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INTRO 

An invitation appears on your phone at 8:17 on a Tuesday 
evening. It has a title, a date, a location, and a reminder set 
for fifteen minutes beforehand. The title is simply “Catch Up 
with Alex.” You stare at it for a moment, wondering when 
your friendship acquired the administrative structure of a 
quarterly performance review. This is the same Alex who 
once arrived at your apartment unannounced with a 
ridiculous amount of takeaway food because you'd had a 
terrible day. The same person who knew your embarrassing 
stories before you learned which ones should remain 
confidential. Now you apparently need a calendar 
appointment to have a conversation. Forty-five minutes, to 
be precise. There is even a little notification asking whether 
you wish to accept or decline. You almost want to select 
“Tentative” just to see whether your friendship has a 
customer service department. 

On Alex's side, however, the invitation represents a small 
triumph. There are two children, competing household 
responsibilities, a job that has become more demanding, and 
an astonishing number of things requiring attention before 
Thursday. Alex has finally found a window in which nobody 
needs collecting, feeding, supervising, or persuading to 
wear appropriate shoes. That forty-five-minute appointment 
isn't evidence that you have become unimportant. It is an 
attempt to protect time for you before ordinary life swallows 
it. Alex is genuinely looking forward to the conversation. You 
are looking at the same invitation and wondering whether 
spontaneity has died and been buried underneath a shared 
family calendar. Neither of you is trying to hurt the other. 
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Unfortunately, good intentions do not come with subtitles 
explaining themselves. 

This is the peculiar territory of adult friendships when one 
person has children and the other has a different kind of life. 
You may still share the same sense of humor, recognize 
each other's voices instantly, and remember enough 
embarrassing details to destroy several respectable 
reputations. Yet your daily realities have become 
increasingly difficult to combine. One person knows the 
precise opening hours of the pediatrician's office. The other 
knows which restaurants accept reservations after nine. One 
plans around school holidays and childcare. The other might 
be managing a demanding career, a relationship, caring 
responsibilities, financial pressures, or simply a life that 
doesn't revolve around raising children. Both are busy. Both 
have legitimate needs. And somehow, both can end up 
feeling that the other has stopped making an effort. 

The difficult part is that friendship doesn't usually 
announce when its circumstances have changed. There is 
no official letter informing you that your previous 
arrangement has expired and new terms and conditions now 
apply. Instead, familiar habits gradually stop working. A 
suggestion that once produced an enthusiastic yes now 
requires several conversations. An activity you both enjoyed 
becomes impractical for one person and unappealing to the 
other. You start making assumptions about what your friend 
can manage, while your friend assumes you understand 
constraints you've never actually discussed. Eventually, one 
of you says, “We never do anything together anymore,” and 
the other hears, “You're failing at being my friend.” A 
perfectly ordinary observation becomes an accusation 
neither person intended to make. 
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There can be real grief underneath these small 
disagreements. If your friend has become a parent, you 
might miss the easy companionship you once took for 
granted. You can adore their children, genuinely celebrate 
their family, and still feel sad that your place in their daily life 
has changed. If you're the parent, you may miss being 
recognized as someone with interests, ambitions, and a 
personality beyond your responsibilities. You can love your 
children wholeheartedly while longing for the freedom to 
finish one uninterrupted conversation. Neither experience 
cancels out the other. Loving the life you have does not 
mean you must enjoy every limitation it brings. And choosing 
a different life does not mean you are somehow less capable 
of responsibility, commitment, or meaningful relationships. 

Unfortunately, people often respond to these changes by 
competing over whose circumstances deserve the most 
understanding. Parents may feel that friends without 
children underestimate the relentless nature of their 
responsibilities. Friends without children may feel that their 
own commitments are treated as optional simply because 
nobody calls them Mom or Dad. Before long, a discussion 
about spending time together becomes an unofficial 
championship in exhaustion. Contestants present their sleep 
deficits, financial commitments, emotional responsibilities, 
and evidence of general adult suffering. The prize is the 
right to say, “You don't understand how busy I am.” There 
are no winners, although everyone leaves thoroughly 
convinced that they should have received a trophy. 

Another tempting response is to keep score. You 
remember who reached out last, who rearranged their plans, 
who remembered an important occasion, and who 
disappeared for weeks. Some of these details matter. A 
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friendship in which one person consistently does all the 
work deserves attention. But turning every interaction into 
an entry in an imaginary accounting system rarely helps you 
understand what is happening. A canceled arrangement 
might reflect an unavoidable responsibility, poor planning, or 
declining interest. Those explanations require different 
responses. If you assume the worst before examining the 
situation, resentment can develop faster than understanding. 
If you excuse everything indefinitely, you may ignore a 
relationship that has become painfully one-sided. Neither 
approach gives you much room to make a thoughtful 
decision. 

Perhaps you've already tried promising that things will 
improve. You'll make more time. You'll organize something 
special. You'll stop losing touch. These commitments sound 
convincing when everyone is relaxed and feeling 
affectionate. Unfortunately, they often collapse when they 
encounter the same circumstances that caused the problem 
in the first place. A grand plan cannot manufacture extra 
energy, provide childcare, remove financial constraints, or 
make two different schedules magically compatible. What 
helps is a more precise understanding of what each person 
actually needs and can realistically offer. Sometimes that 
means changing how you communicate. Sometimes it 
means being clearer about expectations, recognizing a 
recurring disappointment, or finding a form of connection 
that fits the people you've become. 

Throughout this book, we'll look at the ordinary situations 
in which friendship gets complicated without anyone 
necessarily becoming a villain. You'll learn to distinguish 
limited availability from limited interest, express 
disappointment without turning it into an accusation, and 
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recognize when flexibility has quietly become a one-person 
responsibility. We'll explore how to preserve individual 
connections when family relationships, romantic partners, 
group dynamics, and major life changes pull your attention in 
different directions. You'll also discover why meaningful 
friendship sometimes requires new shared experiences 
rather than endless attempts to recreate old ones. The aim 
isn't to make every relationship survive at any cost. It's to 
give you better ways to understand what's happening, 
decide what matters, and respond without unnecessarily 
hurting yourself or someone you care about. 

There are limits to what any advice can accomplish. You 
cannot negotiate someone into genuinely wanting your 
company. You cannot rearrange another person's entire 
family life, and you shouldn't have to abandon your own 
priorities to prove your loyalty. Some friendships will grow 
stronger after their expectations change. Others will become 
quieter but remain meaningful. A few may eventually end, 
not because the past was false, but because two people no 
longer have the willingness or ability to maintain the same 
closeness. Recognizing that possibility is not pessimism. It 
allows you to care about friendship without turning its 
survival into a personal achievement for which you alone are 
responsible. 

For now, consider one person whose friendship matters 
to you. Think about what you actually miss. Is it their 
attention, your shared activities, the feeling of being 
understood, or simply knowing that you belong in each 
other's lives? Those are different needs, and identifying 
yours can make an enormous difference to the conversation 
you eventually have. You don't need to solve everything 
immediately. You only need to stop assuming that your 
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friend can read the emotional footnotes attached to your 
everyday messages. Their life may have changed 
dramatically, but yours has changed too. Understanding 
both realities is a much better starting point than deciding 
whose calendar is more important. 

Friendship does not have to remain identical to remain 
real. It can make room for children, careers, partners, 
changing ambitions, unexpected difficulties, and the 
occasional period when everybody is barely keeping up. 
What it cannot thrive on indefinitely is the assumption that 
affection alone will handle all the practical and emotional 
work. You still have to notice each other. You still have to 
care what happens beyond the boundaries of your own life. 
And occasionally, you may have to accept a calendar 
invitation from someone who once knew you well enough to 
arrive without knocking. 

That invitation might not be the death of spontaneity after 
all. It might simply be two adults finding a way to remain in 
each other's lives, despite the spectacularly inconvenient 
business of living them. 



11 

Chapter 1 - When Your Friendship No 
Longer Fits the Life You're Living 

The pub quiz had been a Thursday-night institution for 
nearly eight years. Every week, Sophie and Ben arrived at 
the same table, ordered something to eat, and demonstrated 
an extraordinary ability to remember obscure television 
theme songs while forgetting basic geography. Their team 
name changed occasionally, usually following an 
embarrassing defeat, but the arrangement itself was 
dependable. Thursday belonged to them. There were no 
formal invitations, no negotiations, and certainly no 
discussions about availability. Then Ben became a father, 
Sophie changed jobs, and Thursday began behaving like 
every other day of the week. The pub continued holding its 
quiz. The table remained available. Unfortunately, the people 
who used to occupy it had apparently become incompatible 
with their own tradition. 

At first, they treated the disruption as temporary. Ben 
missed a few evenings because his baby wasn't sleeping 
well. Sophie skipped one because she had an early meeting. 
Nobody worried. Then childcare became complicated, 
Sophie's workload increased, and their familiar Thursday 
evening turned into a collection of optimistic messages 
about next week. Months passed. When they finally 
managed to attend together, the evening was pleasant but 
strangely different. Ben kept checking his phone because 
his partner was having trouble settling their daughter. Sophie 
was exhausted from work and found herself wondering 
whether she should have stayed home. Neither wanted to 
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admit it, but an activity that had once felt effortless now 
required considerable effort from both of them. 

What had happened to their friendship? Perhaps nothing 
quite as dramatic as either feared. They still liked each other. 
Their jokes still worked, although Ben had developed an 
alarming tendency to describe ordinary events using 
children's television references. Their shared history hadn't 
disappeared. What had changed was the environment that 
previously allowed their friendship to flourish almost 
automatically. They had mistaken a wonderfully convenient 
arrangement for a permanent feature of their relationship. 
Once the convenience disappeared, they were left with the 
much harder question of how to remain close without it. 

This distinction matters because friendships are often 
supported by circumstances we barely notice. Living nearby, 
working similar hours, sharing a social circle, or having 
compatible responsibilities creates countless opportunities 
for connection. You see someone frequently without 
deliberately arranging it. Conversations happen because 
you're already together. If either person needs something, 
the other is conveniently available. Over time, the ease of 
maintaining the relationship can become part of how you 
understand its strength. You assume that because you're 
close, spending time together is simple. Sometimes the 
explanation also works in reverse: spending time together 
was simple, and that helped you become close. 

When those circumstances change, the relationship loses 
some of its invisible support. You might move farther apart. 
One of you might begin raising children while the other 
builds a career involving irregular hours. Someone might 
enter a serious relationship, develop new interests, or take 
on responsibility for an aging relative. Suddenly, seeing each 
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other requires choices that once happened naturally. This 
can feel like evidence that the friendship has deteriorated, 
even when the underlying affection remains strong. A bridge 
doesn't necessarily become weaker because the road 
leading to it has been closed. But you do need another way 
to reach it. 

Missing your friend or missing your old life? 

There is an uncomfortable possibility worth considering: 
sometimes the thing you miss most isn't entirely your friend. 
You might also miss the person you were when spending 
time together was easy. Perhaps those evenings 
represented independence, adventure, freedom from 
household responsibilities, or a period before work became 
so demanding. Your friend was part of that life, which makes 
them a powerful reminder of everything that has changed. 
When they become less available, you may experience both 
a genuine loss of connection and a broader longing for an 
earlier version of adulthood. Those feelings can become 
tangled together until you're asking one person to restore an 
entire chapter of your life. 

Imagine someone complaining that their best friend never 
wants to go out late anymore. On closer examination, the 
frustrated person might also dislike staying out late these 
days. They simply miss having the option. They miss 
knowing that a spontaneous idea could become a 
memorable evening without requiring advance planning, 
financial calculations, or a detailed assessment of 
tomorrow's energy levels. Their friend's new responsibilities 
make the change visible, but they are not necessarily its sole 
cause. You can resent a vanished possibility even when you 
wouldn't actually choose it very often. Human beings are 
remarkably skilled at longing for opportunities they would 
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probably decline if offered at six thirty on a rainy 
Wednesday. 

For parents, the experience can be equally complicated. 
Becoming responsible for children doesn't erase the need 
for companionship outside family life. You may love your 
family and still miss being introduced simply as yourself 
rather than someone's mother or father. You might want 
your oldest friend to remember your ambitions, your peculiar 
interests, and the version of you who once believed a 
weekend could be organized approximately twelve minutes 
before departure. Missing those things doesn't mean you 
regret becoming a parent. It means your identity contains 
more than one role, and some parts of it have received less 
attention recently. 

A friend without children may experience a different kind 
of displacement. Their milestones might no longer align with 
the group's familiar pattern of pregnancies, school 
decisions, and family celebrations. Their achievements may 
be substantial but less immediately recognizable to people 
absorbed in parenting. They might feel awkward discussing 
a new romantic relationship or an ambitious personal project 
when their friend is struggling with exhausting family 
obligations. Eventually, they begin editing themselves, 
leaving out experiences that seem irrelevant or potentially 
insensitive. The friendship then loses access to important 
parts of their life, even though nobody explicitly asked for 
silence. 

Neither person benefits from pretending these changes 
are insignificant. A relationship can be genuinely valuable 
while certain aspects of its former existence are gone. 
Recognizing that loss isn't disloyal. It allows you to grieve 
something specific rather than turning vague disappointment 
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into accusations about the other person's character. You 
might miss frequent companionship, easy conversation, 
shared activities, or the comfort of belonging to the same 
everyday world. Once you understand which element 
matters most, you can consider whether it has a realistic 
place in your lives now. 

This doesn't mean every lost habit requires replacement. 
Some traditions belong to particular stages of life, and trying 
to preserve them can produce more frustration than 
pleasure. Sophie and Ben eventually discovered that they 
both missed their pub quiz, but neither enjoyed the logistical 
effort required to attend every week. Their solution wasn't to 
become more determined or recruit several unwilling 
relatives into an emergency childcare committee. It was to 
acknowledge that the weekly ritual had served them 
wonderfully for years and no longer needed to carry 
responsibility for their entire friendship. 

The friendship is not its former schedule 

One reason this adjustment feels difficult is that we often 
use frequency as a convenient measure of closeness. We 
remember seeing someone twice a week, compare it with 
the present situation, and conclude that the friendship has 
declined. Frequency certainly matters when it creates 
opportunities to know each other. But it doesn't tell the 
complete story. Two people can meet regularly while 
remaining emotionally distant, just as two longtime friends 
can communicate less often and still understand each 
other's important experiences. The relevant question is what 
happens within the connection you currently have, not 
simply how many meetings survived the transition into adult 
life. 
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Look at the quality of your interactions without 
exaggerating either their strengths or weaknesses. When 
you talk, can you be yourself? Does your friend show 
curiosity about your life, including the parts that no longer 
resemble theirs? Do you both have opportunities to express 
disappointment, excitement, uncertainty, or ordinary 
silliness? Does the connection leave you feeling welcome, or 
increasingly like an inconvenient addition to somebody 
else's responsibilities? These questions reveal more than 
comparing the number of weekends you spent together last 
year. They also make it harder to hide persistent neglect 
behind sentimental declarations about knowing each other 
forever. 

Be careful, though, about evaluating a friendship solely 
during an unusually demanding period. A parent of a 
newborn, someone going through a divorce, or a person 
caring for an ill family member may have very little capacity 
for social interaction. Their temporary limitations shouldn't 
automatically become the permanent definition of the 
relationship. Equally, an explanation that seemed entirely 
reasonable eighteen months ago may deserve 
reconsideration if circumstances have changed and the 
friendship still receives no attention. Understanding context 
means noticing when it changes, not preserving an old 
excuse in perfect condition like a historical artifact. 

A useful conversation begins with an updated description 
of your lives rather than an attempt to reproduce your former 
arrangements. Instead of saying, "We used to do everything 
together, and now you never have time," you might ask, 
"What does a genuinely manageable week look like for you 
these days?" That question invites information rather than 
defense. You can offer your own circumstances with equal 
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clarity. Perhaps your evenings are increasingly committed, 
but occasional weekend mornings are free. Perhaps your 
friend can manage a brief outing but finds overnight trips 
unrealistic. You are looking for genuine areas of overlap, not 
demanding that one person abandon their current life to 
demonstrate affection. 

Sometimes this conversation reveals differences that 
cannot be eliminated. You might want more frequent 
companionship than your friend can provide. They might 
prefer socializing with families while you enjoy activities 
designed for adults without children. Those preferences are 
not automatically moral failures. You can recognize them 
honestly and decide which kinds of connection are still 
meaningful to both of you. A friendship becomes harder to 
maintain when each person secretly believes the other 
should eventually become more like them. It becomes easier 
to understand when you stop treating your own lifestyle as 
the default setting for everyone else. 

There's also a practical difference between making room 
for friendship and surrendering every remaining piece of 
free time to it. Parents need time for their children, partners, 
and themselves. People without children need time for their 
own commitments, relationships, and rest. A realistic 
arrangement respects those needs rather than imagining 
that all unscheduled hours are available for negotiation. If 
someone says Sunday afternoon is their only opportunity to 
recover from the week, that matters even if no childcare 
arrangements are involved. If someone cannot leave home 
because they are responsible for a young child, the 
constraint is equally real. Neither person needs to present a 
more impressive list of obligations to earn respect. 

Getting to know the person who exists now 
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Perhaps the most surprising consequence of a changing 
friendship is that you may need to become curious about 
someone you believe you already know completely. Long 
familiarity can encourage outdated assumptions. You 
remember what your friend enjoyed, disliked, feared, and 
wanted years ago. Those memories are valuable, but they 
aren't necessarily an accurate description of the present. 
People develop new ambitions, change their priorities, 
reconsider old opinions, and discover interests that would 
have astonished their younger selves. If you keep relating 
exclusively to the person from your shared past, your friend 
may eventually feel that you're more attached to their former 
identity than their current one. 

Give each other permission to be unfamiliar in small ways. 
Ask what currently excites them, what they find difficult, and 
which aspects of life they would like more space for. Don't 
assume parenting has made every previous interest 
irrelevant, or that someone without children still wants 
exactly the same experiences they enjoyed before. You may 
discover unexpected common ground. Perhaps you've both 
become interested in cooking, local history, or spending 
more time outdoors. Perhaps your interests now differ 
substantially, but you're still entertained by each other's 
observations. Friendship can accommodate new information 
if nobody insists that the past constitutes a legally binding 
personality contract. 

Sophie and Ben eventually met for lunch on a Saturday 
when both happened to be available. There were no trivia 
questions, no familiar table, and no attempt to revive their 
old Thursday routine. They talked about what had changed 
and discovered that some changes were surprisingly 
welcome. Ben had become more patient in certain ways and 
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dramatically less patient with unnecessary noise. Sophie had 
developed a genuine interest in subjects that would once 
have put both of them to sleep. They were still amused by 
each other's absurdities, and they left with a few new things 
to discuss next time. The friendship hadn't returned to its 
previous form. It had found room for the people they 
currently were. 

That is the adjustment worth making. Your shared history 
remains valuable, but it doesn't have to dictate how you 
spend the rest of your lives. You can appreciate an old 
tradition without insisting it continue indefinitely. You can 
miss former freedoms without blaming your friend for 
growing into different responsibilities. And you can accept 
that some friendships will become quieter without assuming 
they are necessarily less sincere. What matters is whether 
both people still want to know and care about each other 
within the possibilities available to them. 

The pub quiz will survive without Sophie and Ben. 
Somewhere, another team will confidently identify the wrong 
capital city and blame the question writer. Their friendship, 
meanwhile, has a better chance of surviving because they 
stopped requiring it to take place at the same table every 
Thursday. Sometimes the first real sign of maturity in a 
friendship is realizing that the people matter more than the 
arrangement that once made being together so easy. 
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Chapter 2 - The Exhaustion Olympics: 
Why Nobody Wins the Competition to 

Be Busier 

Consider the following exchange between two friends 
who have known each other for fifteen years. 

"I haven't had a proper day off in weeks," says Hannah, 
who works in healthcare and lives alone. 

"Try doing that with two kids," replies Rachel. 

Hannah explains that her shifts have been unpredictable 
and she's also been helping her mother recover from 
surgery. 

Rachel responds that her youngest has started waking 
repeatedly at night, while her oldest needs help preparing 
for school assessments. 

Within minutes, an ordinary conversation about being 
tired has become an international sporting event. Both 
competitors are submitting increasingly impressive evidence 
of exhaustion. Rachel has produced a detailed account of 
interrupted sleep. Hannah counters with twelve-hour shifts 
and family responsibilities. Neither has mentioned that the 
original purpose of the conversation was to arrange dinner. 
The International Committee for Competitive Suffering has 
yet to announce a winner, although the judges are 
considering awarding both participants a nap. 

This is what happens when friendship gets tangled up in 
the assumption that whoever has the most demanding life 
deserves the greatest accommodation. Parents may 
understandably feel that friends without children cannot fully 
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appreciate the constant responsibility involved in raising a 
family. Friends without children may feel that their time, 
tiredness, and personal commitments are automatically 
regarded as less significant. Each side becomes increasingly 
determined to demonstrate that its difficulties are real. 
Unfortunately, the conversation stops being about 
understanding and starts being about establishing rank. 

The underlying mistake is treating different 
responsibilities as competing claims to personal importance. 
Parenting can involve obligations that are genuinely difficult 
or impossible to postpone. A child cannot simply be left 
unattended because an adult has received an interesting 
invitation. But having children does not make every parental 
preference more important than every commitment in a 
friend's life. Equally, enjoying greater flexibility doesn't mean 
that you have no obligations or that your availability can be 
claimed whenever somebody else's arrangements become 
inconvenient. The difficulty lies in respecting unequal 
constraints without turning them into unequal human worth. 

A responsibility is not a trump card 

Suppose Rachel asks Hannah whether she can help 
collect her older child from an after-school activity. Hannah 
declines because she has plans that evening. Rachel feels 
frustrated, particularly because she knows Hannah isn't 
working. She thinks, "It's only an hour. She knows how much 
I'm juggling." What Rachel doesn't know is that Hannah has 
arranged a quiet evening with someone she's recently 
started dating. Nothing dramatic is happening. No 
emergency services are involved. But the evening matters to 
Hannah, who has spent several weeks trying to develop a 
promising relationship around an awkward work schedule. 
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Rachel's childcare problem is legitimate. Hannah's 
personal plans are legitimate too. The fact that one involves 
a child doesn't automatically establish an obligation for the 
other person to rearrange her evening. If Rachel is in an 
unexpected emergency, Hannah might willingly help. If 
Rachel simply needs someone to cover a predictable 
scheduling conflict, asking is reasonable, but accepting 
refusal is equally important. Friendship creates opportunities 
for generosity, not an unlimited entitlement to another 
person's uncommitted hours. Even close friends retain 
ownership of their time, which is fortunate because there 
isn't a national registry allocating spare evenings to 
whichever household currently has the most laundry. 

Now reverse the situation. Hannah has booked tickets for 
a performance she'd love Rachel to attend. Rachel has 
already agreed to supervise her children that evening while 
her partner works. Hannah complains that Rachel always 
uses the children as an excuse. Yet this isn't a matter of 
Rachel preferring one form of entertainment over another. 
She has a responsibility that requires an actual replacement 
arrangement before she can leave. Hannah may reasonably 
feel disappointed, especially if they haven't enjoyed time 
together recently, but insisting that Rachel should simply 
make the evening happen ignores a genuine constraint. 

The challenge is to distinguish what cannot reasonably be 
moved from what someone has chosen to prioritize. 
Responsibilities, priorities, and preferences often get mixed 
together in casual conversation. A responsibility may involve 
a dependent person who needs supervision. A priority might 
be a family tradition, professional commitment, or personal 
relationship that someone deliberately protects. A 
preference might mean wanting a quiet evening instead of 


