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To anyone who’d ever felt lonely in a crowd
or misunderstood by the people closest to them –
I see you. You matter.

And you belong in this world.

Thank you for being wonderful.
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Introduction

I closed my book, having reread it so many times that I could recite it without opening it. I slid into my red and white slippers and walked into my older brother’s room. He was fifteen years old, and nine years older than me.

‘Check,’ he said to his best friend and moved his white chess piece across the board. Then he got up and dragged me out of his room.

‘Stay out,’ he said and slammed the door.

I swallowed.

This was a familiar feeling. No one wants me around.

I went into the kitchen to find my mom washing dishes, ‘Mom, can we do something together?’

My mom sighed. ‘I’m busy. Go to your room and play.’

‘But I’m lonely,’ I protested.

My mom sighed again and turned off the faucet. ‘Come with me.’

I followed her to the living room. She scanned our bookshelves and then pulled out a poem by the notorious Russian poet Korney Chukovsky.

The poem read:


Poor Fedotka, the orphan:

Poor Fedotka, he cries,

He doesn’t have anyone

Who would soothe and comfort him,

He only has his mom, and his uncle, and his aunt

And his dad, and his grandpa and his grandma.



She read it to me. Then I read it to myself several times, trying to make sense of it.

‘What does it mean?’ I finally asked her.

My mom laughed. ‘Don’t you see? Fedotka thought he was lonely. Just like you. Silly boy. He felt like he was an orphan. He completely forgot that he had his whole family.’

She left the poem with me and walked out of the room.

I didn’t know the right way to feel but I was pretty sure that whatever I was feeling was wrong. I knew that my mother’s intention was to cheer me up, but after reading that poem I felt even worse.

As I was trying to fall asleep that night, I kept thinking about Fedotka, and the more I thought about him, the more I felt like crying, until I felt hot tears run down my face. The poor boy. He must have felt so lonely.

In the place between awake and asleep I imagined him into being. He sat beside me, and I held his little hand while he cried. He told me how, even though he had his family, and he wasn’t actually orphaned, sometimes he felt as though he was.

‘I understand. I feel that way too sometimes,’ I said to him.

He gave me a sad smile and nodded.

We cried together and somehow, I felt better. Not because I, as the poem suggested, had to be reminded that I had a family, but because this boy, real or imagined, felt just as lonely as I did. And that meant I was not alone in my loneliness.

The truth is everyone feels lonely. No one is spared from this emotion. Children feel lonely, as do teens and adults. People in relationships feel lonely, as do widowed people, divorced people and single people. Individuals in every profession feel lonely – scientists, lawyers, doctors, CEOs, movie stars, salespeople, waiters, grocery clerks, college students – everyone. And in that, we are all united.

As a licensed clinical psychologist and a trauma specialist, I use stories to help people heal from emotional pain and suffering caused by trauma, abuse and rejection, as well as war, assault, neglect and other traumatic experiences. And what I’ve come to learn is that even though loneliness is a universal emotion, one we all experience at one point or another, we have also been made to feel ashamed, oppressed and stigmatised about experiencing it.

If you’re like me, you might sometimes feel like you’re shouting into the void for someone to just see you and to acknowledge that you exist, that you have value, that you are loved.

And perhaps you’ve felt like the void itself took a vacation and turned its back on you.

That feeling – like no one can really see who you are, like no one really gets it, that’s loneliness.

Loneliness is often accompanied by feelings of emptiness, depression, anxiety, lethargy, boredom, frustration, irritability and anger. In addition, loneliness is also accompanied by certain unhelpful beliefs. These beliefs include thoughts that if you were to express who you are or how you truly feel, you’d be laughed at, criticised or shamed. Loneliness perpetuates the belief that you’re an outsider who’s ‘just faking it’, and that deep inside you don’t actually belong – sooner or later, you’ll be discovered, kicked out, and then nobody will ever love you.

All of these beliefs are false, created by our mind as an innocent attempt at self-protection – to keep us vigilant at identifying any potential sign of social rejection so we can avoid it in the first place. While our mind’s intentions are good (much as I’m sure my mother’s intentions were), these false beliefs can make us feel worse and even more alone.

In my case, I’ve spent most of my life feeling lonely but not fully understanding what loneliness was. I was ashamed of feeling lonely, which lead to me feeling depressed. In an effort to solve this problem, I denied my loneliness and plunged myself into work – any work really, just to keep feelings of loneliness out of my heart.

I went to school early to help the teachers. I volunteered to stay after school to tutor my classmates. I signed up for anything and everything, just to feel useful. So long as I’m useful, I’m not worthless, I told myself. And so long as I’m not worthless, I won’t be cast out.

And yet, the more I ran from loneliness, the lonelier I actually felt. That is, until the tidal wave of loneliness pulled me deep down and forced me to look into its soul.

Into my soul.

Once I realised the futility of trying to outrun loneliness, I decided to do the opposite. I stopped running. I dove into it. I studied it. I spent years devouring books and analysing research studies on the topic of loneliness. I reflected on the impact of loneliness on my own life, on the lives of my loved ones, and on the lives of my clients.

I discovered that human beings need more than access to food, sleep and water to survive. We also need to feel a sense of belonging. We need to feel understood and supported. We need to know that our deepest wounds aren’t our own unique burdens to carry but are a part of the universal experience.

The more I wrote and spoke publicly about loneliness, the more invitations for training poured in, and I began to comprehend the magnitude of this universal problem. People all over the world, from every culture and background, benefit from learning more about what loneliness is and how to manage it.

That is why I wrote this book. My goal is to reduce the stigma surrounding loneliness, to share some of the most important findings about how to manage it, and to help people foster a sense of belonging. I wrote it to offer some guidance as to how we can lead healthier and more fulfilling lives. My intention is to help you identify how loneliness may show up in your own life, understand how it impacts you, and to help you discover some actionable steps you can take in order to feel seen, heard and valued.

You deserve nothing less.

And I’ll be with you every step of the way.

Throughout the pages of this book, I will be your virtual friend. Imagine me as a sidekick to sit in the dark with you, to hold your hand, to help you feel less alone – just as Fedotka did for me.

In order to help you understand your experiences with loneliness, I would like to invite you to fill out the UCLA Loneliness Scale. This questionnaire can help you to identify your specific experiences with loneliness, to be aware when they are occurring, and to determine when you need support.

Please use a pen and paper or an electronic device, such as a computer or your mobile phone, to record and count your answers. Later, you will be invited to fill it out again at the end of the book to see what, if anything, has changed, and if there is anything you might need additional help with.




	UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3)1

Directions: Indicate how often you feel the way described in each of the following statements. Circle one number for each.




	Statement

	Never

	Rarely

	Sometimes

	Always




	1.How often do you feel that you are ‘in tune’ with the people around you?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	2.How often do you feel that you lack companionship?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	3.How often do you feel that there is no one you can turn to?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	4.How often do you feel alone?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	5.How often do you feel part of a group of friends?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	6.How often do you feel that you have a lot in common with the people around you?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	7.How often do you feel that you are no longer close to anyone?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	8.How often do you feel that your interests and ideas are not shared by those around you?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	9.How often do you feel outgoing and friendly?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	10.How often do you feel close to people?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	11.How often do you feel left out?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	12.How often do you feel that your relationships with others are not meaningful?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	13.How often do you feel that no one really knows you well?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	14.How often do you feel isolated from others?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	15.How often do you feel that you can find companionship when you want it?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	16.How often do you feel that there are people who really understand you?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	17.How often do you feel shy?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	18.How often do you feel that people are around you but not with you?

	1

	2

	3

	4




	19.How often do you feel that there are people you can talk to?*

	1

	2

	3

	4




	20.How often do you feel that there are people you can turn to?*

	1

	2

	3

	4






*Items for questions number 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19 and 20 should be reversed before scoring them, meaning that you should score 1 as 4, 2 as 3, 3 as 2 and 4 as 1.

NOTE: Your score is the sum of all items.

What score did you get? The scores range from 20–80. Higher scores indicate higher levels of loneliness. This might mean that your needs for belonging are not being met in some capacity. Take a look at the statements in which you scored the highest marks, indicating that this is usually a struggle for you. What are the situations where these challenges come up? For example, you might feel ‘shy’ when you are around invalidating people who do not allow you to express yourself.

What would have to change (if anything) for your needs to be met? There are neither right nor wrong ways to answer this question but perhaps we can focus on the kindest, most authentic and most compassionate ways to think about this. For example, if you’re focusing on #11 on the survey, ‘How often do you feel left out?’, and if you’ve answered that you always feel left out, what would have to change for you to feel included? Perhaps it is that people would need to be more thoughtful to invite you to events or to check in with you about your preferences or opinions for you to feel more included?

Take some time to consider what your needs are and, if you’re willing, write them down so that you can refer back to them later. At the end of the book, you will be invited to take the same survey again. See if anything has changed and what your needs are at that point. Whether your scores change, stay the same, get better or get worse, this is NOT an indication of your personal failure in any way. These questions merely reflect some possible needs you might have that might not currently be met.

How to Get the Most Out of This Book

This book is intentionally broken up into small chapters. As you’re reading, take as many breaks as you need to and don’t push yourself. Some people like to read quickly, whereas others like to read slowly, take notes and reflect. Some people struggle with brain fog, concentration, motivation, chronic pain or other difficulties. Whatever you are facing, please take care of yourself and your needs as best you can. Feel free to go at it one chapter at a time, or skip around, or reread sections as many times as you need to. Please know that there is no rush, and no ‘right’ way to read this book.

Some people benefit from having a journal (a notebook or an electronic journal) to write and reflect on their thoughts and experiences as they are reading. Others like to take time to silently reflect. See what works best for you.

You might not relate to everything in this book. That is perfectly okay. Please use what applies to you and feel free to toss out what doesn’t. Make this experience your own.

There might be sections that bring up something painful for you. If tears come, let them come. See if you can observe your emotions with curiosity. Perhaps you can ask yourself, What emotions am I feeling right now? What thoughts or memories is this bringing up for me? Can I be kind to myself as I’m reading this?

Through the pages of this book, I’ll be with you every step of the way. Although we may not know each other, I have written these words specifically for you, to tell you that you matter.

You are here for a reason.

And you make a wonderful impact in this world.

TAKE AWAYS


•Know that if you feel lonely, you are not alone in feeling that way. I wrote this book specifically because most of my life I’ve felt the same way.

•Social connection and belonging are just as crucial for our well-being as physical needs like food, water and shelter.

•Throughout this journey, like a character from a favourite story, I will be alongside you and holding your hand from afar.
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