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PREFACE


The Power of Friendship in a Pandemic




Friendship sustains us through the most trying of times. As I was writing this book, the COVID-19 virus swept across the world, killing hundreds of thousands of people, putting millions out of work, and forever changing the way we gather. Suddenly, so many of the things we take for granted—like meeting up with a friend at a coffee shop, visiting a family member, going to the gym, or even shaking someone’s hand—became forbidden activities.


While the pandemic threatened to make us even more lonely, it also gave us a window into what’s possible when we come together and put our shared humanity first. We raised money for PPE for nurses and doctors; sewed masks for friends and family members; cooked food for essential workers; fund-raised to keep our favorite restaurants, independent bookshops, and music venues open; and delivered groceries to the elderly.


Three restaurant employees started the Service Workers Coalition, raising more than eighty thousand dollars for sick or quarantined workers in New York City. The Minnestota COVIDSitters, with their tagline “Caring for your family while you care for ours,” matched hundreds of volunteers with hospital workers—including custodians, cooks, and other essential employees—in need of help babysitting, pet-sitting, and running errands. Every night at seven o’clock, entire neighborhoods erupted in cheers to honor, celebrate, and thank hospital staff and frontline workers.


With social distancing regulations in place, people had to get creative in order to spend time with each other. Inspired by videos coming out of Italy, people sang with each other from their apartment balconies and front stoops. Quarantined Berklee College of Music students gave a virtual performance of “What the World Needs Now Is Love,” which was viewed more than two million times on YouTube.


In Bernal Heights, my partner’s neighborhood in San Francisco and where I spent much of the lockdown, a small newspaper was created for children, bookshelves became sidewalk food banks, and garages turned into medical-supply distribution centers. There were socially distanced dance parties, elaborate garden scavenger hunts for kids, a pop-up bakery, and stoop cocktail parties.


To surprise my friend Seth on his birthday, ten of us showed up outside his house in Oakland wearing pictures of Seth’s face on our masks and danced the Macarena while staying six feet apart from each other. We each recorded a birthday video message for Seth that his brother, Zev, edited into a forty-five-minute montage, complete with a soundtrack and childhood home videos.


For their three-year-old son’s birthday party, my friends invited folks to drive by their house and honk their horns; even the local fire department showed up with their sirens on and lights flashing to celebrate.


“Being forced into isolation has made it abundantly clear how much we mean to each other, and how much we need each other,” observed Kat Vellos, friendship expert and author of We Should Get Together. “People are reaching out and offering support to each other in ways that would never have just spontaneously happened while everyone was rushing around living their normal lives. What is emerging now are: openness, generosity, slowing down, valuing each other, and valuing life.”


Friends offered each other free virtual art classes, cooking lessons, and career coaching. Some began reading each other bedtime poems and stories over FaceTime. Others did Morning Pages together, opening a video chat to write in their journals at the same time each morning. Others hosted “artifact shares,” where they gathered with a group of friends on a Zoom video and shared a piece of the place where they spent their time during quarantine. There were Zoom happy hours, musical performances streamed on Facebook Live, DJs who had been booked to play at Coachella playing on Instagram live instead, dance parties on Twitch, Netflix parties, WhatsApp group threads to share recipes, MarcoPolo chats to share fun video messages, office hours for strangers, and dinner parties where friends would order the same take-out meal from their favorite restaurant and eat “together” over video chat.


Prior to coronavirus, my best friends from college and I would only get to see each other once every two years, usually at a bachelor party or a wedding. But starting the first week of quarantine, we would have a Zoom call every Wednesday evening to check in and support our buddy Gabe, an emergency room doctor working at Mount Sinai Hospital and Elmhurst Hospital in New York. We kept meeting up weekly—for three months straight. Instead of having a Sunday check-in call once a week, my family started FaceTiming four times a week so I could see my parents, my sister, and my nine-month-old nephew on video three thousand miles away.


On Passover, my partner and I got to attend three different Passover Seders, with my family in Boston, her dad’s family in Florida, and her mom’s family in New York, all without leaving our couch in San Francisco. The thought of Jewish families kvetching at each other all around the world, trying to figure out how to set up their Zoom Seders, saying, “Can you see my Haggadah?!” and “Just press gallery view!” over and over again filled me with joy.


The pandemic demonstrated the true power of friendship to sustain us through everything life throws at us. We bore witness to why human interaction is essential to our health and well-being. During quarantine, I often heard people say, “I see more of my friends’ faces now than before quarantine. We really should have these reunions more often when non-Zoom life resumes.”


There was a refreshing sensation that technology was being used intentionally for one of its original and most noble purposes: to spark human connection and facilitate belonging. Sherry Turkle, Abby Rockefeller Mauzé Professor of the Social Studies of Science and Technology at MIT, wrote in Politico, “This is a different life on the screen from disappearing into a video game or polishing one’s avatar. This is breaking open a medium with human generosity and empathy. This is looking within and asking: ‘What can I authentically offer? I have a life, a history. What do people need?’ If, moving forward, we apply our most human instincts to our devices, that will have been a powerful COVID-19 legacy. Not only alone together, but together alone.”


Contrary to expectations that COVID-19 would make us even lonelier, a comprehensive study published in the journal American Psychologist actually found that social distancing protocols and stay-at-home orders did not lead to an increase in loneliness among Americans. Researchers found resilience, not loneliness, in their nationwide research. “Contrary to this fear, we found that overall loneliness did not increase,” said Martina Luchetti, an assistant professor at the Florida State University College of Medicine and lead author of the study. “Instead, people felt more supported by others than before the pandemic. Even while physically isolated, the feeling of increased social support and of being in this together may help limit increases in loneliness.”


The legacy of COVID-19 will certainly include an incalculable loss of human life, a strain on public health, widespread economic hardship, and an awakening to the deep structural inequalities in our society. However, I’m hopeful that this time will also serve as a reminder of what matters most: our interconnectedness. That we can’t afford to take our people or our planet for granted. That our existence is not guaranteed. That we won’t survive without looking out for one another.


That we will approach our lives less from a place of “Ugh! I have to go to work, school, or a friend’s birthday party,” and more from, “Wow! I get to go to work, school, or a friend’s birthday party.” That we will celebrate our shared humanity and cherish the simple yet profound freedom to congregate in public, to go see live music, to sit inside a restaurant, to visit family, to hug an old friend, to pass countless hours with our people, and realize just how lucky we are to be alive together.
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INTRODUCTION


The Revolutionary Act of Connection in the Digital Age




Not long ago, I went through a rough period of loneliness and sadness. This might come as a surprise to some, since my nickname is Smiley, and I have 4,867 Facebook friends. My social media depicts this life of a successful author who travels around the world speaking and helping people figure out their purpose. I bump into people, and the first thing they say to me, without even asking how I am, is, “Smiley, you’re killing it! Your life is dope.”


I really want to tell them that I’m lonely. That I’m constantly comparing myself to others. That I’m tired of traveling. That I miss my real friends. That despite how good everything looks online, my real life feels very different. I often feel sad, overwhelmed, exhausted, burned out, and alone.


I thought to myself, “If I’m feeling this way, then other people probably are, too.”


The more I talked to people in my community, the more I realized they were struggling with the same things. In fact, the people who seemed to be the most “popular” or “connected” or “successful” in terms of their online presence and their “brand” were actually the people struggling the most with loneliness and knowing who their true friends were. In my interviews with hundreds of millennials about their friendships, I found that there was a direct correlation between the number of Facebook friends or Instagram followers someone had and the lack of deep friendships they felt they actually had in their life.


I kept hearing things like:




“I spend all this time interacting with people online, but I don’t feel like I have someone to turn to when I’m struggling.”


“My Instagram life is a lot prettier than my actual life.”


“I go to a lot of events, I’m part of many different communities—but I feel like I don’t really know most of those people well. I keep seeing all these people in large groups but never in an intimate setting. When I try to make one-on-one plans, people say they’re busy or they flake out.”


“I’m tired of meeting new people; I want to go deeper with the friends I already have.”


“It’s been a long time since I spent a whole day just relaxing with a friend.”




Something was up: not only were people lying online about how happy they were (F you, social media!), but perhaps more alarmingly, they had lost track of how to show up for their actual friends—the thing most likely to make them happier in the first place.


This mirrors dozens of studies showing that adults are feeling lonelier than ever, with fewer friendships at work and outside of work. In their 2013 State of Friendship in America report, the social research organization Lifeboat found that the average American adult only has one real friend and that three-quarters of Americans are not satisfied with their friendships. In 2019, Evite reported that the average American hasn’t made a new friend in the last five years.


We might be messaging with our “friends” for hours online, but we don’t know who to call when we actually need a friend to talk with. Lifeboat discovered that one in four Americans say they don’t have someone to turn to for meaningful conversation (including family members), and the BBC reported that 200,000 people haven’t spoken to a close relative in over a month.


In a 55,000-person BBC survey in 2018, the world’s largest loneliness study, 40 percent of sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds reported feeling lonely often or very often. The problem is only getting worse: in a national Cigna survey of 10,000 US adults in 2019, three in five Americans (61 percent) reported feeling lonely (up from 54 percent in 2018), and younger generations were lonelier than older generations. Nearly 80 percent of Gen-Zers and 70 percent of millennials are lonely.


As friendships are dwindling, social media use is flourishing, especially among young people: according to the Pew Research Center, 90 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds regularly use social media, and 45 percent of teens aged thirteen to seventeen use the internet “almost constantly.” TikTok—the number one downloaded app of 2020—has more than eight hundred million monthly active users, with 70 percent being under the age of twenty-four, and 30 percent being thirteen to seventeen years old. Social media addiction becomes even more alarming, considering research that has linked rising rates of teen mental health challenges, including depression and suicide, to increased smartphone and social media use. The suicide rate for young people aged ten to twenty-four increased by 56 percent between 2007 and 2017 (for children aged ten to fourteen, it tripled), according to the CDC.


Jane Brody, personal health columnist for the New York Times, reminds us that people can be socially isolated and not feel lonely, and, likewise, people can feel lonely even when they have lots of social connections, especially if those relationships are not emotionally rewarding. In other words, social isolation and loneliness are different. According to psychologists Julianne Holt-Lunstad and Timothy B. Smith, “Social isolation denotes having few connections or interactions, whereas loneliness involves the subjective perception of isolation—the discrepancy between one’s desired and actual level of connection.”
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In response to these mounting pressures of modern life, we’ve been prescribed every potential cure under the sun: Quit social media, download a meditation app, declutter your house, become indistractable, subtly not give a fu*k, be a badass, use a bullet journal, go paleo, go keto, get a Peloton, do CrossFit, do nothing—the list goes on.


Yet we rarely talk about the simple power of spending more time with friends. We tap our phones 2,600 times a day and look at our phone every twelve minutes, and spend fifty minutes a day on Facebook and Instagram; yet we spend just 4 percent (4 percent!) of our time with friends.


As journalist Johann Hari’s research on depression has shown, we need to talk much more about social recovery. “If you have a crisis in your life, you’ll notice something: it won’t be your Twitter followers who come to sit with you,” Johann shares in his TED Talk, which has been viewed seventeen million times. “It won’t be your Facebook friends who help you turn it around. It’ll be your flesh and blood friends, who you have deep and nuanced and textured face-to-face relationships with.”


After interviewing hundreds of twenty- and thirty-somethings about their social lives, I’ve learned that the path to living a happy and joyful life is making new friends and deepening relationships with old ones. The science agrees. In her in-depth study of the evolution and biology of friendship, science journalist Lydia Denworth reveals that social connections play a vital role in our health, influencing everything from our cardiovascular system to our immune system. People with close friends are happier, healthier, and live longer than people who lack strong social bonds.


In one of the longest studies ever done on adult happiness, researchers at Harvard found that healthy relationships are the key to a long and healthy life. The longitudinal study tracked the health of Harvard sophomores, beginning in 1938 during the Great Depression. “When we gathered everything we knew about them at age fifty, it wasn’t their middle-age cholesterol levels that predicted how they were going to grow old,” says Robert Waldinger, a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and director of the study, in his TED Talk. “It was how satisfied they were in their relationships. The people who were the most satisfied in their relationships at age fifty were the healthiest at age eighty.” Warren Buffett, one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the world, agrees. His number one measure for success in life is “Do the people you care about love you back?”
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Whenever I get lonely, I think of my dear friend Levi Felix and I feel a little bit better. Levi started Camp Grounded, a summer camp for adults that brings together people in nature for a digital detox. At camp, we don’t use digital technology, we don’t talk about work, we use nicknames instead of real names, we don’t talk about what time it is, we don’t use drugs or alcohol, and we don’t ask people how old they are. The result is a community where people can show up as their true selves and connect authentically. I was a counselor at thirteen different Camp Groundeds, serving more than three thousand people in the beautiful woods of northern California, North Carolina, New York, and Texas. I saw what happens when people are given the time and space to be vulnerable and courageous, or vulnerageous as we call it at camp.


In 2016, Levi was diagnosed with a stage IV glioblastoma, a brain tumor. Before his diagnosis, he was busy as ever speaking at conferences, growing Camp Grounded to reach more people across the country, and beginning to write his first book, tentatively titled The Humanifesto: A Field Guide for Planet Earth. He was having calls with his literary agent in New York City trying to sell his book to publishers just days before he was sent to UCSF hospital for brain surgery. We had even talked about renting a cabin in the woods for a week so he could have focused time for writing.


Levi never got to finish his book; he died of brain cancer one year after his diagnosis. He was thirty-two years old, and I miss him every single day. They say you can measure a person’s life by the number of lives they touch. I think we can measure Levi’s life by the number of beautiful souls he brought together. I think we can measure Levi’s life by how many beautiful experiences he helped us share, not online or on an app, but with each other, in person, face-to-face, in nature, and in real life.


It was Levi, not Facebook, who taught me what a meaningful social interaction really is. Levi taught me that when I get older, I want to be able to look back and say with certainty that I spent as much time as possible being present, offscreen, outside, under the sun, playing with a new friend, swimming in a river, dancing for hours, listening to someone play the guitar, singing as loud as I can, laughing, running around like a child, holding a chair over my head, standing under a redwood tree, wearing ridiculous pajamas to breakfast, writing in my journal, making art, meditating, watching the sunset, sleeping under the stars, falling for a crush, kissing a crush, getting my heart broken by a crush, experiencing every single experience there is and everything I didn’t even know existed—today, not tomorrow.


Levi taught me how to “like” things in real life, not on a digital wall.


Levi taught me that the road to connection is spending time with others offline, when no one is watching and when the story is happening in real time, not on Instagram. His legacy is that voice inside my own brain that from time to time will say, “Real quick, Smiley, get off your phone and go play with your friends.”


Levi’s legacy is the revolutionary act of finding human connection in the digital age, and this book is an attempt to keep my friend’s torch lit and be a beacon for my own loneliness. I may have lost my friend, but I don’t want to lose everything he taught me.


Toward this end, I asked the people in my life who make me feel most alive to share their own practices for sustaining friendship. I wondered: What does it mean to actually be friends with someone in a moment when we’re spending more time than ever on social media? What rituals make friendships thrive in the digital age? How can friendship become more contagious? Is it possible to reclaim friendship as an offline activity while also using technology to bring us closer together instead of further apart? What does the COVID-19 pandemic teach us about the power of building healthy relationships in the midst of social turmoil and uncertainty?


Along the way, I interviewed loneliness experts, public health researchers, clinical psychologists, community builders, friendship experts, and many good friends of mine who know how to make me happy. What I learned was rather simple: spending more time with your friends is the best cure for the loneliness epidemic that we have. The rituals, habits, and exercises shared in this book will help you create meaningful connections, make new friends, stay in touch with old friends, deepen relationships, and become a better friend. They’ll help you build a healthier relationship with technology and discover how to make virtual interactions more human. Moreover, they’ll help you foster connection and belonging in an increasingly isolated, angry, and polarized digital world.


These exercises are intentionally simple; doing them is where the real work lies—my hope is that you can incorporate as many as possible into your daily practice. Think of this as a cookbook for friendship in the age of loneliness; pick it up whenever you miss your friends, whenever you need a spoonful of connection with your morning coffee (or matcha), and jump around to the recipes that are calling to you. Make this guide work for you.


I’ve organized this guide into six sections. Each one is based on an important lesson I learned about friendship while writing this book:


1. Be more playful. The road to loneliness is paved with comparison. The road to connection is paved with play. Channel your inner child. Try new things. Get curious. Ask thoughtful questions. Real friendship happens offscreen, when no one is watching. All the good shit happens in between Instagram posts. The need to capture every feeling, every moment, is robbing us of actually feeling what the moment has to offer. We are chasing these life-changing Instagrammable experiences, but being awake and present for tiny, mundane, routine, day-to-day magical moments—with the people we love most—is what matters most. Play with your friends as much as you possibly can.






















Real friendship happens offscreen, when no one is watching.





















2. Be a better friend. An honest friendship is a healthy friendship. Come as you are. Talk about the hard stuff, not just the fun stuff. Find time and space to listen. Remember to ask your friends, What’s actually going on in your life? How are you really doing? Are you okay? How can I support you? It’s okay to feel lonely—even if you have lots of social connections. It’s okay to be sad sometimes. It’s okay not to want to hang out or be friends with someone. It’s okay to say no. It’s okay not to know the answers.


3. Invest in friendship. Friendship is an investment. Friendship is a choice. Friendship is a risk. Friendship takes time and energy and work. You can’t swipe right or press a LIKE button or send an emoji to find meaningful connection. Meaningful connection does not happen overnight. Start small. Build intimacy slowly. Share your gifts. Create a reciprocal cycle of mentorship among friends. Going deep with a few close friends is more important than meeting scores of new people or having lots of Facebook friends.


4. Stay in touch. Being busy is not an excuse for not staying in touch. Pick up the phone and call. Invite your friends to hang out more often. Be proactive about reaching out. There’s a good chance your friend who is “killing it” by the looks of things on social media is actually struggling with self-worth, depression, stress, burnout, and loneliness. There’s a good chance your friend who, by the looks of things on social media is doing better than everyone else, is in fact struggling more than everyone else. Tell your friends you love them—all the time.


5. Embrace ritual. Rituals foster meaning, connection, and transformation. They deepen your friendships. The more creative you get about how you spend time with your people, the more nourishing those relationships are going to be. Go on overnight adventures where you can be really present together. Go on platonic friend dates where you dress up, surprise your friend, give them flowers, and buy them dinner. For men: be intentional about how you spend time with other men; seek out male friendships where you can be vulnerable, open up, and talk about your emotions. Whether it’s a nightly gratitude text to a friend, a Tuesday lunch date, or an annual weekend in nature, establish traditions that make you come back to the people and places you love most.


6. Be a minister for loneliness in your community. In 2018, Britain appointed a Minister for Loneliness to help combat widespread loneliness as a public health concern. It would be nice if every country in the world had a Minister for Loneliness or a Department of Human Connection, but this seems unlikely. It became abundantly clear during the pandemic—especially in the United States—that no one is coming to save us. We can’t wait for the government to solve loneliness or believe the false promise that tech companies are going to bring us closer together; we have to become human connection agents in our own communities. Seek to understand the perspectives of people who come from different backgrounds. Join communities that believe in the beauty of your dreams. Always ask how you can pass the torch: host gatherings, share opportunities, volunteer your time, redistribute resources, and be an inclusive and engaged citizen. Human connection is healthy for you, and healthy for the planet.


If you want to reclaim friendship, if you want to spend less time scrolling and more than 4 percent of your time in the company of people who will make you happier, you’ve come to the right book. Let’s play together.















PART ONE



Be More Playful
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MAKE A FRIEND MAP
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When I began writing a book about friendship in the digital age, I reminisced about the time in my life when I felt most surrounded by real friends: college.


I was a freshman at Wesleyan University in 2001, and most of us didn’t even have cell phones yet. We used landlines. Yeah, landlines! I remember having a sheet of paper on my desk with all my friends’ phone extensions. And once that sheet of paper was filled, that was pretty much it on making new friends. It was like, “Well, I don’t have any more room on my phone extension list, so maybe next semester we can hang out.”


If you didn’t make plans to meet up with your friend before going out, chances are you’d spend the rest of the night looking for them. There was no iMessage. We just had whiteboards outside our dorm rooms where someone could leave a message for you: “DUDE, WHERE ARE YOU?!” Then, you’d go to your friend’s dorm room and write on their board: “DUDE, WHERE ARE YOUUUUUUU? I’m here!!!”


This back-and-forth could last a few hours—or even a whole weekend. It was like the original Snapchat snap streak.


Of course, you’d eventually find your friends roaming the streets looking for a house party. You’d be wandering campus with a pack of ten people and run into another pack of ten people. Someone would scream: “I heard there’s a party at 42 Home Ave!” “I heard 60 Fountain Ave!” “84 High Street!” “Party on Vine Street!” Sometimes you’d get there, and there wasn’t even a party happening! People would be like, “Nah man, there’s no party here, get the hell off my porch! I have a midterm tomorrow!”


There was something very meaningful about that pre–cell phone and pre–social media time. I felt very present. I knew who my friends were. I spent a lot of time with my close friends, listening to scratched Weezer CDs and Napster playlists, trying to study in the library, smoking joints on the Hill, loving life.


Fast-forward twenty years, and my friends from college are spread out all around the country. Most of them are married and have children. Meanwhile, I spent much of the past year feeling lonely. I meet new people all the time, but sometimes I’m not sure who my real friends are. I wanted to reach out to some of my old friends from college, but I didn’t know where to start.


I decided to follow the advice from a buddy to make a friend map. “It’s like that LCD Soundsystem song, ‘All My Friends,’” he explained. “Where the hell are all my friends tonight?!” So, I took out a piece of paper and, as best I could, drew a rough map of the United States. Then, I started jotting down names of all my close friends, placing them loosely where they lived. I listed my close friends who live in other countries as well.


Based on my friend’s advice, I put my Friend Map on my wall above my desk. Every now and then, I pick one friend I haven’t spoken to in a long time, and I send them a postcard about a fun memory I have of us spending time together back in the day. I call these my Back in the Day Postcards. Just looking at that map above my desk reminds me of all the people out there who care about me, and the simple gesture of reaching out adds a smile to my week.
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TRADE SCREEN TIME FOR FRIEND TIME
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Camp Grounded’s motto was “Disconnect to reconnect.” While some critics incorrectly assumed this meant camp was about escaping technology, Levi was not a Luddite—he checked his iPhone just as much as you or I do. He viewed the experience of taking a four-day digital detox as a step toward building a more mindful relationship with our devices. It wasn’t about escape or retreat or going to camp as much as it was about reconnection and balance when you came home from camp.


Levi often criticized apps that used a never-ending onslaught of push notifications to keep us glued to our phones, rather than using technology to help us spend more time offline with the people we love most. He would often caution us, noting that 60 percent of people admit being addicted to their devices, the average person checks their phone 150 times a day, 30 percent of people admit to hiding from friends and family to check social media, one in ten people check their phone during sex, and one in six phones have traces of E. coli fecal matter on their screen because people can’t be away from their phones long enough to go to the bathroom.


Before you handed over your iPhone for a weekend of fun in the woods at Camp Grounded, you first entered a cultish tech-check tent run by the (made-up) International Institute of Digital Detoxification (IIODD), recited a six-line pledge that you wouldn’t be tricked by phantom cell phone vibrations in your pocket, then watched a five-minute video with talking sock puppets who asked, “Is shexting really worth it?” before finally turning over your phone to members of the IIODD wearing hazmat suits.


All too often it’s our devices telling us what to do. We click on a push notification, “Maria commented on your Facebook post,” and three hours later, we’ve gone back and forth with Maria and six other people we don’t even know on the comment thread, and even worse, we have thirteen new tabs open, with articles and videos we’re saving to check out later. Our Saturday afternoon has disappeared, our body is tense, and our eyes are exhausted. Tristan Harris, technology ethicist and cofounder of the Center for Humane Technology, has called our devices attention-grabbing slot machines hijacking our minds. “There’s a hidden goal driving the direction of all of the technology we make, and that goal is the race for our attention,” Tristan warns.




OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_line1.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
RUNNING
PRESS





OEBPS/images/Art_line.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780762472260.jpg
" Friendship .

in the age of

o Loneliness





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_chorn1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
an
optimist’s guide

to connection

Friendship

in the age of

Loneliness

adam smiley

poswolsky

===
RUNNING PRESS

PHILADELPHIA





