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The Echo Within
Loving Without Disappearing: Longing, Protection, and Finding Room for Yourself

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

You are about to say that something hurt you. Before the sentence is finished, you notice the other person’s
face change. They look disappointed, angry, or far away. Your attention moves toward them. You begin
explaining what you meant, softening what you said, and finding a way to restore the connection. By the
time the conversation ends, you may be comforting the person you had hoped would understand you.

There can be real love in that movement. You care about their distress and do not want to add to it. But
later, perhaps while washing a cup or lying awake, the original feeling returns. Nobody has actually heard
what happened for you. You preserved the relationship for another evening, yet there is a little less room
for you inside it.

This essay concerns that gradual disappearance. It may happen in a partnership, friendship, family, or
helping role. It is not an identity assigned to the person who gives more, nor an explanation of what is
wrong with the person they love. I want to understand how care becomes entangled with fear, how hope
can keep us waiting, and how we can include ourselves in relationship without losing our capacity to love.

The echo within is the continuing question: what must I do to have a place here? Sometimes it carries an
earlier history. Sometimes it is being produced by what is happening now. Often both deserve attention. A
useful understanding must make room for the relationship as it actually is, rather than asking either person
to disappear inside a theory.

The grief of waiting for love to become more dependable
There is a particular sadness in repeatedly glimpsing the relationship you hoped for. Someone is tender
after a painful argument. An apology arrives. For a while, the conversation has warmth and you feel
chosen again. You are not inventing that tenderness. It happened, and it matters. The difficult question is
what happens around it, and whether it becomes part of a more dependable way of relating.

Hope may hold several things together: genuine affection, memories of good years, concern for children,
shared work, the fear of starting again, or the belief that one more careful conversation will make the
difference. It can also hold a quieter wish that the person who disappoints you will become the person who
finally understands. That wish deserves recognition before it is challenged.

The challenge is that hope can begin doing the work that conduct is not doing. A promise supplies the
reassurance that changed behavior would otherwise provide. You invest in what the relationship might
become while living with what it repeatedly is. The question is not whether you should become less
hopeful. It is whether your hope has enough contact with evidence to guide the next decision.
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You might ask what has changed over the past several months. Can you raise a concern without being
punished? Does an apology acknowledge the particular impact? Are agreements followed, or renegotiated
honestly? Is another person interested in your experience when it differs from theirs? These questions do
not measure perfection. They distinguish a relationship that can learn from one that repeatedly asks you to
endure.

Describe the pattern before explaining the person
A relationship can include strong fear of rejection, urgent demands for reassurance, rapid movement
between closeness and distance, or an intense reaction to disappointment. Someone may interpret a
disagreement as abandonment and then accuse, pursue, or withdraw. Another person may respond to
shame by defending their competence, dismissing a concern, insisting that only their account is reasonable,
or shifting blame. These responses can occur separately or together, and can change across situations.

They are experiences and patterns of conduct, not a diagnosis. We cannot know someone’s whole inner
world from an argument or a partner’s account. A person who struggles to receive feedback may also be
generous and capable of reflection elsewhere. Someone who fears rejection may have legitimate reasons to
doubt the dependability of this particular relationship. A useful description leaves room for that
complexity.

It also remains specific about harm. Repeated humiliation, threats, monitoring, sexual pressure, control of
money, or retaliation for a refusal are not merely different ways of expressing attachment needs. They limit
another person’s freedom and safety. Understanding a possible fear underneath the behavior does not make
the behavior acceptable, and does not give the harmed person the task of curing it.

There is a difference between saying that someone feels overwhelmed during criticism and saying that they
screamed, blocked the doorway, and would not let you leave. The first describes an experience we may
explore. The second names conduct that must be taken seriously. Compassion becomes less trustworthy
when it replaces accurate description with an explanation that excuses what happened.

When caring becomes an audition for belonging
You may be quick to notice what another person needs. You remember the detail, anticipate the difficult
moment, and know how to make a room feel easier. Those are capacities, not symptoms. Their value does
not disappear because fear sometimes accompanies them. The concern is whether your care remains a
choice, or whether it feels like the fee you must continually pay for connection.

There may be an internal bargain: if I am useful enough, patient enough, or undemanding enough, I will be
safe here. You offer help before anyone asks, suppress a preference before it becomes inconvenient, or
apologize before you know whether you have done anything wrong. The relief after accommodation can
make the bargain hard to notice. Only later do resentment, tiredness, or a sense of invisibility reveal its
cost.
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The opposite movement is possible too. After giving beyond your capacity, you may retreat into the
conviction that you should never need anyone. Dependence begins to look like a danger and freedom like
the only protection. Yet this can leave you alone with the very longing that drew you toward the
relationship. Neither endless accommodation nor complete withdrawal gives the wish for mutual care a
fair chance.

The distinction explored in When Someone Else’s Pain Becomes Your Assignment is useful here: being
affected by someone’s pain does not make you wholly responsible for their emotional life. You may have
responsibilities to them, including responsibilities arising from your own conduct. Those deserve accurate
attention. They need not become an unlimited duty to keep the other person comfortable.

The roles we learned, and the roles we still need
For some people, early relationships offered belonging through a narrow role. Being helpful brought
approval; being upset brought irritation. A child may have learned to read the room, keep siblings calm,
perform well, or make few demands. The role could provide real competence and a way to remain
connected, while leaving little opportunity to discover what happened when the child needed care.

Bowlby’s attachment framework draws attention to expectations of availability and support. Bowen’s
family systems account asks how a person holds a position while remaining emotionally connected [1, 2].
Together, these lenses invite inquiry into the relationship between needing others and remaining yourself.
Neither tells us, from a present difficulty alone, exactly what happened in childhood.

The history may be less dramatic than an account of trauma suggests. A family facing poverty or illness
may have needed extensive cooperation. A culture may have taught that personal wishes should follow
collective duties. Some responsibilities were necessary, some were imposed unfairly, and some were
genuinely chosen as the person grew older. Understanding the distinction matters if growth is to preserve
valued loyalties rather than condemn them.

Nor is the pattern always old. A current workplace, partner, or family arrangement can reward
overextension and discourage disagreement. If your caregiving hours doubled after someone became ill,
exhaustion may be telling us about workload and missing support. Looking only for an inner wound could
conceal the practical problem. More room for yourself may require a different division of labor, financial
help, rest, or another person taking responsibility.

Accommodation and spontaneous expression
Winnicott’s writing on true and false self provides a clinical language for the tension between
accommodating expectations and having room for spontaneous expression [3]. I use that distinction as a
question about experience, not a division between a fake person and a real person hidden inside. The
thoughtful, capable version of you may be entirely genuine. It may also have become the only version you
believe can be welcomed.

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/when-someone-elses-pain-becomes-your-assignment
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You can test this gently by noticing what becomes difficult to express. Perhaps your humor is welcome but
your sadness is not. Perhaps you can be competent but cannot admit uncertainty. Perhaps you are allowed
to help, yet uncomfortable receiving help. The issue is not whether you have a role. Every relationship has
roles. It is whether the relationship permits more of you than the role requires.

There can be grief in discovering how much you edited out. There can also be fear: if I stop being the easy
one, will I still belong? That fear does not need to be argued away. It may need company, a small
experience of speaking, or a more accurate assessment of whether this relationship can actually make
room. Some people respond with interest; some with disappointment; some with pressure. The difference
informs what comes next.

You may also discover something uncomfortable about your own participation. Being indispensable can
offer status, control, or protection against needing another person. Helping may keep the conversation
away from your own vulnerability. These possibilities do not cancel your generosity. They make it more
possible to choose generosity without requiring someone else to remain helpless, grateful, or dependent.

What familiar relationships can awaken
An unavailable person may draw out a familiar version of you: attentive, patient, and working hard to be
chosen. A confident person may seem able to hold the certainty you do not allow yourself. Someone in
distress may give your competence an immediate purpose. The attraction can include admiration, pleasure,
desire, shared values, and an old expectation of what your place will be.

Andersen and Chen’s relational-self theory describes how representations of significant others can
influence present encounters [4]. It offers a framework for asking what a new person evokes. It does not
establish that you selected someone to repeat an injury. Familiarity can affect what you notice, what you
expect, how you participate, and how long you keep investing; these are related but distinct questions.

Perhaps you chose someone for qualities you still value, and a difficult pattern emerged later. Perhaps you
interpreted an ordinary delay as rejection and withdrew before learning what happened. Perhaps the other
person repeatedly dismissed you, and your fear was an accurate response. A careful inquiry considers all
three possibilities rather than assigning every painful moment to the past.

You can compare the present situation with other relationships. Do you become smaller with everyone, or
chiefly with this person? Can you make a request with a friend who responds reliably? Are there times
when your expectation of rejection is corrected? Counterexamples matter. They may reveal a capacity
already available, a context that needs changing, or a more particular understanding of the difficulty.

In The Love We Expect, the Love We Can Receive, I explore how expectations of love can be examined
without becoming a verdict about our histories. In friendship, too, we can distinguish the person we chose
from the role we keep practicing with them. That distinction is developed further in A Place Among
Others.

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/the-love-we-expect-the-love-we-can-receive
https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/a-place-among-others
https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/a-place-among-others
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Two protections that make less room for both people
In a relationship where disagreement remains safe, one person may seek immediate reassurance while the
other needs distance to think. The first interprets distance as indifference and presses harder. The second
hears pressure as a demand to surrender their experience and retreats further. Both may care; both may be
frightened; their responses can make the next painful response more likely.

Recognizing mutual influence does not establish equal responsibility. The person who asks to talk is not
automatically controlling, and the person who becomes quiet is not automatically reasonable. The question
is what each does. Does pursuit become repeated contact after a clear refusal? Does a pause include a
credible return, or become a way to avoid every concern? Does either person insist that distress gives them
authority over the other?

A more workable encounter needs room for a request and a limit. One person might say they feel
frightened by the unfinished conversation and ask when they can return to it. The other might acknowledge
the concern, state their current capacity, and agree to a time they can keep. That agreement only becomes
reassuring when it is followed. The relationship learns through conduct, not through finding the perfect
explanation of the cycle.

When there is intimidation or retaliation, this joint inquiry may not be appropriate. A person who is afraid
to refuse cannot freely negotiate the exercise. Confidential individual support and practical protection take
precedence. Understanding your participation in a relationship never means accepting blame for someone
else’s threats, coercion, or violence.

Tenderness, relief, and the evidence of repair
When distress is followed by affection, the return of connection can feel extraordinarily powerful. You
may feel your breath settle and your attention open. That relief is real. It does not, by itself, tell you
whether the relationship is becoming safer. A reunion can be warm while the conditions that made you
afraid remain unchanged.

Dutton and Painter’s study of women after abusive relationships linked continuing attachment with
intermittent maltreatment and power differences [5]. Its context matters: it does not define every intense
romance or difficult disagreement as a traumatic bond. The practical distinction is whether repeated harm
and loss of freedom are followed by affection that restores attachment without stopping the harm.

Repair involves more than an emotional reset. Someone needs to recognize what they did, hear the effect
without taking over the conversation, and make changes that can be observed. Acknowledgment can
remain imperfect while becoming more accurate. Trust may return gradually, remain uncertain, or not
return. You are not required to supply forgiveness as proof that an apology was received.

The same responsibility applies to you. If your fear led you to accuse, monitor, or dismiss someone,
recognizing the fear is the beginning of an account, not its completion. You can own that behavior without
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turning yourself into a bad person. An Apology Is a Beginning, Not a Repair explores this movement from
intention to impact and follow-through.

Listening to the body without asking it to prove the story
You may notice a tight chest before asking for something, numbness after conflict, a restless urge to check
a message, or tiredness you had not recognized while caring for everyone else. These experiences can help
you notice that something matters. They do not reveal a partner’s intentions or prove a forgotten childhood
event.

Damasio’s somatic-marker hypothesis concerns body-related signals and decision-making [6]. It supports
taking feeling seriously within judgment, rather than making sensation the final authority. Your response
may carry earlier learning, current danger, anticipation, exhaustion, illness, or several influences together.
A sensation deserves inquiry; persistent physical symptoms also deserve appropriate medical attention.

There is no need to discover a deep memory before making an ordinary change. You can notice that you
become exhausted after every conversation, examine how long you are listening, and ask for a more
mutual exchange. You can observe that your body settles with a dependable friend and consider what is
different. These are useful observations even when their physiology remains unknown.

If inward attention makes you feel more flooded or distant, you can stay with the room, move, look
outside, or ask someone to sit with you. A practice should support your capacity to notice and choose.
Becoming more distressed is not evidence that you are reaching the important material or doing the work
correctly.

The feelings that have had too little company
Under a familiar role there may be sadness, anger, envy, tenderness, or the wish to be cared for. You may
feel ashamed of wanting what you offer so readily. Anger may be particularly difficult if being good has
meant remaining agreeable. Grief may become possible only when someone understands how long you
have been waiting. None of these feelings is compulsory, and no sequence establishes that you are healing.

AEDP’s Triangle of Experience distinguishes defenses, anxiety, and core affective experience [7]. It helps
clinicians attend to whether approaching a feeling is becoming possible or overwhelming. Its categories
are not interchangeable with Winnicott’s self concepts or IFS parts. In this educational setting, the relevant
invitation is simpler: can the feeling receive enough acknowledgment and company that you have more
room to decide what it asks of you?

The feeling may point toward a conversation, a limit, a rest, or mourning what is unavailable. Anger does
not always conceal a softer truth that is more important. It may accurately protest mistreatment. Sadness
does not require you to remain where you are being harmed. Relief does not oblige you to trust. Feelings
can inform action while action remains answerable to facts, consequences, and commitments.

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/an-apology-is-a-beginning-not-a-repair
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If a helpful encounter occurs, it can be worth pausing to notice what helped. Fosha and Thoma describe
reflecting on therapeutic change itself, rather than moving immediately to the next problem [8]. The
educational adaptation here is to ask what it was like to be heard, what still felt difficult, and whether the
experience changes what you expect. A moment can matter without proving lasting transformation.

Competing wishes inside the same person
You may want to leave and want to stay. You may resent giving so much and fear becoming ungenerous.
You may long to be understood and distrust anyone who offers understanding. These conflicts are
understandable without being resolved by identifying one voice as the authentic self and the others as
obstacles.

IFS provides an optional language for protective parts and their competing concerns [9]. You might ask
what the accommodating response is trying to preserve, and what the withdrawing response cannot bear to
risk. If this language does not fit, ask the same questions about habits, feelings, or competing wishes. No
imagined figure or younger self is required.

Listening to a concern is different from agreeing to its strategy. You can recognize the fear of being alone
while deciding not to accept humiliation. You can understand the wish for independence while noticing
that abrupt withdrawal hurts a dependable friend. The inquiry creates more room for judgment; it does not
turn every impulse into guidance.

Sometimes the concern does not reveal a hidden story. You simply do not want to do something, or you
need more time. That is enough information to consider a limit. We should not require a wound, a
protector, or a profound explanation before ordinary preferences can have a place.

Grief without turning loss into an assignment
There may be a point when you recognize that the relationship you hoped for is not the one currently
available. The recognition can bring grief for the person, the good moments, the future you imagined, or
the years spent waiting. You may also feel anger, relief, uncertainty, or nothing clear. Your response need
not become a coherent emotional lesson before your next decision is legitimate.

Leaving may be necessary; staying with a changed arrangement may be possible; ending one role may
leave the relationship intact. These choices are affected by children, disability, housing, money, culture,
and safety. A description of freedom that ignores these conditions risks blaming people for constraints they
did not choose.

Nor does becoming more able to care for yourself mean you will stop needing others. A trusted friend,
therapist, community, or practical advocate may help you think and act. The task is to widen the places
where care can reach you, rather than asking one unreliable relationship to provide everything or asking
you to become sufficient alone.
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In Coming Home to Yourself, I use the image of an inner home for a growing ability to remain with your
own experience. That home still needs doors. It includes receiving company, allowing another person to
matter, and recognizing that your worth does not disappear when someone cannot offer the relationship
you wanted.

Presence, meaning, and the right to remain human
Welwood’s teaching on unconditional presence offers a way to approach experience with less immediate
pressure to change it [10]. It is a contemplative and clinical invitation, not a claim that awareness makes
external harm acceptable. You can meet your fear and still seek protection. You can have compassion for
someone’s history and decline the way they treat you.

The spiritual language of being whole or coming home may speak to you, or it may not. Henri Nouwen’s
account of belovedness offers one Christian expression of worth beyond achievement [11]. It does not
require a shared belief. In ordinary terms, the question remains whether your humanity can be included
before you have earned approval through usefulness or endurance.

Presence also includes seeing the person before you more accurately. They may have limits you cannot
change and strengths your disappointment obscures. They may be willing to learn, or may repeatedly
refuse responsibility. Loving them does not require idealizing their potential. A difficult recognition can
coexist with tenderness, and can lead to a different form of contact.

Boundaries that make responsibilities clearer
A boundary concerns what you can offer, permit, or participate in. It may involve declining a request,
ending an escalating conversation, protecting private time, or changing an arrangement that has become
unsustainable. It is not a way to control how another person feels or to avoid hearing that your own
behavior hurt them.

For an ordinary conflict, a useful limit can include what happens next. If you need to pause, say when you
can return. If you cannot take on a task, help clarify who will handle it when that is your shared
responsibility. If you are changing an agreement, acknowledge its effect and renegotiate. Another person’s
disappointment can be valid even when the limit is necessary.

The conditions are different when contact is threatening. You may need to leave without explaining
further, make a private plan, or seek confidential support. A request for a calm discussion does not create
safety where retaliation is likely. The purpose of a limit is not to demonstrate courage; it is to protect a
workable degree of choice and responsibility in the situation you actually face.

Self-compassion can support this work without removing accountability. Neff’s framework emphasizes
kindness, shared humanity, and balanced attention to painful experience [12]. A kinder response can
acknowledge that you overcommitted, apologize for what that affected, and make a clearer agreement. It
need not pretend that everything you did was necessary or harmless.

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/coming-home-to-yourself
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An ordinary experiment in making room
Choose a manageable situation in which you tend to agree before checking your capacity. It could be an
extra task, a social plan, or a request to listen. Use a fictional situation or rehearse privately if that is
preferable. Do not use this experiment with someone whose response may be threatening.

First notice the sequence. What was requested? What did you feel, think, or predict? What did you do?
What became possible immediately, and what did it cost later? Consider at least two explanations. Perhaps
you feared disappointment; perhaps the task was genuinely urgent; perhaps there was no one else
available. A useful next step depends on the distinction.

Then choose one small adjustment. You might take a minute before answering, ask what help is actually
wanted, or state a limited offer. Predict a concrete outcome: you expect to feel guilty, to remain tired, or to
have enough time for a commitment you already made. The point is to learn something, not to perform an
ideal boundary.

Fictional illustration: A friend asks for another long evening conversation. You want to be supportive,
but have been losing sleep. You offer twenty minutes and say you cannot continue late tonight. The friend
is disappointed but accepts the limit. You still feel uneasy afterward. The uneasiness does not cancel the
success of having made a clear offer, and the friend’s disappointment does not prove rejection. The next
question is whether this arrangement remains workable for both of you over time.

A different result would change the inquiry. If the friend repeatedly ignores the limit, that is information
about conduct. If twenty minutes is too short for an important shared problem, the agreement may need
revising. If you feel worse because you avoided a responsibility you had promised to meet, accountability
belongs in the review. Include what did not fit as carefully as what did.

Let the experience change the account
After the experiment, compare what you expected with what happened. Was there more room for your
own experience? Could the other person respond? Did a practical need remain unmet? Were you clearer,
unchanged, pressured, or uncertain? You can keep the result provisional. One exchange is not a verdict
about the relationship.

If the adjustment helped, identify what made it useful. Perhaps it was the pause rather than the wording.
Perhaps receiving the friend’s disappointment without immediately repairing it was the new capacity. If it
did not help, ask whether the practice, the explanation, or the setting needs changing. Asking for practical
support may be more useful than repeating inward inquiry.

The carry-forward can be modest: check capacity before one request this week; return to one conversation
you postponed; allow a trusted person to help with one task. Let these choices remain connected to a fuller
life, including humor, pleasure, work, friendship, and the possibility of receiving. Growth need not become
another demanding role.
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Loving with more of yourself present
The wish for connection remains worthy even when a relationship cannot meet it. Your generosity remains
real even when it needs limits. Another person remains human even when you need protection from their
conduct. Holding these truths together is harder than assigning one person the role of rescuer and the other
the role of problem.

There may be no dramatic moment when the echo becomes quiet. You may notice it while preparing to
apologize too quickly, waiting for a message, or realizing you have not said what you wanted. Each
recognition can offer a little more room: to check the facts, hear the wish, consider the other person, and
choose what is possible now.

The direction is a relationship in which care can move both ways, difference can be spoken, responsibility
can be accurate, and neither person must disappear for closeness to endure. Some relationships can grow
toward that. Others cannot. You can learn the difference without making a diagnosis, without denying
what you love, and without continuing to earn your place through the loss of yourself.
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