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“C’est le temps que tu as perdu pour ta 
rose qui fait ta rose si importante.”

— C 4 / * - 4 "  8 "  : 3 - 4 / - D E F + G & , ,  ! "  # " $ % $  # & % ' ( "
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InTrodUCTIon

“We have only to follow the thread of the hero path. Where 
we had thought to )nd an abomination, we shall )nd a god; 
where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves; 
where we had thought to travel outwards, we shall come to 
the center of our own existence; where we had thought to be 
alone, we shall be with all the world.” 

— *+,"-.  /0 1 -2"33 ,  5 . "HI "&*H# -/ .H3H5 .*F(3 4 8  J3K" (

“What a timely and important subject,” my developmental 
editor observed over the phone when I told him I wanted to 
write about solitude. At the time, the world had just stepped 
oL of the precipice and was nose-diving toward full-on 
pandemic, a result of the spread of the novel coronavirus, 
COVID->;.

To me, the importance of solitude—voluntary or other-
wise—was alwaysHa timely subject. It is the hallmark of 
some of the world’s greatest minds who have giMed the 
world with art, music, and culture. Gustav Mahler’s 
Wunderhorn symphonies were composed in a stone hut 
completely shut oL from the outside world. Jean-Michel 
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Basquiat was inNuenced by the Gray’s AnatomyHtextbook 
he received during a month he spent in King’s County Hos-
pital recovering from an injury. Virginia Woolf advocated 
for women to have the space to create in solitude in her 
famous essay A Room of One’s Own.

In the mid->;<1s, my mother, a Orst-generation American of 
Philippine origins and the youngest of four children, walked 
away from her aspirations of being a brain surgeon to build 
a career in the performing arts. A prodigious student who 
graduated high school early and immediately jumped into a 
pre-med program, my mother quickly found that the answers 
she sought to life’s questions did not lie in the pages of med-
ical journals. She and my father, a talented graphic designer, 
have dedicated their lives to the pursuit of passion and cre-
ative endeavor.

My mother danced with ballet companies throughout the 
mid-Atlantic region of the United States until the mid->;=1s. 
In >;=A, her career took her to northern Italy, where she 
taught, performed, and choreographed all levels of classical 
ballet, modern dance, and jazz. Pere, in the mountainous 
Piedmont region near the Italian Alps, my parents laid the 
foundation upon which our family would be built. I spent my 
earliest years in dance studios and theaters, which privileged 
me with an appreciation of the arts I have carried forth into 
my adult life.

Deciding to chase a dream is rarely the easy choice, and it 
means giving up many other things the world has to oLer. 
Living as self-described “starving artists” meant my parents 
experienced diQcult years. Indeed, the move to Italy was in 
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part a consequence of Reagan-era cuts in federal spending for 
the arts and humanities.HDespite the challenges, they raised 
me and my brother in a way that instilled in us a diLerent 
type of drive: one where the genesis of happiness comes from 
the pursuit of that which lies within. Central to this is the 
idea that discovering true interests requires introspection, 
imagination, and creative space.

Today, my mother is a nationally ranked competitive fencer, 
a sculptor, and (still) a dance teacher. Neurosurgery was not 
her calling—creativity was.

Some quick queries to the Internet’s Oracle of Delphi 
(i.e., Google) reveal that social media use in the year 0101 
amounted to:

• @@1 million Twitter usersR
• <1? million LinkedIn usersS
• > billion Instagram usersT
• 0.< billion Facebook usersU

TikTok, the politically mired video app widely considered 
to be the “Gen Z” medium of choice, has =11,111,111 
users, B> percent of which are between the age of sixteen 

> Ying Lin, “>1 Twitter Statistics Every Marketer Should Know inH0101,” 
Oberlo, MayH@1, 0101.

0 LinkedIn Statistics Page, accessed AugustH0B, 0101.
@ “Instagram by the Numbers: Stats, Demographics & Fun Facts,” 

Omnicore, accessed AugustH0B, 0101.
B “Number of monthly active Facebook users worldwide as ofH 0nd 

quarterH0101,” Statista, accessed AugustH0B, 0101.
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and twenty-four.V, W Data from media and advertising Orm 
ZenithOptimedia predicts that the average daily time spent 
online on mobile devices in 010> will top >AA minutes, a 
Ove-fold increase from a decade ago.X In what journalist 
and author Pomas Friedman describes as the “Age of 
Accelerations,” we now are more connected than we ever 
have been.

Despite the amazing giMs technological advances have pro-
vided, there is growing concern that technology is chang-
ing human behaviors in ways that stiNe creative freedom 
and critically limit the amount of time spent ideating in the 
present moment. Many people are beginning to rethink rela-
tionships with technology, their devices, and social media. 
Pis is not a rejection of technology, but rather a recognition 
of the need to make time to continue protecting and devel-
oping the most advanced piece of technology in our known 
existence: the human brain.

I graduated college in the wake of the Great Recession and 
was fortunate enough to get a jump start in life by becom-
ing an oQcer in the United States Marine Corps. Despite 
the harsh economic conditions faced by many millennials 
coming of age at the time, we were clearly a generation rich 
in information. If you could aLord an Internet connection, 
you were placed at the epoch of a revolution.H

A “Global Social Media Overview,” DataReportal, accessed AugustH0B, 0101.
? Chris Beer. “Is TikTok Setting the Scene for Music on Social Media?” 

GlobalWebIndex, JanuaryH@, 01>;.
< “Daily time spent with the internet per capita worldwide fromH01>> to 

010>, by device,” Statista, accessed AugustH0B, 0101.
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Pe modern world embraced the Internet as a tool and an 
escape. Pe year 01>> witnessed both the founding of Snap-
chat and the launch of the Orst “coding bootcamp” school—
an escape into social media from the oM-drab present 
moment and a potential means of escape from an imbalanced 
and exorbitant system of traditional education.

I sat out of the revolution that year, largely not by choice. My 
time was occupied learning infantry tactics, land naviga-
tion, and combat leadership. I spent much time unplugged 
and disconnected from the world. Eventually, I caught up 
and indeed embraced the wonders of the Internet and social 
media. However, similar to the experience of countless 
service members, I spent a signiOcant amount of time in 
remote, austere locales far beyond the reach of cell phone 
towers and Internet cafés. Probably not best to be checking 
Twitter while looking for improvised explosive devices in 
an Afghan village.

Pere has been a distinct ebb and Now to my interactions with 
both technology and my own psyche, partially due to my 
military career and partially because I believe carving out a 
distinction between the two is important. Pe technological 
habits and mindsets I formed had impacts long aMer I leM 
the service. Like a foregone conclusion, I have always found 
myself returning to the curious and creative foundation my 
parents have giMed me.

Pe idea of unplugging is not a new one, nor is 4e Lone-
some54read5an advocacy of Neo-Luddism—an outright 
rejection of technology. Rather, it is a collection of thoughts, 
reNections, and practices that can subtly change our current 
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approach to creativity in the information age. Two of the 
keys to living a happier life are >) creating time to do the 

“deep-down” introspection required to truly know yourself, 
and 0) structuring that time in a way that adds lasting value.

Pere is a better, healthier way to live one’s inner life and to 
use it as a wellspring for happiness and personal endeavor. 
While many of the stories enclosed are reNective of my own 
experiences from the military, from my education, and 
from my life, they will hopefully inspire others to question 
their own status quo. Pematically, 4e Lonesome54readHis 
about Onding or creating space, Olling it with meaning 
rather than distraction, and using that meaning to deepen 
our relationships.

How THiS book iS STRucTuRed:
4e Lonesome 4read is split into three parts:

>. Time & Space. A collection of short stories that illumi-
nate some of the history of solitude and withdrawal from 
around the world.

0. Tools & Re!ections. Observations and best practices I 
have gathered that can be used to structure and Oll our 
inner lives with intention and creativity.

@. Creation & Gratitude. Inspiring stories that demonstrate 
how periodically escaping from the world allows us to 
return to it in a way that gives back to those around us.

Life is best viewed from every angle possible. A true exam-
ination of a set of beliefs involves picking them up, restating 
them, turning them on their head, broadening or redirecting 
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their focus, and generally kicking them around until they 
are a complete thought.

I will not pretend to be the Orst to write on the subject of 
inner lives, the detrimental sides of technology, or the need 
to periodically unplug. However, I relate these topics to my 
own experience walking the earth and, at the very least, 
will show the world from a diLerent perspective—a prism 
through which introspection and creativity can be utilized 
in a new and enjoyable way.

Pe purpose of this book is not to pen a braggadocious mili-
tary tell-all or another voluminous how-to guide to join spe-
cial operations. Nor is it to be a “hack-your-life” self-help 
book. Rather, it is to illustrate the importance of comfort in 
solitude and the acknowledgment of the growth that occurs 
in the in-between moments of life. Humans are a gregarious 
bunch; undoubtedly it has been crucial to our survival as a 
species. However, every person will have a time in their life 
where they are alone. Solitude both in thought and in life is 
not something to Nee from. In fact, living a healthy inner life 
is critical to experiencing life fully, and when we are alone is 
oMen when we do our deepest, most creative thinking. Pe 
type of thinking that then allows us to rejoin our loved ones 
and society as happier, more whole human beings.





TIme & sPaCe
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naVIGaTIon

“Vis gregis est lupus” “4e strength of the pack is the wolf”
—6 0 & % ' "  7-"(% 0 3  8-"& 0$%+',  1+$$+

Brakes squeaked over the sound of pea gravel crushing under 
tires as we ground to an uneven stop. AHgroup of us had been 
whisked to a start point in a windowless, unmarked van. We 
silently exchanged glances, wondering what awaited us when 
the doors opened. No communication was allowed between 
candidates. In fact, none of us even knew the others’ names. 
Before arriving, we had been given white engineer tape and 
a roll of dental Noss to sew over our uniform name tapes. We 
used black Sharpies to carefully label our designated candi-
date numbers onto the tape, replacing our normal identities 
with rank-less, nameless digits. I was not Lieutenant Crosson. 
I was Candidate 1><.

In early February, I was four weeks deep into the grueling 
selection process to become a member of the US Marine 
Corps’ elite Special Operations unit. Pe previous weeks had 
been Olled with long days of breakneck-paced runs, conO-
dence-building (or shattering) swims, and hikes through 



20 ·  t h e  L o n e s o m e  t h r e a d

eastern North Carolina’s hinterlands. Pis phase of train-
ing was designed to test each candidate’s knowledge of 
land navigation.

From the start point, everyone broke oL in diLerent direc-
tions, each man having a uniquely assigned checkpoint to 
which they would navigate. Candidates bounded through the 
tree line with quiet agility, paying barely any notice to the 
heavy packs they carried. Upon reaching the checkpoint and 
reporting to the instructor there, a new set of coordinates 
was provided, and the process repeated itself. Pe number of 
checkpoints each day was a mystery to all but the instructor 
cadre; dealing with uncertainty was part of the exercise.

Hours later, alone among the forested, rolling hills of our 
undisclosed training site, I exhaled a deep breath of warm 
air into my icy Ost as I pored over my colorful topographic 
map. My eyes traced an invisible line from the hilltop where 
I thought I wasH to my next checkpoint. Distance? Twen-
ty-four hundred meters. Heading?HTwenty-)ve degrees. North- 
northeast. My knees creaked under the weight of my pack as 
I stood and divined a new path through the forest. No use of 
roads or trails was allowed.

Being fairly conOdent with a map and compass, I had found 
my Orst two checkpoints with relative ease. Pe winter sun 
crawled low across the mid-morning sky. I rolled a pace-
count bead between my thumb and index Onger. To keep 
track of distance traveled, many students kept a string of 
black beads on hand. You walk one hundred meters, you 
slide one bead from the top of the string down to the bot-
tom. Once you get to ten (one thousand meters), you slide 
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them all to the top and start over. Pe pace count beads were 
a sacred tool for navigation—and my only company deep 
in the woods. I shot a piercing gaze through the bare tree 
limbs and found my heading again, closing the distance to 
my checkpoint.HEighteen hundred meters to go. Twenty-)ve 
degrees, north-northeast. I quickly folded my map and stuLed 
it into my half-buttoned utility blouse for quick access. Pen 
I was oL again.

As a child, I grew up watching too many action movies. Pe 
draw to special operations was one I carried with me from 
some of my youngest memories through my college years 
and into my career in the Marine Corps. When I deployed to 
Afghanistan with a Marine infantry unit, I had brief oppor-
tunities to meet and work with such childhood heroes—
Rangers, Green Berets, Marine Raiders, and various others 
from the shadows of our military’s elite organizations.

Moving across the challenging wooded hillsides, I saw my 
past and future aligning in the present. 4is is where I am 
supposed to be. All of my experiences and the people I had 
encountered had led me to this point. I envisioned myself 
two years down the road, transformed into my action-
movie heroes.

I rested a knee in a soM pile of leaves while I checked my map 
and compass again. I adjusted my pack as cold, damp sweat 
pressed against my body from underneath the straps. My 
eyes traced an invisible line on the map from my position 
to my next checkpoint.HTwelve hundred meters to go.HPe 
compass in my other hand made my stomach drop.HI was 
headed in the wrong direction.
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Where had I driMed oL course? How far in the wrong direc-
tion had I traveled?HWhere the hell am I?

When you are lost, a good practice is to navigate back to 
your last known position. Unfortunately, without knowing 
how far I had walked in the wrong direction, Onding my 
way back would be nearly impossible. My special operations 
aspirations and action-hero dreams dissolved in front of my 
eyes. If I did not successfully navigate to my next point soon, 
it would be nearly impossible to complete the course in the 
(unspeciOed) time allotted. I frantically pulled out my map 
and made a futile attempt to match it to the terrain around 
me. With no point of reference, I might as well have been 
trying to navigate the dark side of the moon.

Fighting a losing battle against a deep, dark state of panic, 
I shot an escape azimuth on my compass. To the west was 
a large creek that emptied into a swamp further north. If I 
walked in that direction, I would not be able to miss it, and 
from there I could piece together my location. Pe only prob-
lem was I would be moving further away from my check-
point. Pe sun was now hanging directly above me, diLusing 
its light across the drab, gray sky.

Energized with a newfound sense of urgency, I took oL at a 
sprint. Leaping over deadfall and weaving in between trees, 
I closed the distance between myself and the creek, reaching 
its muddy banks within half an hour.

I ran north along the creekbank. Startled white-tailed deer 
darted in and out of my peripheral vision, trying to escape 
the madman who had come crashing through their thicket. 
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AMer what felt like way too damn long, the curtain of trees 
opened before me to reveal a misty Noodplain. Standing at 
the intersection of the stream’s terminus and the swamp, I 
was Onally at a point I could locate on my map. I was lost no 
longer. I gasped in cold winter air as I gripped my compass 
and found a new azimuth to my checkpoint: a hilltop less 
than a kilometer away, directly across the swamp.

In most cases, taking the direct route over the challenging 
terrain is more diQcult than plotting a longer route around 
it. Pis was not most cases. I did not need to look at my watch 
to tell that I was nearing the end of the training day. 4rough 
the swamp it is.

I stepped with caution, scanning the shallow wetland for 
emergent patches of sedge that would indicate root balls 
beneath to stand on. Soon I was up to my calves in wet grass 
and soM earth. With each step I brought myself closer to my 
checkpoint and deeper into the muddy water. Being soaking 
wet and alone in the dead of winter would present a problem, 
but I had already made up my mind that I would reach this 
checkpoint. And the next. And the next.

Pe hilltop cameHinto view. I fought to free myself from 
densely packed vegetation just below the surface of the water. 
Finally reaching the shore, I scrambled up the slope. I had all 
but given up on reaching all my checkpoints for the day.HBut 
I was still going to make it to this one, damn it.HPe leaves and 
deadfall on the hillside made the thirty-meter climb feel like 
three hundred.
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Pe slope leveled oL. AHman was seated on a campstool in a 
small clearing at the top of the hill. Pe hill had a command-
ing view of the entire swamp, and he no doubt had been given 
a front-row seat to my chilly swim. I approached the man, a 
khakied and bearded special operations instructor about as 
nondescript as a bare wall.

“Candidate zero-one-seven, ready to report,” I said, delib-
erately enunciating each word slowly in my best attempt to 
compose myself and control my ragged breathing.

“Let’s hear it.” Pe instructor’s bored expression told me he 
had probably been sitting here all day holding court for wide-
eyed candidates.H

I unfolded my laminated map and used a grease pen to point 
to my previous checkpoint.

“Pis is where I came from,” I said, and then dragged the 
pen’s mashed tip across miles of painful terrain to point to 
the hilltop in the swamp.H“Pis is where I am.”

“Okay.” A reply about as ambiguous as my entire day in 
the woods.

It did not matter if you were the smartest, toughest, 
most-qualiOed candidate whoHhad ever tried out for Marine 
Special Operations. Pe cadre never oLered any aQrmation 
as to whether or not you were meeting the standard. Pe 
same held true if you failed an event. An instructor would 
silently note your name and walk oL without a word. Pe 
motivation to perform came from within each candidate, 
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with no outside validation to indicate your standing in 
the course.

Pe instructor gave me a once-over. A mix of sweat and icy 
swamp water steamed oL of my uniform. I mirrored his 
blank expression.HGive me my next checkpoint so I can get 
out of here.HAMer a long pause, he graced me with more words.

“Go sit over there,” the instructor said andHpointed at a copse 
ten meters away on the opposite side of the small hilltop. 

“Face away from the checkpoint, don’t speak to anyone, and 
be prepared to move at a moment’s notice.”

Pe empty woods around me oLered no sage advice. Even if I 
had wanted someone else to talk to, there was nobody in sight. 
Pe last part of his instruction was standard selection-speak. 
Don’t get comfortable here.

As I wandered my newfound sitting area in search of a dry 
patch of leaves, my mind raced to Ogure out why I had not 
been given a new checkpoint. Why was I sitting here? Was I 
out of time? Had I failed the course? While the Marine Corps 
has never published the pass rate of the secretive selection 
course, I knew that at the end of the long battery of physical 
tests, leadership challenges, and psychological evaluations, 
most of us would indeed fail.

Pe overcast sky stiNed the sun’s glow, making it look like a 
dimming pearl in a sea of haze. Keeping in mind the instruc-
tions I had been given, I opened the top of my pack and 
changed into dry socks. I moved with a sense of urgency 
and a knowledge that I had to be readyHat a moment’s notice. 
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One boot comes oL, one sock is changed, then the process is 
repeated on the opposite foot. Pat way you are never caught 
with two bare feet. My feet were pallid and wrinkled from the 
day’s heavy mileage and prolonged exposure to the water. I 
tied my dripping wet socks into small overhand knots around 
the thick woven nylon straps of my pack.

Feet dry, I reclined back on my pack and tried to get as 
comfortable as possible as the cold began to inOltrate my 
damp uniform. It was as if all of my sweat had been a shadow 
chasing two paces behind me and, now that I had stopped, 
it found me in my place of rest and clung to my cold skin. 
Uncertainty and disappointment in my day’s performance 
gnawed at me. Maybe this is how selection ends for me.

As I mulled over that thought, another candidate appeared, 
climbing the hill from the far side opposite the swamp. Was 
he late too? He reported to the instructor. Despite only being 
able to see their mouths moving in the distance, I knew the 
candidate was reciting the identical check-in script I had 
given a half-hour earlier.HPeir interaction passed equally 
unremarkably. Pe candidate nodded in response to the 
instructor, walked over to a spot about Ove meters from mine, 
and sat down, facing away from the checkpoint.

Pe sun continued to wane in the gray sky, dragging the 
temperature down with it. I checked my watch as a shiver 
coursed through my body. Being wet is one thing. Being cold 
is another. Being wet and cold is a deadly combination that 
can break even the hardest of spirits. I vowed that tomorrow 
I would make a point to pack my poncho liner at the top of 
my pack so I could have easy access to a shred of warmth. 
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Another candidate came trudging up the hill. And another. 
And another. Each one had a brief conversation with the 
instructor before taking a seat nearby. Soon, the hillside was 
dotted with half a dozen of us, sitting silently separated at 
Ove-meter intervals, oLering blank expressions to the woods 
around us.

Then it dawned on me. This was myHlastHscheduled check-
point for the day. Not only had I reached every checkpoint, 
but I had been the first to arrive atHthe end point. All the 
self-doubt that had weighed me down throughout the day 
evaporated. Every instance where I had questioned my 
decisions and stewed in insecurity was vindicated. Despite 
the cold winter air, warmth and comfort filled my body. 
Staring off into the nothingness that hung between the 
darkening sky and the jagged, bare tree limbs, I ref lected 
on my route. I watched myself struggle over hills and into 
draws as an impartial observer. All of the panic, dark 
thoughts, and hypothetical failures melted into the earth—
mere impulses in my brain that brought me no closer to 
my objective. In the end, calm decision-making in the 
present moment is the only thing that gets us where we 
are going.

Before I had time to fully digest these thoughts, the crunch of 
leaves on the trail and the squeak of worn-out brakes inter-
rupted the silence as a windowless white van climbed the hill. 
An almost identically indistinguishable instructor climbed 
out and opened the rear doors.

“Candidates,” he grunted with an entirely apathetic tone. 
“Climb in, don’t speak.”



We packed ourselves into the van’s cargo space, sitting on top 
of our rucksacksHto make enough room. Pe doors slammed 
shut, bathing us in darkness, and the wheels began to turn. 
No more land navigation for us today. We would have many 
more miles of silent walking tomorrow, and the next day, and 
in the weeks to come, but with each day we were Olled with 
new conOdence in ourselves and our abilities.

At the end of the course, to my great relief, I was selected. 
In retrospect, the key to passing is unwavering resolution—
knowing who you are and what exactly you are all about. 
For this reason, navigating through the woods alone with 
conOdence is one of the most essential skills during spe-
cial operations selection. In a similar vein, we must learn to 
navigate ourselves before we can conOdently live our best 
life among others. Making decisions alone in an uncertain 
world with no feedback as to whether you are on the right 
path feels unnatural at Orst. However, making a practiced 
habit of it is like discovering an innate superpower. Life is 
an ambiguous journey in which the only true certainties lie 
within each individual. We too oMen struggle to understand 
others before even making a single attempt to understand 
ourselves. Pe world is built on collaboration, but when 
building yourself, the Orst and most important counsel you 
should keep is your own.


