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WHAT YOU 
NEED TO KNOW 

I RealIZe nOW HOW VeRy BRaVe and a little foolish it all 
really was.

On an otherwise ordinary afternoon in the autumn of 2001, 
I waited for her to walk down the aisle and join me at the altar. 
Twelve hours earlier, I’d awoken in the muted hours before dawn 
to transport a special bottle of champagne from my hotel to the 
office of our limo company. I had been mostly alone on the 
vacant highways. I’d done this by myself because it never oc-
curred to me to ask for help. In those days, I was used to trav-
eling through life alone. 

Alone was all I’d ever known.
Then the doors opened and there she was, moving toward me. 

Time has taken from memory most of what followed, but I can 
still clearly remember how happy she looked walking down that 
aisle. Somehow I knew her happiness wasn’t about her big day 
having finally arrived. She’s not a center-of-attention kind of 
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person, and she’s not a waiting-for-prince-charming kind of 
woman. Rather, I knew her happiness was simply about marrying 
me. On the surface, I acted like this made perfect sense. I liked 
to pretend—even to myself sometimes—that I was quite a catch. 
However, underneath the bravado I was still confused about why 
a woman like her would tether herself to a guy like me.

Then, she was there. Next to me. With me. And in the mo-
ments that followed, I pledged the remainder of my life to her. 
Wedding vows are a little startling, if you are paying any kind of 
attention at all. I promised I’d stick by her through all sorts of 
catastrophe—poverty, illness, her death, or mine. Just a few 
weeks earlier, the Twin Towers had been reduced to a tragic pile 
of steel and stone. The rubble was still smoldering as my bride 
and I promised to stick by each other through buildings falling 
and bodies failing. To promise that kind of no-matter-whatness 
when you are twenty-some years old and living in a world on 
fire, you have to be a little foolish or a lot courageous. I think 
there was a bit of both in our vows that day. Yet, my wedding-
day promise was not nearly the bravest thing I’d ever said to her.

Nine months after our first date, I had confessed to her for 
the first time. 

Until then, I’d mostly just been putting on a show, trying 
hard to look confident, calm, and collected on the outside. 
Meanwhile, on the inside, the deep reservoir of anxiety I’d 
managed to keep hidden within me for most of my life was be-
ginning to rise. The dam was breaking, and some of the anxiety 
was leaking out through my body. For instance, the inside of my 
mouth was so plagued by stress-induced cold sores I could barely 
eat with her, let alone kiss her. I’d kept her oblivious to all of it, 
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though, because I was pretty sure “cold sores” was not one of the 
boxes she hoped to check in her search for a companion.

Then one morning, the dam finally broke for good. I decided 
I couldn’t hide my suffering any longer. I sat her down, and with 
my head in my hands, I wept while telling her the truth. It was 
the bravest thing I’d ever done, to risk losing who I loved by 
being who I was. Again, time has washed away most of my 
memory about how all that truth flowed out of me. What I do 
remember is how she filled me back up with four little words: 

“We’ll figure it out.” It was the first vow she ever made to me, 
and it was, I think, my first taste of true companionship. A 
month later I started shopping for a ring. By the end of the 
summer we were engaged, and a little more than a year later we 
were standing at that altar, making promises that are awfully 
complicated to keep.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

When I began writing this book, I thought it was about saving 
this ancient institution called marriage. Seriously. I planned to 
right this sinking ship we call matrimony by convincing a whole 
generation of young people to quit jumping ship, to head to the 
courthouse, and to set sail upon the kind of life-changing 
journey marriage can become. Plus, “marriage books” sell like 
hotcakes. It all seemed like a very good idea.

Then, one day, a friend pushed back. 
She asked about my next book, and when I told her what it 

was about, her face fell. “I love your writing,” she explained, 
“but I can’t pick up any book with marriage on the cover.” She 
is a single woman. Men have been cruel to her. An uninterested 
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father. A boyfriend who abandoned her in the middle of a preg-
nancy. A husband who drank their marriage to death. Now, she 
has the courage to stand alone while raising her young daughter 
on her own. She still hopes to marry again, but she has become 
less willing to settle for more of the same from the men in her 
life. In other words, for now, she doesn’t have a ticket for the 
marriage cruise, and she isn’t interested in reading about the 
poolside piña coladas. 

I can’t blame her. So, I wrote this book for her and for  
everyone like her. It’s a book about a cruise we are, all of us, 
already on. This is a book about marriage that is also about 
something bigger than marriage. In her Pulitzer Prize–winning 
novel, Gilead, Marilynne Robinson writes, “The moon looks 
wonderful in this warm evening light, just as a candle flame 
looks beautiful in the light of morning. Light within light. . . . It 
seems to me to be a metaphor for the human soul, the singular 
light within the great general light of existence. Or it seems like 
poetry within language. Perhaps wisdom within experience. Or 
marriage within friendship and love.” What if marriage is a singular 
light within the great general light of companionship, but we 
keep trying to turn it into the big light itself? What if uncov-
ering the secrets to a stellar marriage isn’t as important as finding 
our way to the truths at the heart of true companionship? This 
book is about the great general light of companionship, inside 
which marriage flickers and flames. 

If I could, I’d go back in time and join my younger self in the 
early morning hours of his wedding day. I’d ride with him on 
that empty highway, with that bottle of champagne resting on 
the seat between us, and I’d tell him things he couldn’t possibly 
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fathom yet. I’d tell him marriage is relatively simple. It’s a sig-
nature on a license at the courthouse, a benediction from the 
pastor, a kiss, a bunch of rice stuck in hair he won’t have for 
much longer, a rowdy reception, and years and anniversaries 
rolling by, until one day the rolling finally stops.

But, I’d tell him, companionship is something he already began, 
on a painful morning of confession months before. I’d tell him 
companionship is anything but simple. It’s hard work. It takes 
guts and perseverance. It’s a long walk through everything: sorrow 
and celebration, heartbreaking disappointment and heart-
warming contentment, all sorts of uncertainty and a moment of 
clarity here and there. It takes everything you’ve got, and some-
times it gives you back more than you could ever hope for. It is 
a four-word vow lived out in the midst of our hardest humanity: 

We’ll figure it out.
I’d tell him marriage is one very special candle that can burn 

within the big, bright light of companionship. Friendship is an-
other one, of course, as is the relationship between a parent and 
a child, or the relationship between siblings. Really, wherever 
two or more are gathered, a little more light can be added to the 
great general light of companionship. I’d tell him he has spent 
much of his life thinking about how to get better at marriage and 
that might make him better at being married, but getting better 
at companionship will make him better at being human.

Then, he’d drop off the champagne at the limo office, where 
the lone attendant will look at him like he’s nuts, and we’d drive 
back to the hotel together. On the way, I’d be sure to tell him 
what I witnessed last Thanksgiving Day in a buffet line at a local 
inn. While someone ahead of me contemplated corn versus 
carrots, I had time to stand there with an empty plate and observe, 
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through two panes of glass, the line moving a little more quickly 
on the other side of the buffet.

What I saw was two companions.

I’m guessing they were in their early seventies, but something 

had happened to him. A stroke perhaps, or something nearly as 

catastrophic. His age was seventy-something, but his body was 

ninety-something. He slouched heavily with both hands on a 

walker in front of him, inching it forward with great effort, 

muscle tone almost completely missing. Large hearing aids were 

perched in both ears. With both hands on his walker, he was 

unable to reach for his own food. So she walked behind him, 

reaching for both of them. 

They were figuring it out.
I watched as they slowly moved by the mashed potatoes and 

the stuffing and a bowl full of something made of marshmallows. 
She would serve herself and then lean over, with her mouth 
close to his ears, pointing at each pile of food, asking him if he 
wanted it. Sometimes he would nod. Sometimes he wouldn’t. 
Slowly, his plate filled up. It was all very hushed. I could not 
hear a word of it. Usually, companionship isn’t loud and fancy 
and intoxicating like a wedding celebration. It’s quiet and 
plodding and nourishing. I’d tell my younger self that I don’t 
know if the couple was married. They probably were. But I do 
know they were companions.

ABOUT UNCONDITIONAL LOVE

By then, we’d probably be pulling back into the hotel. He’d 
have vows to finish writing and would be eager to get on with 
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his day, but I’d ask him to linger with me just a little longer. 
There’s one more thing I need to tell him. It’s about love. It will 
probably shock him, but that’s why he needs to hear it. It’s too 
counterintuitive and too important to be left unsaid. I’d start 
out by telling him about a fight he’s going to have with his 
bride—seventeen years in the future.

It was less like a lovers’ quarrel and more like an American 
Civil War battle, the kind where you declare a ceasefire at 
sundown, go back to your tents for the night, and resume in the 
morning after breakfast—the kind of fight that can last for a week, 
or weeks. It all started when she pointed out that I was “checking 
out.” Around bedtime—when the kids most long for a father to 
come to them and see them and send them into their sleep—I 
was scrolling through my phone, checking email, returning texts, 
catching up on news, getting lost down YouTube rabbit holes. 
Basically, she told me I was digitally abandoning my family.

What I heard her say, though, was that I wasn’t doing enough. 
So, I made a list of everything I had done for the family that 
week. Nothing was too big or too small to be included. Then, I 
went to my computer, and I typed it out. I actually did that. 
With differently sized fonts, some items boldfaced, some itali-
cized, like I was preparing a proposal to a board of directors. 
After the kids were all in bed, I handed her the list. 

Cue Gettysburg.
For about a week, I used my words like bayonets, and her eyes 

were muskets. Neither one of us was willing to retreat. She in-
sisted bedtime books were not too much to ask from a dad who 
writes blogs and books about being an attentive father, and I 
refused to hear it as anything but unfair criticism. Eventually, 
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one morning, we went on a long walk—so we could battle in 
front of our neighbors rather than our kids—and we reached a 
truce. Once all the treaties were signed, I was eventually able to 
identify the culprit behind the whole conflict. 

Unconditional love.
Our fight had started because she had not loved me uncon-

ditionally. There were limitations to what she would put up 
with. Things I do she’d like to see stop. Things I don’t do she’d 
like to see begin. Expectations for how I will act and live and 
love. Conditions, if you will, for her approval. I had called her 
out on her conditionality, and she had called me out on de-
fending myself with high-minded ideas arising less from my 
desire to be perfectly loved than from my desire to be loved as 
if I am perfect. Sometimes, I’ll fight a whole war before admitting 
she is right. 

Of course, aspiring to unconditional love is a noble thing. 
Sitting in that parking lot on his wedding day, I’d want my 
younger self to know I’m not trying to undo anything he’s 
learned in church or anywhere else about unconditional love. I 
firmly believe unconditional love is that from which we came 
and that to which we will return. What I’m suggesting is, noble 
things in human hands can quickly become not-so-noble. What 
I’m saying is, we don’t need anyone to undo what we’ve been 
taught about unconditional love, because we undo it ourselves, 
oftentimes while we are being taught it. When our pastor or 
priest or whoever has the pulpit in our life begins talking about 
unconditional love, we often begin tweaking the ideas in favor 
of our justification rather than our transformation. We often use 
it to make love easier instead of truer.
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For instance, we often hide our failures, flaws, and foibles 
behind it, demanding to be loved unconditionally under condi-
tions no one should be expected to tolerate, let alone love. Or, 
in the name of loving someone unconditionally, we tend to 
forgive and forget things that should be confronted and con-
demned. We circumvent conflict and cut corners on the hardest 
parts of cultivating companionship because conflict scares us 
and corners cost us, and then we call those shortcuts uncondi-
tional love. Or, rather than engaging in the hard work of loving 
hard people, we steer clear of them, piously “accept” them, pat 
ourselves on the back for being tolerant, and congratulate our-
selves for loving unconditionally. The thing about uncondi-
tional love—the thing that makes it something less than the 
cure-all we often want it to be—is that it can happen from very, 
very far away. From somewhere up in the heavens even.

Yet, not even God acted as if that kind of love was sufficient 
for true relationship. Even God decided unconditional love 
lacked something a little more proximal, something like skin, 
something like a body and a heartbeat and a pulse, something 
like a voice to bless with and a voice to berate with, something 
like arms for embracing each other and fingers for pointing at 
each other. Even God knew he had to come closer to us than 
unconditional love would require of him. So, on a silent night 
in a little town called Bethlehem, he did. In a manger, love 
came close.

I’m guessing my younger self would be all ears now, his unfin-
ished vows forgotten for the moment. I’d ask him if he can see 
how easy it is to make unconditional love into an easy thing. 
He’d nod. I’d tell him he’ll be tempted again and again to use 
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unconditional love as a cop-out. I’d encourage him to choose 
something more engaged than unconditional love. Something 
closer. Something with molecules and guts and grit in it. He’d 
ask me what that something might be. And I’d tell him about 
his future son’s bedroom.

Several months after our Gettysburg week, my wife asked me to 
join her at the doorway to our son Quinn’s room. I peered in with 
her, and I saw a half-dozen odorous, preteen socks strewn across 
the floor, a basket of clean clothes that had been toppled and 
tossed across the room, a LEGO creation that had been demol-
ished and spread underfoot, and a mad mishmash of other odds 
and ends. As we gazed upon the carnage, she said, with an equal 
mixture of wonder and anger, that she had ordered him to clean 
it up, and he had implied the mission was accomplished. I stood 
there with her, surveying the spectacle, not understanding her 
purpose in calling me to her. I asked her if she wanted help 
cleaning it up. No, she said, that’s his job. Did she want me to 
give him consequences for ignoring her and—kinda sorta—lying 
to her? No, she said, she had started this and she could finish it. 

So, we stood in silence and stared at it. I saw empty candy 
wrappers, a glass full of something rancid, a desiccated apple 
core, and the home phone that had gone missing a couple of 
days earlier. After a few more moments of silence, I finally asked 
the question, “Why did you want me here?”

 Without taking her eyes off the mess, she put her arm around 
me and responded, simply, “I just wanted you to witness it with 
me.” Her words made me recall something I’d been reading 
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about and sharing with her. In English, we have only one word 
for love, but in the Greek language there are four words for love: 
agape, eros, storge, and philia.

Agape love is unconditional and often considered the highest 

and most noble love in the Greek language. It is the kind of love 

that keeps on loving even when the other is cruel, offensive, or 

unresponsive. It is sacrificial, in the sense that it will persist no 

matter what. It is the kind of love we have come to expect from 

a loving God, and in the Greek language it is used almost ex-

clusively to describe being divine, not being human.

Eros, on the other hand, is sort of the opposite. Whereas 

agape is steadfast and enduring, eros is passionate and more 

fleeting. Eros is about chemistry and desire. It is the delightful 

euphoria in any budding romance. Over time, though, its energy 

cannot be sustained. When it is balanced by other kinds of love, 

it recedes into the depths of a relationship, arising more occa-

sionally during punctuated moments of merging. However, 

when it is out of balance, it can become selfish and may go 

searching elsewhere for the satisfaction it demands.

Storge, then, stands in contrast to eros. It is dispassionate. But 

it is also devoted. It is quietly loyal. It doesn’t require much 

effort, because it arises naturally, an affection born out of family 

ties and shared amongst kin. It’s about an identity that tran-

scends the self and feels like a given. An inheritance. It is the 

glue that holds tribes together. It is the kind of love the Hat-

fields had for one another, and the kind of love the McCoys had 

for one another, and the kind of love that meant no love was 

lost between the two families.
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Philia takes up residence somewhere between storge and agape, 

and if there were an English word for it, that word would be 

companionship. It is about an abiding affection for the other. Yes, 

it is about loving, but it’s just as much about liking. Unlike storge, 

which happens spontaneously, philia happens intentionally. A lot 

of hard work goes into truly liking someone who is totally dif-

ferent from you. Philia is about giving and receiving. It’s about 

mutual sacrifice. It is about real-world love, the kind you have 

to fight for. It’s about doing life together until our lives are 

woven together.

As I stood there in the doorway with my wife, recalling our 

Gettysburg, I wondered if one of the subtle but fatal flaws in 

modern marriage is that we keep demanding from it the per-

fectness of agape, when what it has always demanded from us 

is the tenderness of philia. What if God has got agape covered 

and he gave us each other to bring a little more philia into the 

world? It made me think about that breakfast scene in the 

Bible, sometime shortly after Jesus disappeared from his tomb. 

It’s early morning and the disciples have been fishing. They’re 

catching nothing, when this man they fail to recognize as 

Jesus shows up on the distant shore and tells them to cast their 

nets on the other side of the boat. Instantly, their nets are full. 

This has happened before, and now they recognize the man 

who gave the order. They return to shore and enjoy a boun-

tiful breakfast together. As the meal is concluding, Jesus asks 

Peter three times if Peter loves him. The first two times Jesus 

uses the word agape. Peter says yes, but his answer does not 

satisfy Jesus. The third time Jesus asks the question—the time 
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he is satisfied by Peter’s answer—he uses the word philia. Am 

I your companion, Peter?
What if marriage specifically—and companionship in 

general—is asking us to love each other, but it’s asking in the 
language of philia?

I was standing there in the doorway, noticing a soccer jersey 
I thought Quinn had lost months ago, when I began to wonder 
what it would look like if my wife and I gave our lives to philia, 
to the daily practice of journeying through life alongside each 
other, witnessing this whole crazy, mysterious, beautiful, sor-
rowful, messy, terrifying thing together, not as flawless partners 
but as true companions. Earlier in the day, I’d shared with her 
my thoughts about agape and philia. So as we stood there, two 
traveling companions witnessing together the chaos we are 
journeying through, I looked at her and asked, “Philia?” She 
looked up at me and smiled.

“Yes,” she said, “philia.”
If you are married and wanting your marriage to heal, or 

simply wanting to take your marriage to the next level, that 
level probably isn’t agape. It’s probably philia. If you’ve had dif-
ficulty your whole life putting words to why your brother or your 
sister feels like your best friend, that word probably isn’t storge. 
The word is philia. If you’ve spent most of your life in the pursuit 
of eros, and it has always left you hungry for more, the word for 
the more you are hungering for is probably philia. If you’re willing 
to work for it—risk for it, struggle for it, surrender for it—there 
is a companionship that awaits all of us, in our marriages and 
families and friendships. Philia?

Yes, philia.
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AND ONE MORE THING ABOUT THIS BOOK

I’d tell all of this to my very brave and somewhat foolish younger 
self. Then, he’d walk away, into the rest of his day, into the rest 
of his life. He has just completed his master’s thesis on marital 
conflict. A year from now, he will coauthor a textbook chapter 
reviewing all the research that has ever been done about marital 
happiness and unhappiness. Two years after that, he will com-
plete his doctoral dissertation about communication in mar-
riage. Then, a year later, he will graduate, and armed with all 
this data about relationships, he will begin his career as a couples 
therapist. However, it will take fourteen more years of life and 
work and study before he has his most important insight of all: 

When it comes to true companionship, all the textbooks in 
the world are outweighed by a butterfly. 

At first, the idea will seem very unscientific to him. However, 
the more he contemplates it, the more confident he will become 
about it: the three most poignant stages of a butterfly’s life have 
something essential to teach every aspiring companion about 
the three most important tasks of true companionship. So, he’ll 
write a book about philia, with each part of the book focused on 
one of these stages and one of these tasks.

Part one, “Grow Quiet: Befriending Your Loneliness,” ex-
plores the paradoxical prerequisite for true companionship: the 
ability to be lonely. We tend to resist loneliness, believing it to 
be a bad thing, but a butterfly chooses its loneliness as a nec-
essary thing. Early in its life, while still a homely caterpillar, it 
enters into the solitary interior of a chrysalis to undergo a 
transformation. We, too, must choose our loneliness as the 
space in which we are formed into something mature enough 
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for companionship. Lonely things, if they can befriend their 
loneliness, grow into lovely things. In the quiet, we become.

Part two, “Grow Strong: Embracing Your Struggle,” chal-
lenges our assumption about the core struggle in every compan-
ionship. It is not primarily between two people but within each 
person. Every butterfly’s life is defined not by a struggle with 
another butterfly but by a struggle with its own protection. 
When it is ready to join its companions, it must push its way out 
of its once protective but now imprisoning chrysalis. It’s a chal-
lenging struggle, but only through this process does a butterfly 
strengthen its wings enough to fly. Similarly, in true compan-
ionship, we are in an ongoing struggle to push our way out of 
our own protections. Gradually, in the midst of this struggle, we 
grow strong enough to love. That’s how companionship forms 
us into flying things.

Part three, “Grow Old: Cherishing Your Time,” invites us to 
cherish that which we often fear: the passage of time and our 
mortality. The butterfly’s life beyond the cocoon usually lasts 
only a few weeks. Butterflies are lovely things, they are flying 
things, and they are also dying things. So are we. However, 
unlike the butterfly, we are the only creatures on the planet who 
can grieve the loss of life before it happens, so we are the only 
creatures who can live our lives together as an act of cherishing 
what will soon be gone. When we bravely accept the end rather 
than resisting it, we clarify our priorities, sharpen our focus, and 
love our companions with a little more urgency, while we still 
have time. Numbered days are cherished days.

“We’re all just walking each other home,” writes philosopher 
Ram Dass. For the remainder of these pages, you and I will be 
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walking toward home together, so there are a couple of things 
you need to know about this leg of the journey. First, each of the 
three parts of this book begins and ends with a letter to my wife. 
Second, she’s the bravest person I know—brave enough to let 
me share with you these windows into our companionship. 
Third, you should probably know her name is Kelly as well. Yes, 
this is weird and confusing, especially to airport security. So, to 
eliminate some of the confusion, I’ve addressed her letters to 

“M.” That is my nickname for her. It stands for “Miracle,” be-
cause she is my miracle. So much of true companionship—
before and after all the hard work—feels like that.

Whether you are single and planning to stay that way, dating 
and in no rush to be anything else, engaged to the one you’ve 
chosen, happily married, angrily fighting, contemplating sepa-
ration, recovering from divorce, getting remarried, walking 
through widowhood, confused about how to become a better 
parent or child or aunt or uncle or sibling or cousin, longing to 
become a more faithful friend, or waiting upon a friend who can 
be truly faithful to you, I hope in the singular light of these pages, 
you will glimpse the great, general light of companionship.
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P a r t  1

GROW QUIET
BEFRIENDING YOUR 

LONELINESS

I HaVe a WOnDeRFUl WIFe and three children who, 
when they are not trying to provoke one another to 

madness, are the delight of my days. I have friends who 
would rescue me if I needed rescuing. I have a church 
where I feel at home. I have therapy clients with whom 
I share the most personal details of life. I have a speaking 
career that brings me into the presence of countless 
lovely souls. I have tens of thousands of fans on 
Facebook, thousands of followers on Twitter and In-
stagram, and almost twenty thousand people on my 
mailing list. I have a device in my pocket that can 
connect me to all of these people instantaneously. I 
have a dog who greets me every time I walk in the door 
as if I am the second coming of Jesus. 

And yet, at times, I still feel lonely.
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I used to think this meant there was something wrong with 
me, because I used to think loneliness and brokenness were es-
sentially the same thing—different sides of the same crummy 
coin. Now I know, our brokenness is about how we were 
wounded, whereas our loneliness is about how we were created. 
I used to think I was the only one who was lonely. After all, 
when you look around, other people don’t look lonely. They just 
look like they’re drinking a latte. So it’s easy to assume lone-
liness is some rare disease you picked up somewhere along the 
way. Now I know, loneliness isn’t a rare thing.

It’s a human thing. 
It is also an essential thing. Like a caterpillar voluntarily re-

treating into the lonely shell of its chrysalis in order to become 
what it was meant to be, we too must retreat into our loneliness 
in order to become who we were meant to be. This isn’t about 
enduring our loneliness, or even tolerating it. It’s about choosing
it—befriending it, as one of the most valuable spaces in the 
human experience. It is in the quiet that our souls grow into the 
fullness of their beauty, wisdom, and capacity for love. 

In the quiet, we are transformed from crawlers into flyers.
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ABANDONMENT IS 
NOT LONELINESS

You are not dead yet, it’s not too late

to open your depths by plunging into them

and drink in the life

that reveals itself quietly there.

RAINER MARIA RILKE

I WaS eIgHT WHen My TWO-yeaR-OlD BROTHeR fell 
into the deep end of the pool.

Our family was living in a mobile home at the time. In a way, 
I think, the whole family was drowning. A couple of years earlier, 
my parents had both returned to college. My mother had fin-
ished her associate’s degree, but her meager salary as an entry-
level nurse was not enough to keep us in the home we’d been 
renting while my father finished his bachelor’s degree. The 
trailer park we’d moved into had two perks for a third-grade boy: 
a huge mountain of dirt to play in and a small community pool 
to swim in. That was a hard year. My parents were raising three 
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kids while trying to start their lives over. They were tired. All 
the time. One summer afternoon at the pool, my father’s fatigue 
finally caught up with him.

I’m swimming in the shallow end as I watch my little brother—
who cannot swim—toddle over to the pool and walk right off 
the edge into the deep end. I look around, panicked. We’re 
alone at the pool. No lifeguard. No other families. I’m the only 
one who has witnessed my brother’s aquatic ambition. I shout 
for my father. Nothing. He has dozed off in a lounge chair, a 
textbook laying open on his chest. Frantically, I swim toward 
where my brother went under, plunge downward, and drag him 
upward. I break the surface with him, and I shout for my father 
again. Again, nothing. I shout. Nothing. My brother is getting 
heavier. I don’t have the strength to drag him to the pool’s edge, 
nor do I have the strength to keep us both above the waterline 
at the same time. I do the only thing that comes to mind. I take 
a deep breath and hoist him upward, the weight of him pushing 
me downward into the water.

Beneath the surface, it’s quiet. I look around, hoping against 
hope to see another set of legs in the water, but the pool remains 
empty. I stay under as long as I can, giving my brother as much 
time to breath as possible, but my own lungs are beginning to 
burn. So, we switch positions. I break the surface with a great 
gasp and lose my leverage to keep him above the water. I hold 
on to him but allow him to drop beneath the surface, as I al-
ternate between filling my lungs with air and emptying them 
with shouts to my father. Still nothing.
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I’m getting scared for my brother, so I take another deep 
breath, and I switch our positions again. He goes up, and I go 
down. Nothing has changed beneath the surface. It is still empty. 
It is still quiet. The sound and fury of what just happened up 
above is muted down here. I’m not frantically shouting words; 
I’m steadily treading water. Up there I felt alone, but down here 
I actually am alone. Yet, it is somehow more peaceful. A liquid 
cocoon of sorts. 

This is the difference between loneliness and abandonment.
Loneliness is a still and quiet space somewhere beneath the 

surface of us. Though we may not be alone above the surface, 
where all the hustle and bustle of life is happening—where all 
the people are—we are all alone on the inside, where no one 
else can really join us. The center of us is a swimming pool for 
one. The existence of this lonely space within us does not mean 
we are broken. It simply means we are human. However, we 
rarely experience our ordinary loneliness as a mere fact of our 
humanity, because we rarely experience it purely. Usually, our 
earliest awareness of our loneliness comes bundled up with 
other things. Things like abandonment.

Abandonment is not a space that exists within us; it’s a 
moment that happens to us. It’s usually a scary moment. A 
frantic moment. Whether the abandonment is intentional, like 
a parent walking out, or completely accidental, like a parent 
nodding off, it doesn’t really matter. Abandonment feels like 
abandonment, regardless of motivation or cause. The big losses. 
The painful departures. The small, ordinary moments of neglect. 
For a child, these moments of abandonment above the water 
work their tendrils into the tranquility beneath the water. These 
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feelings of abandonment sink into the fact of our loneliness and, 
without knowing it, we begin to confuse them with each other. 
They begin to feel like one and the same.

My lungs are burning once more, so my brother and I switch 
positions again. I breathe, and I shout. Thirty-five years later it’s 
hard to know how many times we went through that cycle of 
abandonment and loneliness before my father jumped in to save 
us both. I’m pretty sure, though, the cycle never really ended for 
me. I’m pretty sure it never really ends for many of us. Gasp, 
shout, quiet submersion, gasp, shout, quiet submersion. It’s how 
we encounter our abandonment. It’s how we discover our lone-
liness. It’s how we come to confuse the two.

I’m forty-four years old now, and I’ve spent the last couple of 
decades disentangling my experiences of abandonment and 
loneliness. It’s tricky work. There have been more big abandon-
ments along the way. For instance, when my grandfather died 
during the spring of my freshman year in college, and I never 
got a chance to say goodbye to him. I felt abandoned, though 
of course it was no fault of his. Sitting at the desk in my dorm 
room, having received the news, the telephone back in its 
cradle, I also felt utterly alone in my grief, because I was. I was 
the only grandson he ever took golfing every summer morning 
in those formative years leading up to high school. No one else 
could know what it felt like to be me losing him. Big aban-
donment and big loneliness. All at once. It makes it hard to 
disentangle them.
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There have been plenty of small abandonments too. Micro-
abandonments, if you will. People who would consistently 
snooze right through my big moments and then want to tell me 
all about theirs. I’ve slowly let those folks go. Some aban-
donment you can’t do anything about. Some abandonment you 
can. However, you will discover, like I have, even as your 
feelings of abandonment diminish, the fact of your loneliness 
won’t. That’s okay, though, because disentangled from your ex-
perience of abandonment, your loneliness won’t hurt you or 
scare you the way it once did. It won’t feel so much like drowning. 

It will feel more like swimming.
The poet Rainer Maria Rilke writes, “It’s not too late to open 

your depths by plunging into them and drink in the life that 
reveals itself quietly there.” I’m starting to learn a new way of 
relating to my loneliness. It used to feel like my loneliness chose 
me in the midst of every abandonment; now it feels like I can 
choose my loneliness in the midst of any moment. These days I 
go out of my way to grow quiet. I let myself sink beneath the 
surface of myself, into the depths, where I am totally alone and 
I can feel my liquid loneliness all around me. I become present 
to it. Gradually, I’m befriending it.

I hope you too will choose your loneliness over your aban-
donment. Feelings of abandonment will launch you on a journey 
of hiding instead of abiding, protection rather than connection, 
and fighting rather than loving. Loneliness, on the other hand, 
is in you for a reason. Your loneliness, when you experience it 
as a friend rather than a foe, will launch you on a mostly peaceful 
search for connection and closeness and companionship. You 
don’t have to drown in abandonment. 

You can learn to swim in your loneliness instead.
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