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To Family and Friends and to the memory of Kenny and Billy whom we miss


To those suffering from loneliness and loss in the time of COVID









“The secret of loneliness. How to live with it, how to wrap it around your body and still be able to make beautiful, colorful things…”


Excerpt from the novel The Space Between Us by Thrity Umrigar
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Personal Notes







“We are lonely. And in our blind reaching out, we do not see how we embrace our own loneliness and carry it with us, hugged against our chests.”


(Conversation with a friend)


I asked a man to sleep with me last night. He was my friend—affectionate, handsome, and, most important, available. After I asked him, he sat very quietly on the footstool near my chair for several minutes, and then he said no. I felt rejected, hurt, and when he left, I asked myself why I needed affection and closeness so desperately that I had to use sex to get it.*


I have felt this kind of loneliness all my life.


I grew up in a small town where everyone thought they knew me, but no one knew me at all. During high school, I worked weekends in a coffee shop. While serving up the pecan pie, I would tell my customers that one day I would move to France. I dreamed of escape. My white uniform, black nylon apron with grease stains, white rubber-soled shoes—they were my prison uniform. The town, I thought, was my prison cell. My way of coping with the present was to ignore it. By the time I went to college, I was unable to relate to the people around me. I circled inward in ever-tighter knots and took in nothing that might infringe on my private world.


Then I married a man I’d known since I was sixteen. I married because I was under the illusion that a husband would end my loneliness. Some people have children for the same reason, and it is painful to learn that children or spouses are only a distraction from loneliness and not a cure. I imagined, as John Fowles says of his Victorian lovers in French Lieutenant’s Woman, that my husband and I would lie for days in each other’s arms in some jasmine-scented room, “infinitely alone, exiled, yet fused in that loneliness, inseparable in that exile.” I married him not for what he was, but for what I wanted to become with him. I should have known better. But even after all these years, I still think, from time to time, that some man can save me.


I wanted to know how to love realistically, but I had no idea of where to begin. We need love, we need affection, and it is because of the misconceptions and fantasies we have about love, because of the distorted search and the broken dreams, that we sometimes cry out in our sleep.


When the marriage ended, I had to face a new and worse kind of loneliness. It pounced on me with all its might and simply would not let go. We were together always, sometimes at peace but more often at war. I took a lover and he turned off the lights during sex. I hoped he would remember who he was with. I hoped I would remember.


After sex, I turned away in bed. “You’re awfully quiet,” he said. “What are you thinking about?”


“It isn’t important,” I answered.


He persisted.


“I feel empty,” I said, “because I just gave away too much of myself in bed.” He was silent. And in that short night, I had somehow retrieved myself by hurting him with my words. I wondered how I would salvage the joy I knew was in life and how and where I would learn to ask for what I really needed.


Finally, I called a therapist. The first day I walked into the office, I saw a scrawled drawing tacked on the wall. I went over to it and smiled. It showed a child behind a table set up like a lemonade stand, but instead of lemonade a handwritten sign said: CURES FOR DAILY LONELINESS. $2.00


That was the loneliness I had come to have treated—not pathological loneliness but the common garden variety that comes upon us day by day. I sought a therapist’s help because I was living alone, had recently moved, and had few friends. A love affair had ended.


I felt afraid. Over the years, my friends have changed. People who once plunged into life now feared it, people who once had dreams settled for security. So many people chose to be safe rather than run the risk of being alone and lonely. Their lives seemed sterile, barren, frightening. Now I felt it was happening to me.


I wanted to flee to safety and had nowhere to run; I had given myself too much freedom and couldn’t stand the pain. My sense of isolation from myself and others threatened to engulf me. It became crucial to me to understand what was going on—the source of and the force behind this loneliness that touches me and the people close to me.


I once wondered who among us is lonely. Now it seems that the answer is: we all are at some time. People who say that they are never lonely are simply not in touch with their feelings, or unwilling to give in to them.


“The problem with loneliness,” a friend told me, “is that we treat it like a skinned knee.” I understood what he meant. We treat loneliness like an unexpected and unimportant pain. It is a transient condition, one that will heal by tomorrow. It is the result of some misstep in our lives. We act as if it were a price we pay for being careless in our relationships. We can understand loneliness in the hospital, loneliness on a business trip, even loneliness in a crowd. But it is the one thing in life we do not expect when everything is going right.


“Loneliness is a gruesome topic,” my friend went on. “It’s like going into the lion’s den and saying: ‘Are you hungry, lion?’ It’ll be painful to write about,” he warned, “with people slobbering over their deepest and most secret feelings.” Yes, I thought, perhaps he is right. But I didn’t know the half of it.


After I began this book, I asked a noted psychiatrist I knew if he were ever lonely. “Yes,” he said. “How do you handle it?” I asked. “I read in bed and drink wine until I fall asleep,” he said. I found his reaction is not uncommon. He could help other people deal with their loneliness but couldn’t deal with his own. It has disturbed me to discover how many of the people who are supposed to know about our emotions often don’t understand loneliness—their own or anybody else’s. They have a hands-off, antiseptic attitude. They talk about the loneliness of the aged, of widows, of the institutionalized, but seldom of their own experience. The effect of loneliness in their lives and ours has been completely ignored, as the dynamics of death and dying were ignored until only a few years ago.


When I talked to people about writing this book, many of them would say: “I’d love to talk to you about it sometime—I know all about loneliness. Let’s meet for drinks some night.” And I’d never hear from them again. Others made slighting, often uneasy remarks about my preoccupation with loneliness. There was almost a social stigma attached to mentioning it. I felt they were wondering why I spent time thinking and writing about a subject “healthy” people avoid. I began to feel, when asked what I was writing about, that when I said “loneliness” the word should be followed by a catch in my voice, a batted eyelash … they expected more of me once I dropped that leaden word.


William Sadler, Jr., a professor of sociology, taught a course on loneliness at Bloomfield College in New Jersey and said his students were often embarrassed about taking the subject: “It’s like holding a class on alcoholism or homosexuality—as if attending would be to declare themselves,” he said. “But in my class, they learned it’s okay to admit loneliness. It’s like saying: ‘I’m tired, or I’m horny, or I’m anxious.’”


Perhaps the reason there have been so few studies on loneliness is that we are ashamed to admit our familiarity with it—as if we have made an embarrassing pact with the devil. We talk about our sex lives in public, even the condition of our bowels, but when did you last hear anyone at a cocktail party discuss their loneliness?


“My father, when I was growing up, didn’t say: ‘Prepare for loneliness. You’re going to be lonely when you’re older,’” Sadler told me. “What he said was: ‘Develop a personality so you will be popular, be liked, be successful, and if you work hard at that, you will be a happy man.’ So when my own loneliness came I said to myself: ‘What’s wrong with me? What’s happening?’ It didn’t conform with my expectations. I didn’t believe it. I rejected it, dismissed it. The confusion, the resistance to it, made my loneliness even worse.”


I suppose these attitudes are why there has been so little serious examination of loneliness in the average person. This is why I began this book—out of frustration at finding so little to give my own experience some shape, some meaning.





This book is about the ordinary lonelinesss felt by most people, a feeling that is all the more unbearable because it often has no obvious cause and seems so inescapable. We go to therapists for depression, anxiety, or fear but seldom for just plain loneliness. But one thing each depressed person, each anxious person, each fearful person has in common is this: the feeling of being unconnected, unwhole, misunderstood. These feelings are all a part of being lonely.


This book is about lovers, husbands, children, mothers, fathers—people regardless of where they fall on the spectrum of gender identity and sexual preference—who can speak thoughtfully and without fear about their loneliness.


This book is about people I know well and people I barely know at all, people I met by appointment in offices, by chance in bars, and on the street. It is about loneliness on a country porch and a city stoop. It is about the difference between aloneness and loneliness, about the different faces of loneliness, and why some people are better able to handle it than others. It is about the nighttime cry of an unloved child, the morning cry of an abandoned lover.


It is about the analyst’s couch, which has left us staring with bitterness and pain across the chasm of our childhoods at the specter of our parents and has left parents behind, left them out, wondering what went wrong.


This is a book about the splintering of lives into meaningless pieces, about the fault lines of our lives. It is about people who are restless when alone in the country, about how busywork becomes a narcotic. It is a book about why people suffer and hurt. It is about how our longing for love and companionship frightens and confuses us and makes us say yes when we really mean no, how the emptiness and restlessness we feel in our early years can follow us through middle age and on to death.


This book is about why loneliness drives some people crazy and makes some people strong. Why the fear of it makes some people dependent, stay in bad marriages and unhealthy relationships. It is about why people are afraid to be intimate.


This book includes some philosophy, some psychology, and many examples of other people’s loneliness. And it will give you some insights into how to handle your own. But mainly, inevitably, it is a personal book, and my written words a sort of coarse sieve between what people tell me and what I tell you. Because it is a personal book, I do not write specifically of loneliness as a medical or psychological problem. I do not write about the problems of aging and loneliness, or loneliness in institutions such as hospitals or nursing homes. I deal with average middle-class loneliness—the kind I have become familiar with in my day-to-day and year-by-year experience.


I have lived with loneliness for much longer than I have acknowledged it, and often chose to ignore it rather than face it. Much of what I put down here is rumination, like moving a picture from wall to wall, up and down, eyeing it, testing it to see where it fits best.


This is what I wonder about loneliness: If we can identify the way it is disguised in our deepest emotions and needs, then perhaps we can begin to better understand why it exists and what we should do about it—assuming that what we are now doing isn’t good enough and assuming that it is in our best interests to do anything about it at all.


For one thing I have learned is that loneliness does not have to be destructive. In fact, it can be quite the opposite: positive, invigorating, fortifying, like a dive into cold water on a sultry day. But in order for us to know whether it will harm us or help us, we must first be able to recognize its face, be aware when it strikes, understand why, and know what it does to our lives. All people are lonely some of the time, but most people are lonely too much of the time.




	__________________



	* This book is based on my personal heterosexual experience and identity. I have also drawn on or quoted psychologists and academics who assumed heterosexuality was the only acceptable sexual orientation and gender identity, which was common for the time. Those times have, thankfully, changed. But people’s needs for personal happiness have not. When it comes to love and loneliness—no matter where a person falls within the constellation of sexual orientation and gender identity—our basic desires for loving, caring, bonding, and building a life together remain the same.
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The Nature of Loneliness







“This is the universal human condition: There is a void at the center of every psyche. You can call it the absent mother … divine restlessness, or the unreasonable fear of death. But it seems to be characteristic of every person.”


(Sam Keen, “A Conversation with Oscar Ichazo,” Psychology Today)


One bright sunny morning I woke up in a hotel room in San Diego, turned over in the queen-sized bed, looked at the ocean waves lapping beyond the window, and realized that here, in this idyllic setting, I was lonely. I had been traveling alone and slept one too many nights by myself in hotel rooms, eaten one too many meals alone in restaurants. Loneliness had struck, no doubt about it, and it was awful. I changed my travel plans and flew home that day.


Yet, that is not the only kind of loneliness I feel, nor is it always so easily resolved. There are many other kinds, more subtle and unexpected.


Recently, I was sitting alone in the backyard of a friend’s house. The moon was a sliver of light. There were no stars. I heard crickets and the rummaging of a raccoon. Fireflies winked—flashing arcs in the bushes ahead of me. The grass breathed chill and damp under my feet. It was silent. I sensed my body dying, cell by cell, there in the dark. I realized that when I left this bench it would be as if I had never been there. The grass would spring back where my feet had rested. I would leave behind no trace. I heard a telephone ringing in a distant house, and suddenly I wanted to go inside and call someone, anyone.


I felt transient, insignificant, and the sense of my separateness filled me with a deep, flowing loneliness. Yet I sat quietly a moment longer, for I also sensed my uniqueness. I felt reflective and calm. All my life I have surrounded myself with things and people. But I realized that reality is here, in the stillness of this summer night. Each person is ultimately alone. In my life, I take on no passengers and have no baggage. No one else can breathe for me, or speak for me. I die alone.


Here, then, were two completely different kinds of loneliness—with different causes and effects on me. In fact, the feelings provoked were so varied that it seems strange to attach just one word to both of them.


I suspect one reason we have trouble recognizing and handling our loneliness is for this very reason—because we tend to suppress and transform emotions, especially negative ones like fear, anger, and loneliness. It is easy for us to talk about objects in our lives, but we run into trouble when we try to articulate feelings.


The result is that although we feel many kinds of loneliness, we have only one word to describe them all. The same is true of love: There are many ways of loving, but only one word to encompass them all, and we are reduced to using mechanistic words like “relationship.” To describe loneliness accurately, most people have to begin by describing the situation that makes them feel lonely, and go from there.


Loneliness can be triggered by something internal, from inside our heads, or by something external from people we are near or situations we are in. People who feel unloved as children often feel this internal loneliness; they may have spouses or lovers and still feel that the love they are sharing is not real or deserved.


Harry Guntrip, a psychotherapist at Leeds University in England, found among his patients that: “The love-starved child who is terrified of being alone is fighting for what is after all his elementary right to the primary supportive relationship that can alone enable him to live. If he had had it at the right time in infancy, he would not now be so cruelly undermined and dependent on other people.” People who do not get the love they need as children spend the rest of their lives looking for someone to make it up to them.


A friend of mine, for instance, who has always described his mother as a “cold bitch,” and whose father died when he was young, married in a desperate effort to ward off a lifetime of depression and loneliness. “I thought I was saving myself,” he said. “But after the wedding, I still didn’t feel loved, and I didn’t know how to love.” His sense of isolation continued to haunt him, and so the marriage failed. Regardless of the living situation, the adult who was an unloved child often cannot give and receive love as easily as other people can.


This internal loneliness can also be a reaction to other insecurities and unfilled needs that have dogged us through the years. This is the source of much of the loneliness I feel. As an adolescent, everybody feels different and misunderstood. But I didn’t grow out of it. I perpetuated this feeling and shut myself off from people. I disguised my sense of inadequacy by smiling or retreating into hostile silence. I avoided people because it seemed to me they forced me to play a role I didn’t want to play. In short, I, like many other people, did not grow up—my emotions remained adolescent.


There is another kind of loneliness, caused by an experience or a situation, which is much easier to deal with. A guidance counselor told me of the loneliness that haunts her whenever she goes into her supermarket. “That’s where you meet all the lonely people; they talk to you in line. You look in their grocery cart and you see they bought half a loaf of bread, half a dozen eggs, one small yogurt, one tomato. It’s a dead giveaway. Someday I will probably live alone and go through that. People will look at my meager purchases and think: ‘Oh, that poor old lady; she lives alone.’ I would rather buy a lot of food and throw half of it away than expose myself to that sort of pity.”


Another woman I know feels most lonely in the subway during rush hour, when people are crushed up against her. “It’s awful,” she says, “because the people who are touching me don’t know or care who I am or how I feel.”


Some feel loneliest with their families, or during Christmas holidays—at the times when they should feel warm and good but, instead, feel isolated, feel that they and their families don’t really have much in common. This comes as a shock. We have all been taught that these moments of togetherness should be the ones that make us feel we belong. At a party one evening, a biologist told me that when he was growing up, he identified love with food. “At mealtime, the whole family would try to act close, but would always end up bickering,” he said. “I kept trying through those meals to live up to the dream, and the only result was that I got fat. But I still feel the urge to go home for all the holidays. I’m still searching for that promised dinner that will represent warmth and unity.”


When a marriage ends by mutual consent, both spouses seem to be afflicted by post-marital emptiness. The routines they have grown accustomed to no longer exist. The resentment, bitterness, and hatreds that once consumed so much time and energy are now meaningless and leave an emotional void.


We feel yet a different kind of loneliness when we break up with a lover, or say goodbye to a friend we won’t see for a long time, or when we move. It can end as abruptly as it began once we find a new lover, a good friend, or cordial neighbors. Robert Weiss, a former psychiatrist at Harvard Medical School, said that then “loneliness will vanish abruptly and without a trace, as though it never had existed. There is no gradual recovery, no getting over it bit by bit. When it ends, it ends suddenly; one was lonely, one is not anymore.”


It was helpful to me when William Sadler, Jr. divided loneliness into categories: Interpersonal—when you miss someone you love; Social—when you are excluded from a group; Cultural—when you feel cut off from a tradition, from familiar values and roots (the loneliness of immigrants and travelers); Cosmic—when you feel the universe is absurd, life is pointless, God is lost (the loneliness of the existentialist); and Psychological—when you feel alienated from yourself and out of touch with your true nature.


“In each case,” said Sadler, “the person perceives himself to be cut off from another person, from himself, a group, a tradition, a universe, a god. So when the person says, ‘I feel lonely,’ well, you have to ask: ‘Where do you feel lonely?’ If the person feels loved by friends and family but also feels the world is falling apart, that he can’t hook in, that he feels uprooted and meaningless, then that’s a special kind of loneliness, and you can’t solve it by having someone come in and hold his hand.”


We who live in Western countries probably feel this “world-is-falling-apart” loneliness more often and for more reasons than people ever have before. I will discuss this more in Chapter Nine, but I want to point out here that one source of our loneliness is our tarnished sense of pride in our work, our country, and our politics. All these continue to deteriorate. So far, nothing has come to take their place. At the same time, we have higher expectations for a fulfilling life but fewer ways to reach our goals. All this makes us feel unfocused, frustrated, and empty inside.


Those who worry about getting enough rice to eat don’t have time to worry about boredom and inner emptiness. But those of us who have enough rice now want the rice to be “meaningful.” First, we want warm clothes, and then we want them tailor-made. When our dreams come true we feel a certain vacuum inside because we no longer have a goal. We search for new dreams, and the searching leaves us with a constant sense of loss, and fills us with a vague longing, nostalgia, and discontent.


These feelings are the ones we often distort or push away. We give a party, or go to one, and feel better for a while. Then the feeling creeps up and surprises us again. It invades us even on our sunny days. When we least expect it, when everything is going right, we sense it just behind us, ready to pounce.





We sometimes assume that being lonely and being alone are the same thing. But this is not the case. There are people who are never alone and still feel lonely. Someone who spends afternoons in the office with clients and evenings with family; a stay-at-home parent busy twenty-four hours a day with the children and shopping and cooking, often yearns for time to be alone. If you ask these people if they’re lonely, they often look at you in astonishment or amusement and say: “I don’t have time to be lonely.” But, in fact, many people, hemmed in by these situations, do feel alienated from themselves; they have a sense of being incomplete and dissatisfied and feel a restless urge to “get away.” This is loneliness in one of its forms. This is the loneliness of the person who never has time to sit quietly, reflect, and enjoy their own company.


There is a difference between loneliness and aloneness. You feel comfortable when you are simply alone. You choose to be alone. When you are isolated from other people and still feel whole, when you feel at ease with yourself, centered, then you are simply alone. As Walt Whitman described it: “I exist as I am, that is enough/ If no other in the world be aware/I sit content/ And if each and all be aware/ I sit content.”


Loneliness, on the other hand, includes a feeling of discontent and rejection. It is a sense of being helpless, trapped in a physical or emotional limbo. It comes when you feel threatened by being alone, when you feel something is missing. It is a desire for something outside yourself: You believe another person, another place can make you feel happier than you feel now.


Perhaps we confuse being alone with being lonely because both are considered un-American activities. We frown on people who spend a lot of time alone: We call them antisocial or loners. At home, we discipline children by sending them to their rooms, and in school we banish them from the classroom or sequester them in corners. This is the message: To be alone is rejection. When we are put in these situations we are told we are unacceptable, cast away from our peers, inferior, different. We are taught that aloneness is a form of punishment.


Advertising harps on the stigma of being alone. “Normal” people should be in pairs or groups, not by themselves while everyone else is having fun.


Ads imply that people are alone—especially young people—because they aren’t attractive enough, cool enough, have bad hair days, flabby abs, wear the wrong clothes, have the wrong body shape, or aren’t cheerful enough—and in that case, pop a happy pill and friends will flock to you. The subliminal message is that no one wants to be alone by choice. We like to believe we don’t fall for advertisers’ claims. But a psychologist told me that many of the clients he sees avoid close relationships because they believe they have these kinds of imperfections that lead to ridicule or shaming.


Traditionally, the important events of our lives are shared. Team spirit is part of our heritage. We moved West in caravans, had barn-raisings to help settle new families. We remain joiners to this day. Group rates, package tours, and private clubs are an important part of the American culture.


But all this togetherness isn’t always good for us. Any animal crowded in a cage with no private space becomes frantic, irritated, and often develops emotional problems. Humans, too, require a certain amount of isolation. A psychologist told me that the loneliest people she sees are the ones who have no privacy. We know this instinctively, and we find ways to get off by ourselves. We develop colds or stomachaches when unwanted visitors arrive, or when we have to go somewhere we don’t want to, and the symptoms seem to just disappear when we are left alone. I suspect we love our automobiles for more than just mobility and convenience. We will continue to drive them, no matter how big the traffic jams, how polluting the car, or how expensive the gas, because they give us a chance to be alone, and to be in control.


I know a woman—a wife, mother, and full-time professor—whose idea of heaven is to come home to an empty house. On those those rare occasions, she says, she feels wonderful when she can read in peace and eat alone. Her occasional business trips are also a refuge. “I love checking into a hotel where no one knows me,” she says. “I have food sent up, I sink into a hot tub, and I read half the night.”


The ability to be alone without feeling lonely varies from person to person. I have a friend who lives alone in a house in the country and she is seldom lonely. I have another friend who lives in New York City and is busy every night and she is often lonely.


I find the country friend to be more interesting. She feels better about herself, values herself independently of things and people around her, and does not need to turn on the television the minute she is by herself. The city friend, on the other hand, gets bored if she is home before midnight. These two people differ in their psychological makeup, how they were brought up, and how they approach life. All of this is reflected in their ability to be alone without feeling threatened.


Their environments also influence them. The country friend is accustomed to a quieter life; the city friend is used to action. Dr. Frank Mark, a former special assistant at the Department of


Health, Education, and Welfare in Washington, said: “We get programmed to have a certain number of contact points through each day, either with other people or through the media. If you increase or decrease the input, it will lead to a certain amount of loneliness. It depends on how much you are used to taking in. If I come home at night and my wife is out and the kids are gone, I get very lonely because these people mean a lot to me and I am used to having them around. If they were never around, I eventually wouldn’t miss them as much.”


Because I am used to spending a lot of time alone, I can be home by myself all day and not feel lonely as long as a few friends phone me or I make some plans for the evening or my work is going well. I also find that my loneliness is cyclical. What bothers me today may not bother me tomorrow. A chance encounter in the street, a break from my normal routine, can change my entire outlook and give me the feeling that things aren’t as bad as they seemed an hour ago. Sometimes my mood improves when I talk to people, take a long slow walk, or go to a movie. Sometimes if I just sit with the loneliness a while, without distracting myself with busy work, I find it goes away of its own accord.
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Childhood







“I would that life should hurt you, and you be unafraid of pain.”


(East Indian mother’s poem to her child)


Two children I know play a favorite weekend game in which they rise at dawn to unwind spools of black thread in a long continuous web around all sleeping adults in the house—around bedposts, through hallways, under chairs, and over arms and legs. When we awake, the invisible web snares us again and again as we make our way stumbling and laughing from bed to kitchen. I have come to think of these tangled morning webs as my own, the dark morning memories of childhood, the shadowed ones that silently and unexpectedly trip me up as I move in measured paces through my home and through my day.


Each of us carries a child within. That child is the acorn that contains the oak and feeds every fiber of the growing tree. The loneliness we feel today comes from a loneliness we felt before when we were young, even at birth. There is no escaping it, and perhaps we should not try.


Loneliness is a pain that is intrinsic to life. We all feel the anxiety of loss from the time we are born. We react differently to it because we are different. Each of us is unique. Even during birth, each newborn infant acts and moves differently as it comes from the womb. Some kick more fiercely, some are more restless, some pucker, and others frown.


As we grow, we learn to adapt to our loneliness. We develop patterns to handle in a safe way the fears that we feel in life. At some point, we make a subconscious decision about how we are going to deal with the anxiety that loneliness brings. As adults, we too often forget that the way we handle exclusion, isolation, or ostracism largely depends on how we learned to handle these crises in our youth. We forget that our first, early responses to loneliness and loss follow us until the day we die.
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