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For all my friends





Author’s Note

The story in this book was concluding just as COVID-19 appeared. In forcing us apart, it reminded us why we are better together.




One

Let’s start with the moment I realized I was already a loser, which was just after I was more or less told that I was destined to become one.

I had been summoned to a magazine editor’s office with one of the oldest lies in journalism: “We have a story we think you’d be perfect for.” This is how editors talk when they’re about to try to con you into doing something you won’t want to do. The lie remains in circulation because it works well on the right sort of ego.

Which is precisely how yours truly found himself rising from his desk in the City Room of the old Boston Globe building to make the winding walk to the other end of the compound, back to where they kept the people who made the Sunday magazine. I knocked at the door of the offending editor, plopped down in a chair across from his desk, and told him to lay it on me.

“We want you to write about how middle-aged men have no friends,” he said.

Excuse me, pal?

He didn’t wait for a response, and moved quickly through his argument, flipping through papers on his desk and windows on his computer as he laid out the evidence for his thesis: There was a crisis in modern friendship, and it was having a catastrophic effect on mental and physical health.

I have plenty of friends, buddy. Are you calling me a loser? You are.

Also, did you just call me middle-aged?

He paid no attention to the fact that my face was clearly torn between wanting to fight and wanting to cry and arrived at his big finale, one of the most time-tested lies in all of journalism.

“You’ll have fun with it!” he said.

Finally, silence signaled that it was my turn to talk, but I had no good answer to his pitch. I was only just beginning to process the question.

“I’ll think about it,” I told the editor. This is how reporters talk when they’re trying to get out of something they don’t want to do.

As I slunk back to my desk, I ran a quick mental roll call just to confirm that I was not, in fact, perfect for this story of loneliness.

First off, there was my buddy Mark. We went to high school together, and we still talked all the time, and we hung out all the…

Wait, how often did we actually hang out? Maybe four or five times a year? Maybe less?

Then there was my other best friend from high school, Rory…

I genuinely could not remember the last time I’d seen Rory. Had it been a year? Entirely possible.

Then there was my brother, Jack, but he had moved to California after college and we were lucky if we saw each other twice a year.

I continued down the mental list, racing through my good friends, my great friends, my lifelong friends, the people who sure as shit better show up at my funeral. Most of them felt like they were still in my life, but why? Because I knew what their kids looked like from Facebook? It had been years since I’d last seen most of them. Decades for a few. How can days feel so long but years feel so short?

By the time I made it back to my desk chair, the waves of disappointment were already washing over me, and I knew that anger would be close behind.

That editor was right. I was indeed perfect for this story. Not because I was unusual in any way, but because I was painfully typical.

And if that stupid editor had his facts straight, it meant I was heading down a dangerous path.



I’d turned forty the previous year. I had a wife and two young boys, and we had recently purchased a fairly ugly home with aluminum siding in a small coastal town about an hour north of the city. In our driveway were two aging station wagons with crushed Goldfish crackers serving as floor mats. When I stepped on a Lego in the middle of the night on the way to the bathroom, I told myself it was cute that I’d turned into a sitcom dad.

During the week, much of my waking life revolved around work. Or getting ready for work. Or driving to work. Or driving home from work. Or texting my wife to tell her I was going to be late getting home from work.

Yes, I had friends at work, but those were accidents of proximity. I rarely saw those people anywhere outside of the office.

Most of everything else revolved around my children. I spent a lot of time asking them where their shoes were, and they spent a lot of time asking me when they could have some “Dada time.” Each time I heard that phrase, it melted my heart and paralyzed me with guilt, for they tended to ask for it in moments when they sensed I couldn’t give it to them—when I was distracted by an email on my phone, or holed up in the spare bedroom hammering out a story on deadline, or dealing with the constant, boring logistics of running a home.

We could usually squeeze in an hour of “Dada time” before bed—mostly wrestling or reading books—and I was pretty good about squeezing in an hour of “me time” each day, which usually meant getting up before dawn to go to the gym or for a run before it was time to begin looking for my kids’ shoes.

But when you added everything up, there was no real “friend time” left. Without even realizing it, I had structured myself into being a loser.



“You should use this story as a call to do something about it.”

That’s Richard Schwartz. He’s a psychiatrist, and I had called him because my editor told me to call him. I’m a first-ballot hall-of-famer when it comes to avoiding unflattering reflections, so talking to a shrink was not at the top of the list of things I wanted to do at the moment. But Schwartz was a local Boston guy who had written a book with his wife, Dr. Jacqueline Olds, called The Lonely American: Drifting Apart in the Twenty-First Century, which I found shelved in the “Body & Soul” section at the library. Reluctantly, I rang him up.

Schwartz seemed like a good dude, and he quickly came to two easy conclusions about me: My story was very typical, and my story was very dangerous.

When people become over-scheduled, he told me, they don’t shortchange their kids or their careers. No, they shortchange their friendships. “And the public health dangers of that are incredibly clear,” Schwartz said with appropriate gravitas.

Beginning in the 1980s, study after study started to show that people who were socially isolated from their friends—regardless of how healthy their family lives were—proved far more susceptible to a massive list of health problems, and were far more likely to die during a given period than their socially connected peers. And this was after correcting for things like age and gender and lifestyle choices.

Loneliness kills. And in the twenty-first century, by any reasonable measure, loneliness has become an epidemic.

“Loneliness” is a subjective state, where the distress you feel comes from the discrepancy between the social connections you desire and the social connections you actually have. That’s not a very high bar. That sounds a lot like me. That sounds a lot like everyone.

You can feel lonely when you are alone. But you can also feel lonely in a crowd. However loneliness arrives, its consequences are terrible. Name a health condition you don’t want and there’s a study linking it to loneliness. Diabetes. Obesity. Alzheimer’s. Heart disease. Cancer. One study found that in terms of damage to your health, loneliness was the equivalent of smoking 15 cigarettes a day.

Now consider that a 2019 survey found that 61 percent of Americans are measurably lonely, based on how they scored on the UCLA Loneliness Scale, the gold standard for decades. That percentage had jumped seven points from just the previous year. And according to a large study conducted by the AARP, more than 42 million Americans over the age of 45 suffer from “chronic loneliness.”

It gets worse. A massive study by Brigham Young University, using data from 3.5 million people collected over 35 years, found that individuals who suffered from loneliness, isolation, or even those who simply lived alone saw their risk of premature death rise by up to 32 percent.

More people live alone today than at any point in human history. In the United States, 27 percent of households are single-person. In 1970, that number was 17 percent. For older Americans, those numbers are even higher. Nearly a third of people above the age of 65 live alone. By age 86, the percentage has jumped to half.

While loneliness clearly poses a gigantic issue in our society, Schwartz told me, dealing with it is extremely difficult for one simple reason: No one wants to admit that they’re lonely.

“Since my wife and I have written about loneliness and social isolation, we see a fair number of people for whom this is a big problem,” Schwartz said. “But very often, they don’t come in saying they’re lonely. Most people have the experience you had in your editor’s office—admitting you’re lonely feels very much like admitting you’re a loser. Psychiatry has worked hard to destigmatize things like depression, and to a large part it has been successful. People are comfortable saying they’re depressed. But they’re not comfortable saying they’re lonely, because you’re the kid sitting alone in the cafeteria.”

I’ve never been that kid. I’m gregarious and outgoing. I’ve never had trouble making friends. I’m fairly good about keeping in touch. Or at least I comment on their Facebook posts, and they comment on mine.

My wife and I got together with other couples every now and again. And I’d even gone on a few “guy dates” with newer acquaintances I’d met through my kids or on an assignment or wherever. But all too often those seemed to be one and done. We’d go grab a couple beers, and then spend those beers talking about how we’re over-scheduled and never get to do things like this, while vaguely making plans to do something again, though we both know it will probably never happen. It’s a polite way of kicking the ball down the road but never into the goal. I like you. You like me. Is that enough? Is this what passes for friendship at this stage in life?

Schwartz had convinced me of many things in our conversation, but he had failed to get me to admit that I was lonely. Nope, not me. I was simply a textbook case of the silent majority of people who won’t admit they’re starved for friendship, even if all signs point to the contrary.



Before he let me off the phone, Schwartz again urged me to take this as a call to action. He suggested finding activities with built-in regularity, and I didn’t need a PhD to understand why that’s the favored advice of the experts who work in this field. As the doctors would say, planning anything suuuucks. Scheduling takes initiative, and if you have to take initiative every time you see a friend, it’s easy for the effort to feel like yet another aggravation you don’t need. Anyone who has ever been on an email chain trying to plan a group get-together knows how quickly the aggravation can kill the concept. Too often, the moment of joy doesn’t come from actually seeing your friends; it comes from the aggravation ending.

So the expert recommendation is rather grandfatherly—join a bowling league. Essentially.

The other advice is to pick up the phone, which is a problem if you’re like me, which is to say a guy. I hate talking on the phone. This is a very typical male objection, and it’s a known barrier to friendship. For women, however, the phone is a tool for strengthening friendship. Not long after I hung up with Schwartz, I read an article about a recent talk given by an Oxford professor named Robin Dunbar, who presented a study showing that women—but not men—can maintain close relationships over the phone. My wife is capable of having long phone conversations with her sister and her friends, and I stare in amazement as she paces about in the kitchen. Every phone conversation I have with one of my buddies seems to last about 45 seconds before one of us says “All right, I’ll catch up with you later.”

Men need an activity to bond. This finding is supported in study after study, or from pulling your head out of your ass and simply looking around. It’s a measurable fact that men make their deepest friendships through periods of intense engagement, such as sports or military service or school. It’s hardwired into our genetics; we spent millions of years hunting together. Going through something together was not only how we built our bonds but how we maintained them.

Here’s a tidbit that’ll have you staring off into the distance and nodding your head (at least that’s what I did when Schwartz told me about it during our first conversation). So apparently psychologists and sociologists do studies where they creep around and take photos of people unawares, and then analyze them for patterns. And when they look at snapshots of people interacting, an unmistakable distinction emerges between how men and women orient themselves to one another and the world.

Women talk face-to-face. Men talk shoulder to shoulder.

Once this was pulled into focus for me, I couldn’t not see it. The evidence is everywhere. Barstools and box seats are designed for it. Even in situations where men are seated across a table from one another, I noticed that they naturally angle their seats away from one another, facing in the same direction, staring out at the world together.

This all had me thinking about a big activity I had recently been through with a friend. I’d run the Boston Marathon with a buddy from college named Matt. He lived outside Chicago, but as we went through our training we were in regular contact about how much we hated running, and those conversations led to other things, and before I had really noticed it we were closer than we’d ever been, even though our longest actual conversation was in the four-ish hours it took us to get from Hopkinton to Boston. We repeated the entire cycle seven months later at the Chicago Marathon, and it was a fantastic thing to go through with a buddy. I never could have done it without him. But since the day we crossed that finish line in Grant Park, I’d had almost zero contact with Matt. We were no longer going through anything together.

I suppose I could call him or something, but I hate the phone.



When I looked around at my life, there was much to be happy about. If I needed a confidant, I was lucky to have married the right woman. My kids were the best. Everyone in my inner circle was healthy and stable. All the pieces were there. Except for my friends. They weren’t even on the to-do list. And the saddest part was how normal that had come to feel.

I missed my friends. And I had to believe they missed me. Was I really supposed to wait until we could reunite on the golf course after we’d retired? This stupid assignment had shown me that our isolation was not only sad but quite dangerous. Like, shockingly dangerous. Like a greased slide into a pit filled with spikes.

But I had an idea. Or, more accurately, I was going to steal an idea.

Shortly after we’d moved from the city to Cape Ann, I took a kayaking class run out of a small shop in Essex that led paddling tours through the Great Marsh. The shop was owned by an older guy named Ozzie and his wife, Sandy, and at some point I heard Ozzie decline an invitation because he had Wednesday Night.

I didn’t totally follow, as I was under the impression that we all had Wednesday night, but Ozzie explained that “Wednesday Night” was a pact that he and some buddies had made many years before, a standing order that on Wednesday nights they would get together and do something. Anything.

Everything about the idea sounded perfect to me, a blend of quaint and profound, right down to its name, which is a lack of a name, which is a very guy thing to do. Also… Wednesdays. Ain’t nothing great about Wednesdays.

But above all, what struck me was the fact that he and his buddies had been doing it for decades. There was a hidden sweetness to the gesture, and Ozzie was not a soft guy. No, this was the simple acknowledgment from male friends that they needed their guys for no other reason than they just did.

The moment he explained the concept to me, I knew I was going to steal it. You know, when I was older and needed something like that.

Three years later, as I worked on that stupid article, I realized I had already waited too long.






Two

The deadline is always the ultimate inspiration, so I went through my usual routine of waking up early, pounding coffee until I was peeing like I was pregnant, then staring at my computer screen and panicking.

What the hell was I doing? What was this story about? That I’m a loser? Fine. I admit it.

I typed out my complaints, blamed my editor for the con job, threw in some research, and unapologetically raised my hand and took the L.

The whole thing kind of made me laugh as I typed, if I’m honest. That’s probably psychopath behavior. But it had been such a strange trip since I got up from that editor’s chair, convinced that I was going to prove him wrong.

Instead, I had been forced to admit that I had no truly active friendships. Just as painfully, I had to admit that I was middle-aged.

Whatever. At least I had completed the stupid assignment. No one was going to read this story anyway. Who the hell wants to talk about “loneliness”? Emily Dickinson called it “the horror not to be surveyed,” and she’s a woman who lay in bed and wrote poems about death.



A few weeks later, I was seated in front of a microphone in a studio at National Public Radio, already well into my reign as America’s #1 Middle-Aged Loser, speaking live to the nation and feeling like something heavy was about to collapse.

Dr. Schwartz was seated to my left, and thus far in the program we’d shared a lively discussion about my article and what a loser I was. Then the host of the program announced that he was going to patch in the Surgeon General of the United States from Washington.

Dr. Vivek Murthy’s voice came over my headphones, and straightaway the host challenged him to have my back. “What do you think of this notion that middle-aged men in America let their friendships slide, and it’s consequential?”

I hated the word “notion,” if only because it perfectly captured the self-doubt that gurgled in the pit of my stomach, the impostor syndrome that had overtaken me since the article had published and unleashed madness into my life. What did I know about public health? I’m not a doctor. I’m just some guy who was trying to wriggle out of an assignment he didn’t want. I probably misinterpreted everything. Instead of covering the story, I probably twisted it to fit me.

I feared a huge correction coming on. But instead the good doctor had my back. His response was all affirmation and encouragement, a sweeping validation that the response I was receiving—which we’ll get to in a moment—was not an anomaly but instead the great rumbling of a silent, lonely majority. My better suspicions were true: I had not gone too far; instead, I had not gone far enough. Friendship was in crisis. Something fundamental had broken. Something needed to be fixed.

“Well, it rings true, not just for middle-aged men but for populations across the board,” Dr. Murthy said in response to the host’s query. “One of the things we’ve come to realize is that loneliness is an underappreciated public health threat. In the 1980s, about twenty percent of adults said that they were lonely. Now that number stands at forty percent, and I believe that’s likely an underrepresentation because many people don’t report loneliness because they fear the stigma around loneliness. So we’re talking here about a subjective state. You can have dozens of friends and acquaintances and still feel lonely.”

He rattled off the frightening list of consequences, which I still found hard to believe, and the simple conclusion:

“Loneliness is toxic for your health.”

The story, as reluctant as I had been to admit it, was abundantly clear.

We, my friends, were in the midst of a full-blown loneliness epidemic, one that would only become worse with the arrival of a virus that forced us apart.

And by raising my hand and admitting I was a bit of a loser, I found myself standing at the dead center of the gathering storm.



Magazines have a long lag time, so a few weeks passed between when I wrote the original article and when it was published, and I mostly forgot about it. Or, rather, I avoided thinking about the fact that I was about to publicly admit that I had let many of my close friendships slip away as I structured myself into a work-family-work cycle that left me feeling like a loser.

I could no longer deny how well my symptoms fit the diagnosis that had been handed to me. But identifying a problem and knowing how to fix it aren’t the same thing, and whenever I did think about trying to fix my friend problems, I felt like I had no clue how to begin. I couldn’t just call up guys I hadn’t seen in forever and tell them I missed them, right? I needed some sort of in-between, some reason for that to happen.

On a Thursday in early March, I was working from home, sitting at my desk, when I got an email from a reader about the article, which the magazine had apparently just published online, a few days before the print magazine hit the stands.

It was a nice, personal note from a guy in Ohio who said he used to have a “Wednesday Night” with his buddies—in their case, it was “First Tuesday of the Month”—but the tradition had faded as they entered their forties, and now at 53 he was wondering where everyone had gone.

Soon there came another email. And another. And another. Then it just snowballed. In an instant, my inbox was overflowing. I received thousands of emails from people all over the United States, and tons of emails from men in Australia and Alberta, of all places. It quickly became one of the most popular articles that the Boston Globe had ever published, and as the odometer rolled past a million readers, it felt like every one of them sent me a personal email, to the point that the magazine offered to give me an intern to help handle the flood.

I declined the offer and resolved to reply to each heartfelt message, no matter how long it took, because each came from a person who needed to feel seen.

Many of the emails were perfectly precise. “This is me” or “I feel like you crawled into my brain.” Others offered some version of “I sent the article to my buddies and now we’re getting the band back together.” Those ones always felt great.

But there were hundreds and hundreds of emails that went so much deeper than that, long and emotional. I heard from young people saying they felt like they had a thousand “friends” and none at all. I heard from older people telling me I didn’t know the half of it. And I heard from the desperately lonely asking if they could come to my “Wednesday Night.”

The response from men in my age demographic—those at the beginning of middle age—was huge, but there was a similarly huge response from those on the tail end of middle age. Some offered tips on what had worked for them. Many others wrote: “I wish I’d read this 20 years ago.” My aunt pulled me aside to say she was worried about her husband, who had lost his relationships with all the other “sports dads” on the sideline when his kids had grown. My own mother had a frank talk with my dad about getting out more.

A vast conversation had begun, branching off in ways that I hadn’t even considered. The editor who had originally dumped the assignment on me was my age, the father of young kids. We were looking at this issue through a straw; it should have been a fish-eye lens.

I received letters from those who were divorced or widowed telling me how their social circle had disappeared in an instant; from those who had moved to a new place and knew no one; from people who felt truly isolated from the world around them and didn’t know how to reconnect. Readers asked lots of questions about things I had not researched, like the impact of social media or the role of loneliness in the addiction epidemic. Many sent me studies I hadn’t seen, studies that showed the spokes of this problem extending into all corners of the modern world. Combined together, it built the argument that a species that thrived on its social connections—the social animal—was falling apart as we moved away from that core.

I had neglected women in my article, and many of them wrote me to say: “Hey, what about us?” I had focused on men because the data suggested they had it worse, but loneliness was far from a male exclusive. And if I’m honest: I was afraid to write about women, because the only thing I know about women with absolute certainty is that they don’t want a man telling them how they feel. But that reasoning was an easy cop-out. For when I thought of the friendships I missed, it was not just my guys but also the many women I considered lifelong friends but had drifted away from for the exact same reasons—everyone was locked into important commitments that didn’t include friendship.

Friends were what we did after the “important” stuff was done, and that shit is never done.

According to time-use statistics from the U.S. Department of Labor, spending time with friends is so far down on the list of how we go about our days that it’s amazing we still remember their names. Work is the biggest time-suck. Shocker. Sleep comes a close second, though the two grow ever apart. What’s left is about five hours per day in a broad category known as “leisure.” This includes exercising and socializing, but the sad fact is that more than half of that time is spent watching television. “The principal contributor to loneliness in this country is television,” the anthropologist Ashley Montagu opined many decades ago. “What happens is the family ‘gets together’ alone.” Even in 2017, people between the ages of 15 and 44, the original smartphone junkies, were still logging a solid two hours a day with the boob tube. Older people watch much more. Socializing and communicating—which includes everything from calling a friend to hosting a party to chatting at the watercooler—occupy an average of just 39 minutes per day. Much of that time is actually weighted on the weekends; on Saturday and Sunday, we reward ourselves with nearly a whole hour each day.

A quick back-of-the-napkin calculation tells me some shit is wrong here. But with the whole herd of us sliding together, it had essentially blocked my view. Now that I saw it, I was pumped full of resolve.

As corny as it may sound, in my heart I felt the way you do when you follow a friend in a car. Occasionally you might get separated, but you know that somewhere down the line they’ll be waiting for you to catch up. They won’t forget about you.

But you need to catch up. And then you need to do everything you can to not lose sight of them again.

Now, thanks to that silly article, I had the vehicle to do just that. It felt like every person I’d ever known had read the darn thing, and none of them missed their chance. They all reached out to say “I always knew you were a loser.”

Awwww. They missed me, too.

I replied with many versions of “we need to get the band back together” and “it’s been too long” and “we need to hang out.” I also published a quick follow-up story describing everything that was happening, which triggered a whole new round of correspondence that buried me again. While all this was going on, there was a clear buzz in the media on the entire topic. Loneliness was suddenly hot! Radio interviews came for months. Documentary filmmakers wanted to have conversations. I was booked on a panel about loneliness and happiness at the South by Southwest conference, and it sold out so quickly that a second session was added.

On a personal level, as I made the rounds discussing the original article I was already mentally elsewhere, putting puzzle pieces together to guide me on the next part of the journey. For I truly believed what I had read about loneliness and its consequences. So did the people who wrote to me. Which is why they weren’t asking me for more evidence of the cancer. They were asking me for the cure.

The science of loneliness had made its point. Now it was time to see if the science of friendship could do the same.

I made plans, big plans, ridiculous plans, some real and some in my own head. But in the simplest terms, I was taking the steps the experts had advised to get my friend life back on track. And as they’d promised, it was having immediate positive impacts on my emotional health. Simply making plans began to reconnect me with people. Even if our plans never worked out as dreamed, it was good to feel that we still mattered to one another and were working to straighten out the string that connected us.

It’s amazing how tangled those strings become when you put them in your pocket and forget about them.



Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own friendships or whether I will let them wither and rot—the modern and manly thing to do, it seems—these pages must show.

My quest awaited. I had no way of knowing where it might take me. But I knew exactly where I needed to start: four thousand miles away, on the edge of eastern Europe.

That’s because at the very moment I was becoming America’s #1 Middle-Aged Loser, I had received a kick straight to the nuts.

As soon as my article was published online, the very first thing I did was send it to Mark and Rory, my buddies from high school, the two guys I had mentioned in the piece.

“Forgot to mention that I wrote a story about how you guys are shitty friends and I miss you,” I wrote.

Mark replied right away.

“Who is this?”

That’s classic Mark. He communicates almost entirely through ball busting. For years, he’s had a standing gag that no matter the company he’s with or the situation, if my name comes up, he does this little bit.

“Billy Baker?” he’ll ask loudly. “Never liked him.”

Then he steers the conversation elsewhere and waits for the pronouncement to make its way back to me.

I saw your friend Mark, or at least I thought he was your friend, but he said he’s never liked you.

It’s his way of showing me he loves me.

Rory’s reply was not funny. “Awesome story,” he wrote. “I definitely feel like a loser in this regard.”

And then he apologized, because he had failed to mention something kind of important. He had moved.

To Vienna.

I felt blindsided. I tried to swallow the fact, but it got stuck in my throat. One of my two best friends had moved to fucking Austria and hadn’t bothered to tell me.

“Something has gone terribly wrong here,” I wrote back.

“Terribly wrong,” he replied. “We gotta right this ship before it sinks.”
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