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For everyone who has been heartbroken by a friendship and blamed themselves – you aren’t alone.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


Some of the names and identifying details in this book have been changed to protect the privacy of the people in the examples used. All stories involving clients have been included with their permission. I am both informed and limited by my lived experience and therefore I accept that there are areas where I will not do justice. As an author, my intention is always to be as inclusive as possible, so I hope the examples within these pages can serve as a broad template to guide you through the friendships in your own life.
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A NOTE FROM A FRIEND


‘So, how do you two know each other?’ we’re often asked at work events, having been each other’s faithful plus ones for nearly a decade.


We give an answer about meeting on the internet, about bonding over a shared belief in body positivity, about navigating the early years of being content creators together. Michelle tells the story of how she fell backwards down the stairs when we first met. We might mention how we grew closer when one of us inexplicably started dating someone the other went to primary school with. How we’ve witnessed the best and worst of each other’s twenties: the single years, the career lows, the bad relationships, the hard self-growth. We tell a short story of two women who met, fell in platonic love and have been friends ever since.


What we don’t get into, in those moments of light-hearted small talk, are all the things that could have got in the way of our friendship being what it is. We could have immediately seen each other as competition, letting jealousy and internalised misogyny turn the other into an enemy before we’d even met. We could have lost sight of each other completely once we were in relationships, as so often happens within our culture that places romantic love above all else. We could have thrown in the towel at the first misunderstanding, decided it was easier to end the friendship than to work through what was said. We could have broken up – drifted apart, outgrown one another, argued, called it off.


Any one of those options would be heartbreaking. You lose so much when you lose a friend.


You lose moments of giggling together and holding each other when relationships end. You lose a co-conspirator who encourages you to get another tattoo and hypes you up to flirt with strangers. You lose a safe space where you go to have meltdowns about life, and rebuild, together. You lose a companion to adventure with, to make memories and be excited for the future with. You lose the comfort of knowing that someone will show up for you, or at least try their best to. You lose community and support, and a kind of love that helps us get through life – the kind we all need at some stage.


No one prepares you for how hard it can be to hold on to friendships, or how hard it is when they end. It’s time for a new narrative around platonic love and to heal from the wounds those heartbreaks have left. I can think of no better person than Michelle – who loves deeply, heals phenomenally and is truly a great friend – to show us the way.


Megan Jayne Crabbe – author, creator, Michelle’s friend









INTRODUCTION


‘What’s a ship that never sinks?
A friendship.’


An idiot who was very very wrong


I am not sure I am healed enough to write this book. And yet I am writing it anyway because it needs to be said: friendship breakups suck.


Whenever I think about one of my ex-friends and the memory of them walking out of my life, it evokes a feeling that can only be compared to someone ripping out my heart and wringing it like a towel. Except instead of water coming out, every negative emotion falls to the floor: regret, shame, guilt, fear, anger, resentment, sadness, grief, loneliness, abandonment and heartbreak, along with all my energy too. When people speak of heartbreak, I never knew the feeling could extend beyond the emotional into a very physical sensation. I had no idea that the ache in my heart was literal, almost what I imagine the beginning of a heart attack would feel like. I also never thought that heartbreak could apply to friendship, but to go from knowing someone so intimately to seeing them and pretending you don’t is a feeling unlike anything I’ve felt before.


I have always said that a friendship breakup can be as painful as a romantic one but I finally have the proof. The day after I publicly announced the ending of my engagement online, one of my friends that I have known since we were eleven ended our friendship, and it hurt more than what I was going through romantically. It felt crueller. Despite how awful infidelity is, I don’t think his intention was to hurt me – I don’t think he was thinking about me at all – but for a friend to send me that text the night before I was going on national TV to address my breakup to the world, without so much as asking if I was OK first, felt intentional – and it hurt in a way that my breakup didn’t. Experiencing the grief of that friendship loss amid the grief of my romantic future makes me the perfect person to say that the pain of the friendship breakup is just as excruciating. The only difference is that the romantic heartbreak was understood in a way that the friendship breakup wasn’t. When it comes to the ending of a friendship, it is often so much lonelier because societally, it’s still shrouded in shame.


When a romantic relationship ends, it’s the norm to be surrounded with love, empathy and kindness. Your friends gather around you and your family tell you that person didn’t deserve you anyway. When a friendship ends, you’re often met with silence. Imagine if you were to walk into your workplace crying. If someone asked you what was wrong and you said your partner of eight years had just broken up with you, you’d be met with compassion, sympathy and understanding. You’d be handed a box of tissues and asked if you would like some time off, or at the very least, would be granted some leeway if your performance wasn’t up to its usual standard. Walk into the same workplace and say your best friend of eight years broke up with you, and you suddenly sound like a thirteen-year-old having a squabble in the playground. Never mind the fact that you and your bestie lived together for almost a decade, or that when you pictured your wedding, you couldn’t picture the groom but you could picture her as the maid of honour.


My frustration with how friendship is treated by society isn’t just about when it goes wrong, it’s how friendship is treated in its entirety: from how it’s only ever viewed as a second-tier relationship in respect to romantic connections, to how the conversation about friendship itself is so absent. For example, whenever I research a new book idea, I buy a lot of books on the topic. With my last one, The Selfish Romantic, I read nearly forty books on love, and there were hundreds more to choose from. For this one, I ordered fourteen books. Two were published this year and the rest I had to search high and low for. Even in academia, the conversation is lacking. In a 2005 article in the Los Angeles Times, Shelley E. Taylor, a social neuroscientist, is quoted as saying, ‘Rigorous study of women’s friendships remains in its infancy, but scientists are beginning to respond to the “wake-up” call’.1 The message is loud and clear; we value romantic relationships over friendships. A person will have on average seven to ten romantic relationships in their lifetime and twenty-nine platonic relationships so why is it that the conversation on love is far greater than our conversation on friendship?


In a world that encourages us to be coupled, it makes sense that romantic relationships have dictated more space among the topics we discuss daily. We all have a friend who disappears as soon as they get into a romantic relationship and, if we are being honest, we have probably all been that friend too. I will never forget a conversation with my housemates in the final year of university where they sat me down in our kitchen and told me that since getting into my first relationship, I constantly texted under the table while talking to them. They were right and from that moment, I vowed never to do that again. To this day, I keep my phone in my bag if I am out for lunch with a friend.


Get married, have kids and your friends are expected to adapt – to maintain the same quality of friendship with less time, energy and commitment. Even when it comes to the demise of friendship, there is a disparity. Now that mental health is relatively destigmatised, it would not be unusual to hear that a couple are going to therapy. If you said that you were going to therapy with your best friend though, you would receive strange looks. Why? Because romantic relationships are deemed worth saving but friendships are seen as replaceable.


When it comes to romantic relationships, we have language for every stage: from seeing each other to dating, from being exclusive to committing to one another, from getting engaged to eventually getting married. We even have multiple phrases with the same meaning, such as fuck buddies, non-exclusive, no strings attached, friends with benefits or a casual relationship. When it comes to friendship though, the language is absent. There is no differentiator between the friend who you’re so close to that she may as well be your sister and the colleague who is vital to you getting through the workday but who you never see out of hours. Even to write this book, I’ve had to borrow the language of dating to make sense of what I mean. When the language we use to describe platonic relationships stems from romantic ones, it is evidence that our romantic relationships are perceived to be superior to our platonic ones. We only use the word ‘ghosting’ in friendships now because it was a word created in the context of romantic relationships. If we said the word ‘breakup’, we would assume a romantic ending and so we must distinguish it by prefacing it with the word ‘friendship’. We borrow the word ‘heartbreak’ from our romantic conversations to evoke the same feelings around friendship loss but the truth is that while the grief might be similar, it is not the same. The devastation that comes with a friendship ending deserves a word to describe it in its accuracy, and our friendships deserve a conversation without comparison.


I have been guilty of comparing friendship to romantic love too. In my first book, I thank my best friend at the time for being my ‘surrogate boyfriend’. In fact, she wasn’t a surrogate for anything: she was the blueprint for love and she wasn’t the only one. All my friends taught me love long before I knew what romantic love or even self-love was, and when the right men turned up in my life, I only knew they were right because my friends had shown me what to look for. I learned how to receive love because of my friends. I knew that love showed up in both actions and words because of my friends. Whether it was voice notes when I felt lost in the middle of writing a book or crying FaceTimes because another guy had let me down, my friends loved me before I knew how to love myself.




ALL MY FRIENDS TAUGHT ME LOVE LONG BEFORE I KNEW WHAT ROMANTIC LOVE OR EVEN SELF-LOVE WAS, AND WHEN THE RIGHT MEN TURNED UP IN MY LIFE, I ONLY KNEW THEY WERE RIGHT BECAUSE MY FRIENDS HAD SHOWN ME WHAT TO LOOK FOR.





Friendship breakups can make you sceptical, or even just a little cautious, but for me, they have simply made me more resolute that we deserve friends who are the best people we know. As sad as a friendship breakup can be, sometimes it is necessary in order to meet the people you deserve. At thirty-one years old, I can say that I am surrounded by the best people and my friendships are now reciprocated in love, trust and respect in a way that they weren’t always – and that is partly down to some friendship breakups along the way.


Being a good friend was my identity for many years. Growing up, I suffered from a myriad of health conditions, so a lot of my childhood was spent in hospital. This made keeping friends in primary school difficult. My friends never knew when I would be gone or when I would come back, and as childhood friendships are often based on physical proximity, they moved on quickly. I took this as proof that I was ‘forgettable’ or worse, not worth remembering. Those feelings of rejection stayed with me. In my young mind, how many friends I had equated to how lovable I was. The feeling of being forgotten after each hospital visit and then having to start the process of making new friends again was so painful that throughout school, I would do anything to avoid another loss. I promised myself I would do everything in my power to make my friends stay, which often meant settling for second best, lowering my standards and removing my boundaries. As a result, I always had more friendships than was sustainable, because with each new friend who liked me and wanted me in their life, I felt needed and wanted, which boosted my self-esteem. My mantra was ‘the more the merrier’, and even though I might not have liked myself, I told myself that at least I was a good friend. Since I didn’t believe anyone would actually choose me for me, I made myself the ‘reliable’ friend. I would be the filler at the party when you had a spare seat, the person to accompany you to the club when no one else would and the one who sat and listened to you cry about your ex for the millionth time because everyone else was bored of listening. I often reassured myself by thinking I was their ‘go-to’ but the eye-opening truth I’ve only now realised in editing this book is that I was the ‘last choice’ friend. At the time, those friends might have only been keeping me in their lives for what I could do for them, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was that I had friends. What mattered was that I was a good friend.


If you dig a little deeper into what stereotypically makes a ‘good friend’, especially in female friendships, it is not too dissimilar to what makes a ‘good wife’, ‘good woman’, ‘good daughter’ or even ‘good girl’. In order to be a good friend, you must always be there for your friends, no matter what else is going on in your life. In many ways, being a good friend means prioritising your friends’ needs above your own, or at least that’s what I believed friendship was when I was described as ‘the best friend anyone could ask for’ during a speech a friend made at my twenty-first birthday. On that night, five people gave a speech and each echoed that sentiment. One told the room about how I had travelled to see her in Cambridge because she was sad about a guy she was dating, despite the fact that I had moved from Bristol to London that very same day and only arrived in London twenty minutes before. Another friend spoke of how she called me at 2 a.m. while I was sound asleep, and the next thing I knew I was welcoming her into my bed with no questions asked. And another proudly declared how the best thing about our friendship was that we had no boundaries.




IF YOU DIG A LITTLE DEEPER INTO WHAT STEREOTYPICALLY MAKES A ‘GOOD FRIEND’, ESPECIALLY IN FEMALE FRIENDSHIPS, IT IS NOT TOO DISSIMILAR TO WHAT MAKES A ‘GOOD WIFE’, ‘GOOD WOMAN’, ‘GOOD DAUGHTER’ OR EVEN ‘GOOD GIRL’.





The person described in those stories sounds like a great friend, but the difference between me in my twenties and me in my thirties is that I can now recognise that a huge part of the story was omitted. These stories miss out how exhausted I was travelling from Bristol to London to Cambridge and back again in a day just for an hour’s dinner. They miss out that the reason she called me at 2 a.m. wasn’t because I was special but probably because I was the only person she knew who lived in Bristol and her train home was cancelled. These stories miss out on the fact that if a friendship has no boundaries, it’s usually because one person is too scared to speak their mind, be honest and ultimately say no.


A lack of boundaries always leads to friendships that lack reciprocity. Not once did I ask if these people were a good friend to me, nor did I stop to question if they would do the same thing for me. It turns out having no needs and never asking for anything in return would be an integral part of keeping a lot of those friendships. If you walk through the world being worried about being called a bad friend, you never stop to think about whether they are a good friend to you. Much like how if you are desperate to be in love, you will settle for the first person who likes you without even asking yourself whether you like them back (and yes, I’ve done that too!). The moment I started questioning whether a friend had ever been there for me was the moment in which my friendships started crumbling. Each friendship breakup felt different but I was grief-stricken and heartbroken over every single one. With some, I was left with the feeling of wishing we had never met and with others, it was a mixture of frustration and a longing for understanding. Whatever unique combination of emotions each breakup elicited, one thing was for sure: I felt pain. Pain that I believe deserved a space but that was often pushed down because when society doesn’t make room for a conversation about friendship breakups, you learn not to either.




A LACK OF BOUNDARIES ALWAYS LEADS TO FRIENDSHIPS THAT LACK RECIPROCITY.





With an absence of conversation on the topic, we assume we are the only one but that is far from the truth. A study conducted by Sky Atlantic shows that only six of our friendships stand the test of time.2 Therefore if research says that, on average, we have twenty-nine friendships in a lifetime, that means people are going through roughly twenty-three friendship breakups in silence thinking they are alone in the problem.


When friendships end back-to-back, you can’t help but wonder if you are at fault. Whenever I sought comfort in another friend, comments were made that confirmed the stigma of friendship loss. Whether it was being accused of being unforgiving by a mutual friend who wanted a reconciliation, or a quip made by a family member about how I couldn’t keep any friends, immediately I understood why people don’t talk about the end of friendships. I felt hurt and embarrassed, but predominantly I wondered why we shame those who end friendships when the alternative is to keep someone in your life just for the sake of it. Too many people keep others around when the relationship is long expired and often the result is gossiping and bitching, which leads to us becoming a person we are not proud of and behaving in a way we wouldn’t like to be treated. We paint a friendship breakup as the worst outcome but surely it’s better than pretending to be friends to their face and being inauthentic behind their back? Yet just like a romantic breakup, have one too many and society starts identifying reasons why your relationships keep ending. They might not say it, but they are most certainly thinking, Well, maybe you are a bad friend. But what if you aren’t the problem? What if the problem is the way we think about friendship breakups?




IF RESEARCH SAYS THAT, ON AVERAGE, WE HAVE TWENTY-NINE FRIENDSHIPS IN A LIFETIME, THAT MEANS PEOPLE ARE GOING THROUGH ROUGHLY TWENTY-THREE FRIENDSHIP BREAKUPS IN SILENCE.





This is not a book that will teach you how to be a good friend, but it will make you question everything you have been taught about friendship. You will not agree with me every step of the way, but more than anything, I want this book to make you pause long enough to think about something you might not have considered. In life coaching, we have a principle that says, ‘take what you need and leave the rest’, and that’s how I would like you to use this book. Take the titbits that will benefit your friendships and accept that not every sentence will be useful to your own situation. There are text messages dotted throughout this book that come from my real life or are examples to be used in yours. These are not perfect templates but suggestions to help you craft your own wording. It does not mean that these conversations need to take place over text message. If you think the conversation is more appropriate to have over the phone or in person, please trust your own judgement.


If you have ever been insecure about the fact that you have never had that one go-to best friend, this book is for you. If you don’t have a friendship group, this is the book for you. It’s for you if you have been through a heart-wrenching friendship breakup that you think about just as much as men think about the Roman Empire. If you constantly worry that all your friends hate you, then this is the book that will reassure you that you aren’t the only one. And most of all, I hope you walk away from this book knowing that friendships deserve just as much of our time and energy as romantic relationships do, and just as much of a conversation as well. This is the space where you can have all the friendship conversations you have never been allowed to have.




WE PAINT A FRIENDSHIP BREAKUP AS THE WORST OUTCOME BUT SURELY IT’S BETTER THAN PRETENDING TO BE FRIENDS TO THEIR FACE AND BEING INAUTHENTIC BEHIND THEIR BACK?












UNDERSTANDING FRIENDSHIPS





WHY ARE FRIENDSHIPS IMPORTANT?


The reason I am writing a friendship breakup book isn’t because I believe we should all break up and live life as isolated as possible. It’s because I believe in the power of friendship and I happen to believe that friendship breakups are a necessary part of the conversation. Friendship breakups allow us to be in the best friendships and give us permission to change our minds if our dynamic is no longer healthy. By ending one relationship, we create more time and space to find a better match. In fact, I believe the breakup is proof of the power of friendship. Anyone who has been through a friendship breakup knows how devastating and painful it can be and yet it is the overwhelming love of friendship that makes me go back for more, knowing the risk of a potential ending and still wanting to try again with someone new.


In my dating book, The Selfish Romantic, I didn’t need to write a chapter on why your love life is important because we already understand that romantic relationships are valuable. In this book, however, this chapter is needed because we still view platonic friendships as inferior. Laura Eramian, a social anthropologist and one of the leading researchers around friendship, explains that ‘the hierarchy of intimacy’ places friendship lower than romantic relationships.1 All of this starts with how we define platonic relationships. It’s embedded in the dictionary definition where it states it is a relationship marked by the absence of romance and sex. We say it in our everyday language too. When you want to start a romantic relationship, you might say, ‘Let’s be more than friends’ as if it’s a promotion, and then when you want to break up, you might say, ‘Let’s just be friends’ as if it’s a demotion. If we start with a definition of inferiority, it’s no wonder it’s shaped how we have viewed platonic relationships – but this is where we are going wrong. This was not the intention when the word ‘platonic’ was coined by Marsilio Ficino in the fifteenth century. Inspired by Plato, he spoke of a love that transcends bodies, and was therefore superior: ‘It does not desire this or that body, but desires the splendor of the divine light shining through bodies.’2 This is how we should speak of friendships, or at the very least we should stop comparing them to romantic relationships.


Friendships kept me afloat for most of my twenties. With my family living in a different country and not having a romantic partner for most of that time, they were my community; they were the people who picked me up when I was down and celebrated me when I won. Without exaggeration, they were my entire world. So much so that for a long time, I never contemplated living anywhere apart from London because I couldn’t imagine my life without my friends in it; the idea of not being physically close to my friends terrified me so much that I never even entertained the idea. Every important story from my twenties is interwoven with friendship. To this day, when I watch my TEDx talk, I can hear my friend in the beginning cheer (look it up! It’s the loud one at the start!). When I remember stories from my love life, they are often told through the lens of friendship. It’s not that I remember a guy calling himself ‘white sugar’ while he tried to flirt with me. I remember that my friend and I were laughing so loudly about it that a waiter brought over white sugar. I don’t remember the first dates as much as I remember the podcast-length voice notes that followed them. My Valentine’s days have been dedicated to my friends since the moment they threw me a surprise party on my return from hospital. It’s not some surrogate Galentine’s day but actual Valentine’s day, because platonic love is love.


If this is not your experience and friendship has always been an optional extra in your life, let me convince you why it needs to be a big slice of the pie that is your life. First of all, it increases your happiness. If you have a happy friend, it will increase your chance of being happy by an average of 9 per cent. If you are directly connected to a happy person, you are 15 per cent more likely to be happy; if you are a friend of a friend, you are 10 per cent more likely to be happy, and even if you are a friend of a friend of a friend, the impact on you is 6 per cent.3 If that’s not proof of how wide-reaching the effects of positive friendships can be, I don’t know what is. It also makes a case for friendship breakups because if your friendship is unhappy, it decreases your happiness by 7 per cent. It is important to be clear that we are advocating for healthy friendships.


In terms of both mental and physical wellbeing, an eighty-five-year Harvard study found that the largest predictor was the quality of your relationships, more so than blood pressure or cholesterol.4 As a society that is so obsessed with health, you would think that we would prioritise friendships more. The science is clear: it’s not the green juices or another Barry’s Bootcamp that is going to make the biggest impact on your health, it’s your friendships. It will increase your lifespan too! A meta-analysis across 148 studies indicated a 50 per cent increased likelihood of survival with stronger social relationships, the magnitude of which is comparable to quitting smoking.5


Friendships have been shown to boost physical health in so many ways, from helping us sleep better to even healing skin punctures faster.6,7 People who have an adequate number of good friends also have lower rates of heart disease, fewer infections and illnesses thanks to a stronger immune system, fewer abnormal inflammatory responses to stress and lower rates of dementia.8 And its impact is just as important on mental health. Research shows that people who have friends and strong social support are less likely to have depression.9 Friendship has also been shown to make us more trusting, have more empathy and even make us less sensitive to rejection up to two years later.10 People who enjoy close relationships are found to cope better with various types of stress, including job loss and illness.11 A study by the psychologist David Halpern suggests that the presence of supportive relationships diminishes the exposure to stress, but again, it is important to emphasise that these positive effects are only linked to high quality friendships.12 Ambivalent relationships (as opposed to supportive ones), characterised as having a mixture of positive and negative factors, like frenemies, can lead to more stress, higher blood pressure and an increased heart rate.13 The unpredictability of not knowing whether you will get support or a snarky remark not only negates the positive effects of friendship but actually results in negative effects and therefore supports the idea that friendships are important and that unhealthy friendships need to end.




THE SCIENCE IS CLEAR: IT’S NOT THE GREEN JUICES OR ANOTHER BARRY’S BOOTCAMP THAT IS GOING TO MAKE THE BIGGEST IMPACT ON YOUR HEALTH, IT’S YOUR FRIENDSHIPS.





In terms of the comparison to romantic relationships, a study found that friendship, especially in later life, is more protective of health and happiness than family or romantic relationships and that our friendships even impact the success of our romantic relationships.14 Our romantic relationships and platonic relationships benefit from each other! When we are stressed, our cortisol level rises. Marital conflict can trigger unhealthy fluctuations in our cortisol, but it has been shown that the harm is buffered when spouses have adequate social support outside of the marriage.15 Other research has emphasised this specifically in respect to women, demonstrating that those with social support tend to be more resilient to stress within the marriage.16 Even if we are content in our romantic relationships, it has been shown that if friends disapprove, it weakens the chance of our romantic relationship being successful. Most interestingly, in heterosexual relationships, a husband’s negative perception of his wife’s friends is a greater predictor of divorce than a wife’s disapproval of her husband’s friends.17


In all areas of life – from our love lives to our health – it’s clear that friendships are much more important than we give them credit for. I would even argue that friendship is more important because we aren’t bound by obligation or responsibility. You aren’t even bound by choice. If someone wants you, you have been chosen. They have nothing to gain other than friendship – not marriage, kids, sex or even society’s approval, just having you in their life. You’ve been included because you are you.





THE MYTHS ABOUT FRIENDSHIP


In order to rewrite the definition of friendship, we need to recognise that what we have been taught is not accurate. When it comes to old adages around friendship, most are narrow and without nuance. It means we approach friendship with a very all-or-nothing style of thinking, which does not benefit our relationships. Growing up, whenever I was given friendship advice, I would take what they were saying as gospel, rarely considering the source. I wanted a rule book on how to be a good friend. I remember once being told to ‘stop messaging first and see how many dead plants you are watering’ so I stopped texting first to see how many people would notice and because I was young, I never paused to think about how unhelpful this way of communicating was. It is pivotal to liberate yourself from these outdated ways of thinking. This chapter helps us to tear down what we know so that we can start from scratch to figure out what kind of friendships work for us.


Myth: Best friend forever


I wish. According to research, we replace half our friends every seven years and when I look at my own life, that statistic checks out. As an author, phases in my life are often marked by the books I publish; I see each book as a time capsule. I have published four books, with this being my fifth, and if you look at my acknowledgements pages, they serve as graveyards of past friendships. This pressure of ‘forever’ doesn’t benefit anyone because it means if the friendship ends, we consider our investment in that relationship a waste of time. Instead, I prefer to think of friendship as defined by Brian A. ‘Drew’ Chalker: ‘People always come into your life for a reason, a season or a lifetime.’1


Myth: Friendships are meant to happen naturally


If romantic relationships take work, then why do we think friendships don’t? We need to accept that friends don’t magically land in our lap. Friendships take work to survive and be healthy. If we treat our friends as disposable, they will be. The maintenance of any relationship requires effort. This myth worsens the shame around loneliness because it makes us self-conscious about making effort and showing that we actually like someone. Putting in effort doesn’t make you desperate. Within adulthood, we all have so many demands on our time and energy that friendship rarely happens by accident.




IF WE TREAT OUR FRIENDS AS DISPOSABLE, THEY WILL BE.





Myth: Friends don’t fight


The truth is that any time two humans interact, there is a potential for conflict. When those moments arise, it’s easy to worry that the friendship is unhealthy. The myth results in us either ending the relationship or avoiding the issue for so long that the friendship deteriorates anyway. Storms are inevitable and we need to trust that our friendships are resilient enough to survive the bad weather. Believe that your friend will care about your feelings. Remember, they want to resolve it too! When we fear conflict, we avoid the problems and that leads to our issues snowballing. Being prepared to address conflict early on gives your friendship the best chance because it gives you both the opportunity to change to make the friendship work.


Myth: Romantic relationships are more important than platonic ones


In a patriarchal society, the goal is to get married and to have children and therefore we are encouraged to place our love life at the centre of our universe. When we define our worth by how men see us, we ignore our female friends. Whether we want to admit it or not, living in a patriarchal world means we have grown up judging women more harshly and holding each other to a higher standard than we do men, so it would make sense that this would seep into our friendships and result in us giving our female peers fewer chances. It is so important to build a complete support system and the added bonus is that it actually benefits our romantic relationships. Most of us need more support than one human can provide. Not only does it mean that we put less pressure on one person to be our everything, but it means that when romantic relationships don’t work out, we are not isolated from the world.


Myth: True friends are the ones who no matter how long it’s been, will be there for you no matter what


This idea promotes awful communication strategies and encourages minimal effort, which can actually harm, not help. Can you imagine if we said this about romantic relationships? If a guy didn’t message you for months and then reappeared, they would be called a fuckboy, so why is the same sentiment dedicated to the highest rung of friendship? I believe this gives us permission to make our friends our lowest priority and not feel guilty about it. This kind of belief endorses the idea that friends are the first thing to be dropped if you get busy with a partner or with a job and that they must be unconditionally understanding if they are a ‘true’ friend. I rebel against this. No one likes being taken for granted.


Myth: A good friend will bail you out of jail – a best friend will be sitting right next to you


There is this idea of complicity within friendship. We often talk about friendships in extremes with people either preaching that blind support is the goal or brutal honesty, when the reality is that true friendship should lie somewhere in the middle. The one sitting in the jail cell next to you is not making you a better person and we want our friends to hold us to a higher standard. We don’t want ‘yes’ men who will go along with every stupid idea and let us get away with anything. At the same time, we don’t want the friend who will hang up the phone when we call from jail, and who disguises their insensitivity as tough love. We also don’t want the friend who will sit in judgement and make snarky comments like, ‘Well, you shouldn’t have been so stupid then.’ I believe the middle ground is the friend who will bail you out and support you through a difficult time in your life but who will also deliver the truth in the most compassionate way, which makes it easier to listen to. The one who will be able to say, ‘I love you and I can’t stand by watching while you ruin your life. How can I help you to build the life you want?’




IF A GUY DIDN’T MESSAGE YOU FOR MONTHS AND THEN REAPPEARED, THEY WOULD BE CALLED A FUCKBOY, SO WHY IS THE SAME SENTIMENT DEDICATED TO THE HIGHEST RUNG OF FRIENDSHIP?





Myth: If you have no friends, the common denominator is you


There are so many reasons why someone would struggle with friends, from the fact that they had a turbulent childhood to the fact that they have gone through a spell of bad mental health. I find it peculiar that this is the conclusion we jump to within friendship when we are much more understanding in our romantic lives. We all have a friend who has a messy love life, and where we acknowledge the broader context. We understand that if their parents had a messy divorce, it might impact their ability to find love, and we love them anyway. We might even love all their wild dating stories! Yet we never question if our parents had unhealthy friendships, which might impact our own platonic relationships. Research supports this, demonstrating that the quality of parental friendships is related to the quality of the friendships a child forms.2 By labelling the human as the problem, we are turning guilt into shame, and shame is not an effective learning tool.


Myth: Romantic breakups are harder than friendship breakups


I do not believe comparing pain is helpful but when the pain of a friendship breakup is so unspoken and often undermined, we have to question why romantic breakups are given so much space and the conversation around friendship breakups is largely non-existent. While no human would like to go through either, in season eleven of Married at First Sight Australia, there was a rare situation where someone was going through a friendship and a romantic loss at the same time. Two participants on the show had been cheated on by their partner with their best friend, and in both cases, they said the fact it was their best friend was the most devastating part. In romantic breakups, we talk about how there is a shared future that you grieve, but that also exists in friendship. When you have been best friends with someone for a while, you also have similar conversations surrounding growing older together, having kids or getting married and when that friend was part of your life growing up, losing them can shake your identity in the same way a romantic breakup can.


Myth: If friendship lasts longer than seven years, it will last a lifetime


This statistic is currently going viral on social media, but this isn’t where I first heard it. In 2012, both my best friend and I were doing a psychology degree when she told me this. We had indeed been friends for seven years yet we are not friends today. Upon the statistic resurfacing, I looked it up and found that it is a distortion of the truth. What the research actually found was that only 30 per cent of closest friends remained that way after seven years. That is not the same thing! Seven years is an oddly specific number but that number only exists because that’s how long the study was. There is nothing special about the threshold of seven years.


This is not a comprehensive list of all the myths out there about friendship but I hope by highlighting a few, it makes you aware of how many friendship ‘rules’ we have inherited. Throughout this book, I am asking you to question it all. If you have beliefs about friendship, let’s make sure they aren’t outdated tropes but instead ones you have chosen that are beneficial to your life.





IN DEFENCE OF FRIENDSHIP BREAKUPS


I want us to think differently about friendship breakups from the outset. While I am not actively encouraging breaking up, I would like to destigmatise it so that we feel empowered to make the right decision without shame or embarrassment. I want to neutralise the concept of breaking up so that it is not an automatic condemnation of the person choosing to end the friendship. When we declare someone a ‘bad friend’ or a ‘good friend’ we speak of these labels as inherent traits, but if friendship is defined by the behaviours and actions of a person, it means that we can be a ‘bad friend’ to one person while being a ‘good friend’ to another. They are subjective terms.


Laura Eramian explains, ‘People are putting a lot on friendship now, so it’s really no wonder people are having trouble with it.’ She explains that people want the old definition of friendship in terms of letting off steam and having fun but also the newer definition of being able to be more intimate, serious and to better understand themselves. She adds, ‘If people are struggling with friendship, it’s not because they’re bad at it. It’s because the expectations around the whole relationship have changed.’1


We understand that romantic breakups can be messy and complicated and that we rarely have the full picture and I would like just as much understanding to be given to friendship breakups. As Marisa G. Franco, author of Platonic, writes, ‘As we minimize the significance of friends, we minimize the grief of losing them.’2 In removing the judgement around friendship breakups, I also hope it means that as a society, we can raise the importance of such connections and therefore validate the heartbreak that comes with such a loss. I believe this all starts with more conversation around the topic. Alua Arthur once said, ‘Talking about sex won’t make us pregnant, talking about death won’t make you dead,’ and I want to extend that to say that talking about friendship breakups won’t ruin your friendships.3


You aren’t alone


It doesn’t make you a bad friend if you have gone through a friendship breakup; it makes you the norm. Friendship breakups are more common than you think, and if you have broken up with a friend, you are in the majority. A study found that 70 per cent of our close friendships and 52 per cent of our social networks dissolve after seven years.4 Jacqueline Mroz and Brooke Schwartz surveyed 152 women and found that 54 per cent had experienced a breakup with a female friend.5 Even anecdotally, I have noticed it. In the last decade, whenever I write about friendship breakups, there is an outpouring in my comments section. Sometimes people will share stories and sometimes they will just say ‘thank you for posting about this’. It is those people who capture my attention. I always think there must be such a deep and painful story that it resonates but shame breeds silence. Anytime I have been at an event and said I am writing a book on friendship breakups, I see it on the face of women. Their jaws drop. I have started saying, ‘Do you have a story?’ Everyone has a story. I have never witnessed so much vulnerability and pain intertwined. I’ve seen the real tears as they share a story of intimacy with me, a woman they have just met, because they are desperate to talk about it. Whether it’s a woman who ended a thirty-five-year friendship over racist remarks or a woman who, in her words, was exploited by a friend who used her as a free babysitter. Every story I hear is complicated, full of emotion and, most of all, weighing heavy on their heart because most have never spoken about it.


Breaking up can make you a better friend


We stay longer in friendships than we should because we believe that’s what a good friend does. I disagree. I am a better friend for ending a friendship instead of faking it. I am a better friend for choosing loss over passive aggressive bitching behind your back. I am a better friend to my other friends because it means I have more energy for them. The part that has never made sense to me is that we judge those who end a friendship when it is not working, but we accept it as the norm to gossip about a friend, talk badly about them or air all your personal issues into the friendship group. How is that better? With each friendship breakup, I have a mutual friend who has stayed on and complains about them. The kicker is that what they are usually moaning about is the exact same reason why I ended the friendship, and yet through society’s lens, I am the one who has a problem with relationships.




WE JUDGE THOSE WHO END A FRIENDSHIP WHEN IT IS NOT WORKING, BUT WE ACCEPT IT AS THE NORM TO GOSSIP ABOUT A FRIEND, TALK BADLY ABOUT THEM OR AIR ALL YOUR PERSONAL ISSUES INTO THE FRIENDSHIP GROUP. HOW IS THAT BETTER?





We are not doing the other person a service by keeping them in our lives out of duty, obligation or a feeling of debt. They deserve to have people in their life who truly value them, and if you are unable to provide that, you should let them go. Let’s face it, when a friend starts to gradually pull away or acts a little off, you notice it. If you ask what’s wrong and they say there is nothing wrong, it can feel frustrating when you know the dynamic has changed. Often we are deluding ourselves into thinking that we can stay friends without our behaviour changing. You might notice that you start talking to other friends about them or that you are flaking on them more than usual, and that’s when you have to ask yourself, are you truly being a better friend by keeping them in your life no matter what? Wouldn’t it be a greater sign of love if you voiced your issues and either gave them an opportunity to amend the situation or chose to mutually end the friendship? We have to change the narrative that ending a friendship is worse than maintaining a false friendship. In a false friendship, you are acting one way behind their back and another in front of their face, and ultimately you have to ask yourself: is that the kind of person you want to be?


The consequences of staying in an expired friendship


Controversial or not, I believe all friendships should add to your life – scrap that, all relationships should add to your life. When you stay in an expired friendship, resentment and anger comes out, and if you do not feel confident in expressing that, those emotions sneak out in passive aggressive comments and jabs disguised as jokes. You both know they aren’t jokes but for people who avoid conflict, it’s all too easy to ignore them. Kate Leaver writes in The Friendship Cure, ‘I’ve watched people keep toxic, good-for-nothing friends in their life and suffer excruciatingly for it.’6 We like to pretend that we can continue a friendship that is no good, but most of us are not good enough actors! If you are not processing your emotions internally or addressing them externally, you are in denial if you think it won’t seep out. When I say that the likelihood is you will start talking about them behind their back, people often retort by saying ‘well, I’ll just stop doing that’, but that’s not how emotions work. If there is something unresolved, no matter how much you repress it, your behaviour will alter. The words you say, how you respond to that friend and your feelings towards them will shift, and if the other party has an ounce of emotional intelligence, they will notice that shift. Even if you were capable of pretending, another consequence is that when you leave their company, you will leave feeling drained because putting on a mask and pretending to be a person you are not is exhausting. You deserve a friendship where you don’t have to pretend!


Your grief is valid


Society has a hierarchy of grief. We empathise more with the person who has lost a husband than the person who lost a boyfriend. We give people more understanding when they are going through a divorce than a romantic breakup and friendship sits lowest on the totem pole of ‘deserved’ grief. It doesn’t matter if your romantic partner was in your life for two years and your best friend was in your life for twenty years, it doesn’t matter if your best friend has held your hand through sickness, health and for better or worse, it still doesn’t touch the sides of how much kindness we give to those going through a romantic breakup. Kate Leaver wrote about this in The Friendship Cure:




WHEN YOU STAY IN AN EXPIRED FRIENDSHIP, RESENTMENT AND ANGER COMES OUT, AND IF YOU DO NOT FEEL CONFIDENT IN EXPRESSING THAT, THOSE EMOTIONS SNEAK OUT IN PASSIVE AGGRESSIVE COMMENTS AND JABS DISGUISED AS JOKES.







We have been so utterly captivated by the breakdown of romantic love that we’ve practically forgotten to investigate how the heart aches when a friendship is, for whatever reason, over … I hate the idea that people are aching over something that we as a society have not deemed worthy of our cultural interest.7





I want to defend not only the right to break up but the pain of breakups too. When we talk about grief, there is an automatic assumption about death, but grief can arise around any loss. It can occur when leaving a job, moving countries or when you realise your parent is not the parent you wish you had. Grief is a much heavier emotion than sadness and is often accompanied by apathy and a feeling of loneliness that seems all-encompassing. The grief exists because the love did too, and the depth you are willing to experience the grief will have an impact on how quickly you are able to move on.




SOCIETY HAS A HIERARCHY OF GRIEF. WE EMPATHISE MORE WITH THE PERSON WHO HAS LOST A HUSBAND THAN THE PERSON WHO LOST A BOYFRIEND. WE GIVE PEOPLE MORE UNDERSTANDING WHEN THEY ARE GOING THROUGH A DIVORCE THAN A ROMANTIC BREAKUP AND FRIENDSHIP SITS LOWEST ON THE TOTEM POLE OF ‘DESERVED’ GRIEF.





You can learn from friendship breakups


As much as friendships have made me who I am, I believe my friendship breakups have shaped me too. They have not only affected how I communicate with my friends but also how I deal with issues when they arise. One of the biggest lessons I have learned is that if you ignore issues and think they will magically resolve themselves, more often than not, they’ll build up until they feel like they are too big to address. When my friendships have ended explosively, I often question whether it would have ended that way had I only set boundaries or communicated my issues earlier. As lovely as it is to have history with someone, we need to be cautious of when that history means the other person is keeping you in the box they remember you being in. Looking back, I don’t think I could be the current version of myself if I hadn’t had to let go of certain people. Elizabeth Day encapsulates this idea beautifully in Friendaholic, where she writes:




If friendship break-ups were seen as a noble part of the necessary evolution of selfhood, and if it were more widely acknowledged that some friends will be lifelong, while others will walk by your side for a finite, but important, period of time, the whole thing would be a lot easier to deal with.8





Sometimes, in order to grow, you need to surround yourself with people who allow you to be the new version of yourself and will not hold you to past memories. There have been beautiful people in my life who have given me permission to change, but when I have to choose between them and myself, I will always choose to grow.





AM I THE PROBLEM?


When I get a book idea, the words usually fly out of me and the proposal is out in the world as quickly as possible. This book was different. I sat on this idea for over a year, and while I knew that this was an important conversation and one I wanted to have, something was stopping me. How would I talk about losing so many friendships without seeming like I’m the problem? Then it occurred to me: we never do this with romantic breakups. When a friend repeatedly breaks up with romantic partners, we might feel sympathy at times and at others laugh at their chaotic stories, but very rarely do we judge them. Yet with friendship, there is the repeated notion that you must be the problem, and I think it starts with the assumption that friendship should be easy. Friendship is a skill, and it’s not always as natural or instinctive as we are led to believe.


I am not writing this book because I believe I am an expert in friendship – I’m sure my ex-best friends would laugh at the concept of me teaching anyone anything about friendship. I am writing this book because friendship has never been easy for me and I have a solid belief that I’m not alone. I have fucked up in friendship, at some points, irreparably. I believe that if there had been enough conversation on the topic, I could have learned another way to be – or even just thought about it earlier. I look back at my younger self with so much compassion: a person who was trying her best in friendship but just hadn’t been taught how. Since I was never given a roadmap, my strategy was to people-please, overcompensate, bend over backwards and give until empty. This does not work. It’s taken me years, training as a life coach and pursuing my own personal development to figure out how to forge authentic friendships. That is the place I am sharing from; I don’t want others to go through what I did. Am I the problem or am I simply the person pointing out the problem?


One of the keys to life coaching is asking the right questions, and I think we are asking the wrong question. Not only because for a relationship to break down it requires participation from both people, and very rarely is the dissolution of a relationship one-sided, but also because by asking if I am the problem, we are personalising it. I don’t believe one person can ever be the problem. A human can be a bad friend to you and still be a good person. Instead, let’s ask what the problem is.


It took me a long time to believe that I was likeable, let alone lovable. It took me a while to realise that people actually wanted to be friends with me and I remember the exact moment when I realised that. I had been training as a life coach and, as part of our homework, we were told to ask someone we trusted, ‘What is something that I need to learn that would greatly improve my life?’


My friend replied instantly, ‘That people actually want to spend time with you.’ I was confused. He continued, ‘Every time I invite you anywhere you are so appreciative, it’s like you are shocked I would want you there.’ He was right. I didn’t even realise I had been doing it, but it seemed I’d never really grown past the little girl who struggled to make friends.


‘I guess I’ve always thought I’m only included because I’m so reliable,’ I said. ‘I’m the friend who always turns up, will pick up the phone instantly, the one you can count on.’


He then referred to someone else I knew: ‘She’s like that, right?’


‘Yes,’ I replied.


‘And you still never invite her to things and never want her around, right?’


I nodded.


‘So could it be that people actually want you around because they want you around?’


The way life coaching works is that once you become aware of something, you can work on it – and from that moment I did. I always believe that the way someone talks about themselves is telling and over the years, I caught myself going from saying ‘I’m good in small doses’ to ‘it takes time to get to like me’, until one day the words ‘I’m easy to love’ fell out of my mouth. Be careful about how you talk about yourself; you are listening.


The truth is, I have found friendship harder than most people; to understand why, we have to go back to my childhood. One that was filled with surgeries, hospital visits and, ultimately, the repeated loss of friendships. I went into hospital in the first years of both primary and secondary school, which meant twice in my life, I went through the difficult process of entering a new school and making friends, only to lose them again. I had originally settled in well to secondary school. And then, as is often the case when my life is going well, my health deteriorated and I was taken out of school in the middle of the summer term in year seven. In the remaining months, I would have five surgeries, adding to my total of thirteen, and among them was a brain tumour removal surgery, a surgery to fix my intestine after an intern punctured it, and one to insert a new tube from my brain to the rest of my body to drain the excess water in my head. When I walked into school on the first day of year eight, everyone stared at me as if I was the walking dead, and said as much.




BE CAREFUL ABOUT HOW YOU TALK ABOUT YOURSELF; YOU ARE LISTENING.





‘I thought you died,’ said the most popular girl in the classroom.


The school had failed to inform the girls in my year that I had in fact survived the surgeries. All my friends thought I had died and they had moved on without me. Have you ever wondered what life would be like for your friends if you were to die? You know, in the movies, where you get to walk through your life and see how everyone is getting on without you? Well, I got to live it. I saw how my friendship group had divided and joined other groups in my absence and being twelve years old, I didn’t have the language to communicate how hurtful that was until nearly a decade later. You only have to live through that once to know you never want it to happen again, and very shortly after that, being a good friend became my identity. Subconsciously, I must have decided that if I were to make new friends, I would do my best to keep them. On some level, I thought it was my fault that I had lost them. I would do anything to avoid losing my friends again – and making friends from this place isn’t the way to find the best match.


Elizabeth Gilbert wrote, ‘We all have to learn how to walk into a party or a restaurant alone. Otherwise, we will be willing to walk in with anybody (or worse, walk out with anybody).’1 I was willing to walk in with anybody. I would have you if you would take me; I just needed you to like me, and even that was flexible as long as you needed me. In that way, dating is quite similar. Unless you know what you are looking for, you will find yourself perpetuating the same pattern, and that’s what I was doing in friendship. Every time, my heart would get trampled and I would ask, ‘How is this happening again?’ It was happening again because the way I was looking for friends hadn’t changed. There are unwritten codes to friendship that we either learn in childhood or we learn later in life by doing it wrong first; I did the latter with a lot of trial and error because I didn’t know how else to learn, and it fucking hurt.


Using the comparison of your dating life again, if you were not taught what healthy love looks like, you have to learn it yourself the hard way. It took me eight years of consciously being single and actively going on up to three dates a week to figure out how to navigate romantic love, but when it comes to platonic love, we are expected to learn it through osmosis. After all, when was the last time you decided to go on a friendship date? Within friendship, you are often already cemented and invested before you realise that the friendship is not ideal and therefore either you have another friendship breakup under your belt or you spend a lifetime dodging invites, ignoring texts and calling each other ‘friends’ without any actual friendship behaviour.
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