first step was to figure out how I got to this place in life. It was important for me to understand the underlying issues; otherwise I’d merely be shuffling around friends without solving the real problems. I saw how I’d made myself much more available to local friends. Listening to their struggles about launching their creative projects or how they couldn’t find engaging work. How their love lives sucked—by the way, so did mine. Mr. Late had turned into my surrogate partner, which was probably not healthy for either of us. That’s when I realized how those friends were reflecting back to me who I’d become in my life. My system breakdown wasn’t so much about them; it was about me. I wasn’t thriving.

And that’s why I created my own Friendship Program.




CREATING A FRIENDSHIP SYSTEM

I made a list of what I was looking for at this time in life, and what I saw as my five-year goals. I have often led an enterprising and purposeful life, and this had not changed. I then wrote down the qualities I wanted to build upon, qualities I wished to expand in my life: curious, visionary, encouraging, enterprising, purposeful …

My next step was to make a list of all the friends I’d seen in the last two years. Next to each person’s name, I wrote down what I saw as their top five qualities. This is when it hit me: There were five friends who immediately jumped out as exceptional matches for me. We shared these same golden qualities. What was most important to me was right there, in each of them.

Three of these people no longer lived close by—they’d moved away or I’d moved away from them. The other two lived locally, although in my eyes, we hadn’t known each other very long. Not
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FRIENDSHIP MATTERS!
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