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            Why is it so scary to be alone with your thoughts?

            When columnist and commentator Kerri Sackville decided to stop filling every idle moment with distraction and learn to be comfortable alone, her quality of life soared.

            From boosting creativity and productivity, improving self-awareness, building resilience and moral courage, to improving relationships and connection with others, a bit of alone time is vital to wellbeing. But with smart phones, social media, endless streaming and podcast options, as well as the demands of work, family and friends, spending meaningful time on your own can feel impossible, unnecessary, or even indulgent.

            In The Secret Life of You, Sackville analyses society’s attitude towards solitude, identifies the roadblocks in the way to unplugging, contemplates aloneness Vs loneliness, and looks at the difference between true connection and mere connectivity. Finally, she provides practical advice on how to become comfortable in your own company, in order to enjoy – and even cherish – time alone.
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            INTRODUCTION

            What Does It Mean to Be Alone?

         

         
            ‘You are who you are when nobody’s watching.’

            Stephen Fry
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         Up in the air

         I was alone in the middle of a forest, hanging from a zipline fifty metres above the ground. This was not within my comfort zone: I am a suburban mum whose idea of adventure is to get a double shot of coffee in my mocha. Still, I was with my two daughters on holidays in Tasmania, and we had decided to try ziplining for fun. The journey up the mountain had been exhilarating, but when I reached the top, the ride jolted to a halt and I was left dangling alone in mid-air.

         This was not fun at all.

         I hung there amid the treetops, my kids and the zipline staff shrunken to tiny specks in the distance. Up there in the air, cut off from the world, I suddenly felt profoundly and unspeakably alone. There was just me and the trees and the little gusts of breeze and quite remarkable silence. I could hear my own breath in my ears, incredibly loud, and I realised I was panicking. I instinctively reached for my phone, but, of course, it wasn’t there. It was in my bag at the zipline base, six hundred metres away.

         I wanted my phone and I really, desperately, wanted to get down.

         I’m not afraid of heights, and I wasn’t afraid of falling; I was very securely strapped in. It was the silence and the solitude that were terrifying. I closed my eyes and I wished for the ride to end. 3When the zipline shuddered and started moving back to base, I actually yelped with relief.

         The ride only lasted for a few minutes, but the memory of that existential terror lingered on for weeks. Why, I wondered, did I get so panicked in the air? Why was it so frightening to be alone? I was alone all the time. I was very good at being by myself!

         Or, I thought, was I?

         For most of my life I had been quite content in my own company. As a child, I was happy to spend hours in my bedroom if I had books to read, paper on which to write and regular access to the fridge to rummage for snacks. As an adult, I chose to be a freelance writer and spent most days at home writing.

         On the other hand, I had rarely done anything alone other than work, shop, exercise or drive my car. I’d been in back-to-back relationships since I was seventeen years old. I got married in my twenties and had three kids by my late thirties. I had never lived alone for more than a few weeks or travelled by myself. I had never been to a movie by myself or gone solo to a show; I had never taken myself out for lunch or sat alone at a bar.

         Honestly, it had never even occurred to me to do so.

         But when I was forty-six, my life changed dramatically. My marriage ended, and I became a single parent. I moved with my kids into my parents’ home, and then, a few weeks later, we moved into our own apartment. For the first couple of weeks in our new home, I was constantly busy and distracted. Life was a frenzy of furniture deliveries and decorating, and eating dinners around our brand-new table. But when my kids had their first sleepover at their dad’s, I reeled with the shock of an empty house. I walked into my living room and looked around, and the entire atmosphere felt different. The air was heavy, the silence 4echoed off the walls, and even the glow from the light fittings seemed duller. I sat on my new couch, completely stunned, and stayed there, unmoving, until it was time for bed. I had no idea what to do with myself. I had no idea how to be alone.

         To be fair, I didn’t have a lot of great role models. Very few people around me seemed to spend any meaningful time in their own company. One of my friends, a single mum of two grown kids, frantically socialised every night of the week to avoid having to be on her own. Another female friend spent long hours in the office then came home to a chaotic family of five. Several people in my circle worked fifteen-hour days, leaving no time to reflect on their lives. And, of course, almost everyone I knew carried their phones with them constantly and would check them in every idle moment.

         I had friends and acquaintances who were almost permanently online, posting on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram from early every morning to late at night. My own teenage daughter was practically glued to her phone, and this seemed normal to me. Sure, sometimes I worried that she was never alone with her thoughts, but I really wasn’t one to judge. I was on my phone or computer in almost every idle moment. I was on social media compulsively, I scrolled mindlessly through Instagram videos and always had a podcast running in the background. I delved into online dating just months after my separation and started innumerable conversations with innumerable men. I was in several group chats and would text and message during the day. Even when I was writing – a job that requires focused concentration – I was incessantly clicking in and out of the apps.

         I worked, a lot. I dated, a lot. There was always a man on the scene, someone vaguely inappropriate, someone to ward off the 5terror of being single. I was constantly online. I was constantly distracted. I was, without realising it, running from myself.

         And then came Covid. Within weeks, we were in lockdown. My entire frenetic life came to a sudden, screeching halt. The media took a hit and I lost most of my regular writing work. I found myself stuck in an apartment with three kids, no work, no partner and endless days of empty time. My kids were busy in their rooms with their online studies and Zoom chats, and I was isolated, lonely and lost. I couldn’t date. I couldn’t socialise. I couldn’t fill all the hours with social media.

         And then I realised I couldn’t outrun my own company. If I was ever to be okay in myself, I had to figure out how to be alone.

         What is alone time?

         Over the past couple of years, I have spent a lot of time thinking and talking about alone time. But when I talk to other people about the importance of being okay alone, they assume that I am talking about being single. I am not. Plenty of single people are never alone, and plenty of partnered people are alone much of the time. When I say ‘I am alone’ I mean ‘I am alone with my thoughts’. You are alone when you have turned inwards, when you have disconnected from the outside world and connected with yourself. The philosopher Plato offered a very poetic definition of solitude: he wrote that being alone is the condition in which we can think, in which we can hear the silent dialogue ‘which the soul holds with herself’.

         Being alone doesn’t necessarily mean being physically separated from other people. We can be alone with our thoughts even when we are surrounded by people. We can sit in an open-plan 6office, or on a crowded beach, and shut out everything around us, turning our attention inwards. Back in the sixteenth century, philosopher Michel de Montaigne referred to this as retreating to the ‘backshop’ of our mind. When we sit in a lecture hall and drift off into daydreams, when we are deep in contemplation on a busy bus ride, when we conduct imaginary conversations in our own heads, we are visiting the backshops of our minds.

         We all have a backshop, a secret world filled with thoughts and memories and dreams, but not all of us are willing to pay ours a visit. Many of us refuse to be alone with our thoughts, even when we’re all by ourselves. This is one of the great paradoxes of our modern world: we see the opportunity for solitude as desirable and a great privilege, and yet when we’re offered a bit of solitude, many of us avoid it like the plague.

         We all want our own room, our own office, our own car, our own nook in the house. We all want the right to privacy and to space. Most of us want some time in the day to be left alone, away from friends and family and the world. If we are parents, we long for some moments away from the kids, and breathe a sigh of relief when they’re asleep. If we are partnered, we fantasise on occasion about having our own beds, or even our own rooms. (In fact, having your own bedroom is one of the few recognised privileges of the single, as well as the ability to lie splayed out in the middle of the bed.)

         And yet so many of us who are lucky enough to have time alone don’t use that time to connect with ourselves. Instead, we message a friend, or we blast a podcast, or we play Candy Crush for an hour. There are endless distractions to keep us from the secret world of our minds, thanks to the marvels of modern 7technology. We can be alone and immersed in Netflix, or alone and chatting to strangers on the internet. We can be alone and scrolling mindlessly through Instagram, or alone and playing online games. We can be physically alone and never be alone with our thoughts. We can avoid ourselves for our entire lives.

         Back when we were cave-dwellers

         It is, of course, perfectly reasonable to want to seek out connection. We are social creatures built for co-operation and relationships. Back in cave-dweller times, we humans needed to stick close to our tribes, because wandering too far could get us lost in the wilderness or becoming a snack for a lion. Later, as humans evolved, we developed complex societies in which it became almost impossible to be self-sufficient. We’ve all heard stories about fiercely independent people who go off-grid and live by themselves in the bush. And they’re admirable – I mean, I can’t light a fire, let alone hunt for my own food – but they’re rarely truly independent. Sure, they might grow their own veggies, make their own clothes and even build their own home from found materials. But they will rely on other people for almost everything else: to weave the cotton for their shirts, to manufacture the tools they’ll use to build their walls, to write the books and manuals they will read.

         On a psychological level, we humans are programmed to desire love and care, which leaves us highly susceptible to the fear of solitude. And to find that love and care, we work hard to seek connections. We might do our best to cultivate many friendships or to find that one special friend who truly understands us. We might spend a great deal of time in search 8of a romantic partner or strive to connect very deeply with the partner we have. We might feel uncomfortable travelling away from our loved ones or to be in our own homes by ourselves for extended periods of time.

         Of course, we might not consciously fear solitude; we might simply choose never to be alone with our thoughts. After all, we have our partners or our friends or our family or our flatmates, and if they’re not around we can find company online. No-one needs to be truly alone these days, not with our mobile devices keeping us connected twenty-four seven. We can spend our entire lives cleverly dodging solitude, so why do any of us need to learn to be alone?

         This is an excellent question with many answers. We need alone time because we can never know ourselves if we are never willing to be in our own company. We need it for our emotional wellbeing, for the sake of our relationships, and for our ability to live fully. We need it if we want to have an original thought, or to be creative, or to work to our potential. We need it to build our moral courage, to develop a social conscience, and to figure out right from wrong.

         Perhaps most importantly – and paradoxically – we need alone time to help us ward off loneliness. We cannot connect fully and deeply with any other person if we have not yet connected with ourselves. We all want to be loved for who we truly are, but if we don’t know who we are, how can we possibly feel known?

         But humans aren’t meant to be alone!

         It’s true that humans aren’t supposed to be always alone. Having said that, we are not supposed to be never alone, either. And until 9relatively recently, we humans spent regular periods of time by ourselves, if not physically then in the secret world of our minds.

         Before technology and the advent of social media, casual moments of solitude were a normal part of life. There were no podcasts about growing crops to keep a seventeenth-century peasant entertained as she tended to the fields. There were no smartphones with which an eighteenth-century gentleman could browse Instagram for cat pics as he sat in his horse-drawn carriage. If a maid in the nineteenth century was not engaged in conversation with another member of the household nor reading a book, she had no choice but to be alone with her thoughts.

         Alone time has played a significant role in human history and human achievement. Solo contemplation has long been linked to spiritual enlightenment, and there is a tale of solitude-induced revelation for almost every religious persuasion. Moses spent forty days alone on a mountain. Jesus spent forty days alone in the desert. Muhammad spent a month alone in a cave. Buddha spent seven weeks alone under a tree.

         For those of us who aren’t especially religious, it is interesting to note that alone time has always been considered fundamental to creativity. (For proof, just refer to one of the 17 billion poems written about solitude.) There are innumerable examples of philosophers, writers, artists, musicians, inventors and thinkers who have embraced solitude as part of their creative process, from Darwin to Picasso, Tchaikovsky to Shakespeare, Nietzsche to Newton, and, more recently, Steve Wozniak to Barack Obama. (Obama, a famous introvert, claims to do his best work in solitude. Prior to his nomination as presidential candidate, he reportedly spent three days by himself in a hotel working on his 10acceptance speech. As president of the United States, he insisted on four to five hours of alone time every evening, when he would read, write and think without distractions.)

         As a society, we have always been fascinated by extreme examples of solitude, perhaps because they tickle our own dark fears. We devour books and movies about solo travels, hikes, sailing trips, mountain climbs, flights and explorations. (I will never forget reading about Jessica Watson sailing solo around the world, or Aron Ralston surviving a solo canyoning disaster by hacking off his right arm.) If you happen to get lost alone in the snow, wilderness or at sea, you are virtually guaranteed a bestselling memoir, followed by a blockbuster movie.

         But while we’re intrigued by people who trek solo through a desert or survive a year at sea, we are far less interested in what average people do in their everyday time alone. Only recently have psychologists begun studying the benefits of solitude, though philosophers have been discussing it since Plato’s time. Paediatrician Donald Winnicott wrote about the importance of solitude in a groundbreaking 1958 article, ‘The capacity to be alone’.1 He believed that the ability to spend time on our own is a sign of emotional maturity and that it arises from an early secure attachment to a caregiver. Thirty years later, psychologist Anthony Storr wrote Solitude: A return to the self, in which he argued that alone time is essential for creative genius and can be a source of as much fulfilment and happiness as relationships.2

         Though I am no creative genius, I am interested in happiness, and, shortly after lockdown began, I decided to test his theory for myself.11

         All by myself

         I resolved to be alone without any distractions. I put down my phone for long periods of time. I stopped trying to fill the empty space and just spent time with myself. It was hard. It was really hard. I was scared and agitated and lonely and anxious. Every cell in my body cried out for distraction. I wanted to scroll through Instagram, swipe through Tinder, message a group chat, post on Twitter, cry over a video of a solider reuniting with his kids.

         But I didn’t. I didn’t numb myself. I didn’t run from my own company. I turned to myself as if I were a friend, a confidante, a person with whom I could engage. I went for walks on my own, without my phone. I sat on the couch without watching TV. I lay on the grass in the park and stared at the sky. I pottered around my home without earphones, listening to my own thoughts instead of the radio or a podcast. When lockdown ended, I went to the coast by myself and spent three days in a house reading and writing and speaking to no-one.

         I began to notice the changes in myself. The frantic urge to swipe and post and comment was easing. I thought a lot about what would make me happy and rediscovered activities I’d previously enjoyed. I returned to reading fiction. I took up knitting and spent many happy hours gazing lovingly at balls of yarn. I fixed up all the odds and ends in my house that I’d neglected for years and bought a couple of new little items that brought me pleasure every day.

         I did not magically become a perfect human being. I still occasionally lost my temper at the kids, wasted time looking at Instagram videos when I was tired, and thought uncharitable things about particularly irritating people. I did, however, 12became less judgemental and more self-aware, and calmer and less reactive. I was more present with my family and enjoyed social media more when using it sparingly and mindfully. I found myself more keenly appreciating the company of my friends, since I was happier in my own company. And I needed less approval and validation from others as I focused instead on becoming proud of myself.

         My creativity soared following a long period of feeling uninspired. I finally bought myself a new laptop after years of using one that was missing several keys. I interviewed scores of people about their attitudes towards solitude. I started writing this book and couldn’t jot down my thoughts fast enough.

         The secret life of you

         The Secret Life of You explains the reasons why so many of us avoid being alone and outlines the life-changing benefits of learning to be comfortable in your own company.

         Most importantly, it will show you, step by step, how to increase your tolerance of true, meaningful alone time. Loneliness is a huge problem in our society, but the cure for loneliness isn’t company: you can be with other people and still feel profoundly lonely. The cure for loneliness is connection. And to connect deeply with another person, you first need to connect with yourself.

         Life is constantly changing. You might live in several homes, have a variety of jobs, be part of many different communities. Acquaintances will come and go, friendships will change over the years, and even your most central, significant relationships will shift over time. There is only one absolute guarantee in your life and that is your continued presence in it. The more 13comfortable you are in your own company, the more solid the foundations for your life.

         I hope you enjoy this book and learn to value time alone. Because the centre of your life is you. It can only be you! You have a whole secret world inside of you that is worth getting to know.
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            PART 1

            Why Are So Many People Never Truly Alone?
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            CHAPTER 1

            Society

         

         
            ‘Solitude is certainly a fine thing; but there is pleasure in having someone who can answer, from time to time, that it is a fine thing.’

            Jean-Louis Guez de Balzac
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         The rules of solitude

         I dislike the word ‘journey’. If it’s not a trip that takes you from one physical location to another then I’d rather not call it a journey. So let me just say this: during my process of learning to feel comfortable in myself, I wanted to figure out why being alone was so challenging in the first place. As a starting point, I needed to look at our culture. We are all the product of our personalities and our upbringings, but we are also the product of our social environment. And our society has extremely specific norms around how we should spend time on our own.

         Even as children we learn that solitude is acceptable only in clearly defined circumstances. We internalise the rules of solitude as we internalise other cultural norms: we are never explicitly told what they are, but we know exactly what is acceptable and what is not.

         For example, we know that it is fine to be alone at the end of a long, exhausting day spent dealing with people, but it is not fine to spend a Saturday night on your own when most people are out on the town.

         We know that it is very pleasant to eat breakfast alone at a café while we read the news, but to eat dinner by yourself at a restaurant is embarrassing and sad. 19

         We know that it is sensible to be single for a while after the break-up of a long relationship, but it is unfortunate – and even a little tragic – to remain single for several years.

         We know that backpacking solo through Europe is adventurous and exciting, but spending a month in a cabin on your own in the woods is odd and borderline alarming.

         We know that we should be delighted if our child entertains herself for half an hour while we’re busy in the kitchen, but if our child consistently chooses to play by herself instead of playing with other kids, we should be gravely concerned about her social development.

         To summarise: alone time is acceptable in small doses, but being in company is normal, the default, and the ideal.

         The extrovert ideal

         One of the reasons our society devalues alone time is that we are strongly biased towards extroversion. Author Susan Cain dubbed this the ‘extrovert ideal’ in her book about introversion, Quiet.1 Our culture, she argues, values assertiveness over thoughtfulness, socialising over introspection, and collaboration over individual work. People with big personalities get far more attention and have greater social currency than those who are more understated. If you’re an extrovert, you probably don’t notice the extrovert bias as we are raised to see extroversion as natural and normal. The bias is, however, extremely obvious to introverts, who are constantly being schooled on how to be more social and outgoing. Try searching ‘how to be outgoing’ and you’ll get about 250 million hits, with articles like ‘Four ways to be more outgoing’, ‘How to be more social as an introvert’ and ‘Seven tips 20to trick yourself into being more outgoing’. Try searching ‘how to be more introverted’ and you still get the articles on how to be outgoing.

         In our extroverted society, we are trained to focus our attention and energy outward towards other people instead of inwards towards ourselves; our culture is intensely preoccupied with social interactions and the relationships between people. We are taught from childhood that love makes the world go round, that family and friendship are paramount, and that the most important thing you can achieve in life is to love and be loved in return. And when we judge people’s characters, we focus primarily on how deeply they are loved by others.

         Sure, there are indicators of status in our culture that we take very seriously. We are impressed by intelligence, high achievement, power, beauty, fame and, of course, wealth. But when we place a moral value on another human being – when we decide whether they are a good and decent person – we focus almost entirely on their relationships. We consider how many friends they have, whether they are close with their family, and what they have done for other people. In my own Jewish community, a good person is a ‘mensch’, someone who is compassionate and generous and kind. In the wider community, a good person is a ‘family man’, or ‘devoted to her community’, or ‘selfless’ or ‘popular’.

         Love is the greatest currency we have. Being loved by another person proves our worth to the world, which is why I always asked potential romantic partners to tell me about their friends, and why politicians parade their devoted families before the media. And this makes sense. We live in a communal society. We are all co-dependent. We need to get along! Of course we should 21value people who are loving and loved, and who keep the wheels of society nicely greased.

         But the flip side of this intense focus on relationships is a distrust of people who like spending time alone. A person who ‘keeps to himself’ or doesn’t have a social network is considered strange, or a bit sad, or genuinely scary. ‘What is wrong with him?’ we wonder. ‘Why doesn’t he have any friends?’ It doesn’t occur to us that he might be comfortable in his own company. It doesn’t occur to us that his solitude may be freely chosen.

         In our modern world, we are deeply suspicious of people who spend lots of time by themselves. We simply don’t believe that they can genuinely be happy. We consider relationships to be the main source of pleasure, joy and fulfilment, above work, above hobbies, above passions, above ourselves. This wasn’t always the case. Back in the nineteenth century, poets, writers and artists would retreat into solitude to focus on their craft for months, even years, and they would be respected for their choice and admired for their sacrifice. (The celebrated poet and philosopher Henry David Thoreau, for example, famously lived alone in a cabin in the woods in Massachusetts for over two years.) These days, however, we’d regard the same people with mistrust and pity. ‘You want to be all by yourself?’ we ask with incredulity. ‘For six months? Are you okay?’

         Matthew H. Bowker, a political theorist who has studied solitude, believes that we are threatened by people who enjoy solitude because we perceive their aloneness as a rejection of our company.2 If a person can reject us then they mustn’t care about us, and if they don’t care about us then they might be prepared to harm us. We don’t think of a ‘loner’ as a person with a rich inner life; we think of them as a terrorist, or a serial killer, 22or a potential school shooter. We don’t see their solitariness as a positive choice; we see it only as a withdrawal from society. We move straight from ‘spends a lot of time alone’ to ‘definitely abnormal’, ‘probably a deviant’ and ‘possibly a murderer’.

         Our suspicion of ‘loners’ arises in part from the way we categorise others and ourselves. We like to believe that we are individuals, but we align ourselves with subgroups of society. We classify ourselves and other people according to ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, country and town of origin, religion, socioeconomic group, political beliefs, alma mater, profession, even generation.

         ‘We’re drawn to identity-markers and to groups that help define us or “fill us up”, if you will,’ says Bowker. ‘In the simplest terms, this means using others to fill out our identities, rather than relying on something internal, something that comes from within.’3

         Without those identity-markers to ground us and help us to understand who we are, we can feel lost and frightened and unmoored. If I am not thinking of myself as a parent, or a writer, or a daughter, or a friend, or a gen Xer, or an Australian, who even am I? If I am alone and I cannot see myself in counterpoint to other people, do I even exist?

         All you need is love

         One of our most pervasive cultural rules is that it is not okay to be single for very long. We consider friends and family to be intensely important, but the most significant connection we can have in life is a romantic relationship. Being coupled up is the norm in our society, and to be single is to be an outlier. I know 23this because in my post-divorce life I was constantly asked why I was single, and in my seventeen years of married life I was never once asked why I was partnered.

         Our culture equates living happily ever after with finding somebody to love. ‘All you need is love,’ we are told, but not just any old love: we need a soulmate, our other half, that special person who will complete us. There is a romantic subplot in pretty much every movie we watch, every novel we read, and every fairytale we were told as kids. Popular culture is obsessed with the romantic lives of celebrities, and every new relationship, wedding, break-up and pregnancy is scrutinised and documented in exhaustive detail.

         With such a focus on romantic love, there is pervasive social pressure on all of us to couple up and a serious bias against being single. When being half of a couple is the norm, singledom is regarded as a sort of failure to thrive: if you don’t hit that particular target, you haven’t lived fully. Being single is so undesirable in our culture that people feel free to comment pityingly, even derisively, on a single person’s status. ‘How can someone like you be single?’ a stranger will muse. ‘Don’t worry, it will happen soon.’

         And although both men and women experience single-shaming, the stigma is far greater for women. An unmarried man is a bachelor, a term so appealing it is the name of a television show. Women love The Bachelor. They line up to date him! There’s nothing sad about him at all. But no man is lining up to date The Spinster. The term for an unmarried woman is so derogatory, so pathetic, that reality TV opted for The Bachelorette to avoid the negative connotations.

         Single women definitely experience more pity and derision than single men, but it is just as socially unacceptable for a 24man to be single forever. Men, like women, are supposed to be coupled up; the only difference is in their expiry date. A man is still considered to be marriageable right into his forties, fifties and even beyond, whereas a single woman is on the clock, and everybody knows it. Her attractiveness is considered to crash in her late thirties, so she needs to get hitched quickly before the umpire calls time. What’s more, her fertility will tank in her early forties, so she needs to urgently find herself a partner to give her children, who in turn will ward off the loneliness of old age.

         Our fixation on marriage as the pinnacle of happiness taints our perception of single people, and particularly of single women. A woman can be smart and attractive and confident and cheerful, but if she is single, she is also a little pitiful and sad. Her relationship status is her defining quality, above career, above family, above friends, above all else. I couldn’t count the number of times an acquaintance has asked about my love-life before they ask me about my work or even my kids. ‘So are you seeing anyone?’ they’ll ask, and look sympathetic if I say no. No matter what women do or achieve, no matter how fulfilled we consider ourselves to be, the world will always notice before anything else the giant, flashing absence of a partner.

         So many women have internalised this bias. In 2018, British writer Avivah Wittenberg-Cox described her terror of ending up ‘alone, over fifty and lonely’ when she left her marriage of twenty-two years. To escape that dark fate, Wittenberg-Cox looked around for a new partner before leaving her husband, eventually settling on an old friend. ‘“Tim!” I thought to myself. “Of course, Tim!” I was suddenly speechless … I wouldn’t have to go trawling the internet or wandering around singles’ bars. I wouldn’t have to go live alone to prove I was a modern woman 25and could be entirely self-sufficient. Right here in front of me was a fine specimen of a man.’4

         To Wittenberg-Cox – and to so many others – being single and ‘self-sufficient’ was utterly terrifying. It doesn’t seem to have occurred to her that she could be ‘alone, over fifty and content’, nor to celebrate the opportunity to be an independent woman. It also doesn’t seem to have occurred to her to figure out her own needs and desires, nor to spend time in her own company. And why would it when every message she had received from society taught her that redemption lies solely in romantic love?

         No wonder people are anxious about being on their own in this sort of cultural context. It is tricky to uncouple (see what I did there?) the stigma of being unpartnered from the actual lived experience. How can you decide whether you genuinely want a partner or you just want to rid yourself of the ignominy of being single?

         Don’t go it alone

         There is a cultural bias against being alone, but there is an equally strong bias against doing things alone. We dine out with friends, we go to the theatre with a partner, we even exercise in groups. And this goes further than just a preference to share the joy: many people feel a reluctance – if not an actual fear – of doing things by themselves. Studies have shown that both men and women prefer to skip a recreational activity rather than doing it solo, and I see plenty of evidence of this in my daily life.5

         ‘I want to do a pottery class, but I can’t find anyone to go with me,’ a friend will say.

         ‘I was dying to see that movie, but John didn’t want to go,’ says another. 26

         ‘Please come with me to yoga!’ asks a third. ‘I can’t go on my own.’

         Of course, there are certain activities we can’t do alone – play tennis, for example, or go ballroom dancing. But why are so many people so reluctant to see a film or have a meal or take a class all by themselves?

         The reason, most people will answer, is that they don’t enjoy an experience as much if they can’t share it with someone. But what is ‘sharing’? Is it just sitting next to another person and debriefing with them after the activity is over? We can’t outsource our five senses to another person, or merge consciousness with them so that we can truly ‘share’ an experience. When we are doing yoga, it is our body performing the poses. When we are watching a movie, it is our ears and eyes that are taking in the content. When we are eating a meal, it is our tastebuds that are processing the food. (And if it’s great food, I’d rather not share it at all.)

         Being in company doesn’t make a meal taste better or the plot of a movie more compelling or a yoga pose more graceful. Having said that, shame can detract from the pleasure of a meal, or the enjoyment of an event or class. And there can certainly be shame in doing things on our own because of the bias against solitude in our culture. So does sharing genuinely enhance our enjoyment of an activity or does it simply rid us of the awkwardness and shame of doing something on our own?

         Perhaps there is a parallel universe in which it is normal to do things alone and slightly embarrassing to take a companion to the movies. But in our actual universe, solitude is devalued to the point of being weaponised. Prisoners who misbehave are subjected to solitary confinement. Children who act up are sent 27to their rooms. Exclusion and ostracism are common forms of bullying in the workplace and in schools.

         With all the negative connotations around being alone, we construct solitude as something to be endured, not embraced. It is a punishment, not a reward. If a person can tolerate long periods on their own, we figure they must be extremely resilient. If a person chooses to spend long periods of time on their own, we figure they must be a little bit mad. Entire movies are built around the theme of surviving solitude – think of Tom Hanks in Cast Away, Matt Damon in The Martian or Robert Redford in All Is Lost. We think of real-life solo adventurers as brave and perhaps a little unhinged. We don’t wave them off saying, ‘Enjoy, you lucky thing – five months alone at sea!’ We wish them luck and godspeed and tell them to be strong. Because if they don’t stay strong, they could go insane. They could end up like Jack Nicholson in The Shining, driven to homicidal mania after a couple of months in a deserted hotel, or Tom Hanks in Cast Away, sobbing over a blood-smeared ball (poor bloody Wilson).

         As a result of all this bias, it can be uncomfortable for those who do enjoy solitude to admit this to the world. In the long lockdowns during the pandemic, as the media teemed with stories about people struggling with isolation, it seemed almost treasonous to admit to being happy. There were plenty of people who enjoyed lockdown, and plenty more who weren’t fussed by the solitude, but their stories were largely ignored.

         ‘I’m loving it,’ my friend Emma told me over the phone. ‘I get to stay at home on the couch and not have to see anyone. I don’t want it to end.’

         ‘I like doing uni online,’ said Ali, a twenty-year-old law student. ‘I like staying in my PJs all day and hanging with the dog.’ 28

         ‘It’s great, I’m getting heaps of work done,’ texted Jeff, a forty-something with a teenage son. ‘I don’t miss going out at all.’

         Still, no-one wanted to hear from the Emmas, Alis or Jeffs of the world, padding cheerfully around their homes, relishing the peace and quiet. No-one wanted to hear from those delighted to be free of the pressure to get out and be social. It didn’t fit into the cultural narrative of solitude as unpleasant and stressful. It was best for those people who did enjoy lockdown to keep their contentment to themselves.

         Do something!

         Our modern society has a severe (and severely unhelpful) bias against doing nothing. We all flaunt our busyness like a badge of honour, constantly trying to prove just how much we have to do. Being busy means that we are important and needed, and so we compete with our friends over whose life is the most frantic. ‘I’m flat out,’ we tell each other, or ‘I’ve got so much on!’, or ‘Things are crazy right now!’ None of us wants to admit that we have time to do nothing. We don’t even want to admit it to ourselves.

         When we do take time off it is structured and formalised, to make the most of every minute of the day. We do yoga, or we meditate, or we go on retreats, or we play golf, or we engage in an improving hobby. We read the latest novel, or we watch the must-see Netflix show, or we listen to the viral podcast. What we don’t do very often is lie on the couch and daydream or go for a stroll and get lost in our thoughts. What we don’t do very often is nothing at all, or even one thing at a time.

         ‘To do one thing at a time makes me anxious,’ said Ariela. ‘If I’m driving, I need news, a podcast or an audiobook. If I’m 29cooking or doing laundry or housework, I need the same thing. I get anxious that I’m not using my time in the best possible way if I don’t pair tasks with news and culture input.’

         Even during a pandemic-induced lockdown, there was relentless pressure on us all to be busy and to make the most of our time. People posted on social media about their homemade sourdough, spring cleans, creative projects, side hustles, and new and exciting exercise regimes. It felt incredibly unfair to me. Surely it was enough just to survive a catastrophic global pandemic? Did we all have to be productive as well?

         The bias against doing nothing is particularly strong for women, especially mothers of young children. Media personality and mother of two Sally Obermeder experienced this firsthand when she posted about taking a twenty-four-hour mini-break alone in a hotel late in 2021.

         ‘My DMs went crazy,’ she told me. ‘I had thousands of replies from women saying, “Oh my god I need this,” but people asked me not to share their comments.’

         ‘Why would they not want their comments shared?’ I asked.

         ‘People said, “It sounds amazing, and I want to do that, but I wouldn’t want anyone to think I want to do that,”’ Sally said. ‘I think there’s an element of martyrdom, a pressure in society to be what we feel like is the perfect mum. And the perfect mum is always on, so there’s a perception that if you have this time to yourself, you’re selfish.’

         ‘Do you think men struggle with taking time out for themselves?’ I asked, but I knew the answer. Every father I know goes off to play golf for a day, or has a boys’ night out, or goes to the footy without any sense of guilt or shame. 30

         ‘When [my husband] Marcus is away, he might ring and say I miss you,’ Sally told me, ‘but he never says he feels guilty. His mates don’t say, “If only I could do that.” It’s collectively a female thing.’

         Taking time out to do nothing is never actually doing nothing. Sure, you can squander your days by spending hours on Candy Crush or watching cat videos on repeat. But actually doing nothing – which very few people do – is no more a waste of time than meeting a friend is a waste of time. It is connecting with yourself instead of connecting with another person. As Sally explained to her young daughters, ‘It’s the same as a playdate, it’s just a playdate by myself.’

         Doing nothing is processing. Doing nothing is daydreaming. Doing nothing is spending time in the secret world of your mind.

         Teaching kids the rules

         All cultural norms get passed from society to the people living in it, and from those people to their own children. And in our culture, young people are taught to devalue time spent alone.

         In that parallel universe in which solitude is aspirational, children would be encouraged to be quiet and introspective, and to develop a relationship with themselves. But in the universe in which we live, kids are encouraged by parents and schools to be outgoing and friendly, and to socialise as much as possible. They are taught to be mindful of other people’s feelings, to say please and thank you, to share their toys and to take turns.

         Now these are very good lessons to learn. It’s important for kids to know how to make friends and be able to move comfortably in society. 31

         But two things can be true at once, and kids can develop two different sets of skills. Kids can learn to be social and to have friends while also learning to be comfortable in their own company. Unfortunately, however, parents and caregivers rarely encourage kids to be okay on their own. They send them to dance classes, music lessons, holiday camps and art classes. They give them extra tutoring, and they organise playdates, and they sign them up to sporting teams. They read to them, play with them and take them to museums.

         I know. I did all of that with my two eldest kids. (Not so much my third child. I was exhausted by then.)

         And when kids have a spare moment they are put in front of the TV, or iPhones or iPads are thrust into their hands. (I definitely did that with my third child, far earlier than I’d like to admit.)

         What most parents don’t do is leave their kids alone for periods of time to sit still, think and daydream. They don’t give their kids an opportunity to be bored, to wander around aimlessly, and to learn to entertain themselves. And without regular and positive time spent on their own, kids will never develop the capacity to be alone with their thoughts.

         Technology is key to this erosion of solitude for young kids. I hate to get all ‘back in my day’, but when I was a child, there were regular moments in which I would have no choice but to entertain myself. On a long car trip, in a waiting room, in my bedroom at night, or when I had no-one to play with, I would read, or listen to music, or play with my toys. In the mornings I would stare into space as I ate my cornflakes or read the back of the cereal box.

         Now, in our constantly connected world, kids are on devices during meals, in the car, and even in their strollers. I don’t blame parents; we all do what we need to do to get five minutes of 32peace during the day. But technology is robbing kids of their casual moments of solitude. The skills that developed naturally in children of my generation – skills later eroded by smartphones and social media – are not being developed in digital natives.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Our culture has many unspoken rules about what is ‘normal’ or ‘appropriate’, including:

         	You need lots of friends.

            	It is normal to be coupled up.

            	We should all try to be more extroverted and social.

            	It’s good to always be busy.

            	Doing nothing is a waste of time.

            	Everyone needs to smile more.

            	You should always put other people first.

            	It is sad to be all alone.

         
But these rules are not gospel! They are just cultural norms, and many of them are relatively new. Being aware of these norms is the first step. Challenging and deconstructing them is the second.

         
            In eighteenth-century England, wealthy landowners employed recluses to live alone in their gardens as living, breathing representations of solitude. These ‘ornamental hermits’ wore druid’s costumes that made them look like garden gnomes and weren’t allowed to speak to another person for the seven years of their employment.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Your Mind

         

         
            ‘Many people suffer from the fear of finding oneself alone, and so they don’t find themselves at all.’

            Attributed to Rollo May
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         Electric shock, anyone?

         There is a famous study quoted in pretty much every book and article about solitude since 2014. It found that ‘people would rather get electric shocks than be alone with their thoughts’ and it makes for some fascinating reading. Scientists left participants alone in a room for six to fifteen minutes with the options to either do nothing or to give themselves a painful electric shock. Though all the participants initially claimed they would pay money to avoid being shocked, two-thirds of the men and a quarter of the women ended up shocking themselves. Most of the participants chose pain over solitude, leaving the researchers to conclude that ‘the untutored mind does not like to be alone with itself’.1

         I was initially sceptical about the significance of the study. After all, we need to take into account the pull of curiosity: when left in a room with a red button, a certain number of people are going to press it. (Honestly? I suspect I am one of them.) But when I started asking people whether they spend time alone with their thoughts, I was surprised by how many replied firmly that they did not.

         ‘Nope, no way, thanks,’ says Sue.

         ‘Absolutely not,’ says Anna. ‘I have no interest in finding out what those thoughts think.’ 35

         The reasons people gave for avoiding solitude varied. Some people refused to be alone with their thoughts in order to keep anxiety or depression at bay.

         ‘I almost always have a podcast/audiobook/tv on to drown out my thoughts,’ one person messages. ‘Gets too maudlin otherwise.’

         ‘Anxiety is my internal dialogue going on a rampage,’ writes another. ‘So it’s good to keep it quiet. Devices silence the constant churn.’

         Many others assiduously dodged solitude to avoid painful memories of past traumas.

         ‘I go to extremes not to be alone with my thoughts,’ says Hannah, who constantly has audiobooks or music on in the background. ‘Given the opportunity, my brain thinks about my husband who committed suicide four years ago, what I did wrong, that he was alone and the pain he must have felt.’

         Hannah’s words resonated deeply with me. My own mother admits to rarely being alone without distractions since the death of her youngest child – my sister – fourteen years ago. When she is on her own, dark thoughts can emerge, and she prefers to stay buoyant and cheerful.

         On a very basic level, some people are terrified to be alone with their thoughts because they simply don’t like themselves.

         ‘My natural tendency is to never be alone,’ writes Jessica. ‘I think this is because growing up I didn’t have a good relationship with myself, didn’t like my thoughts or feelings in my own company.’

         Others fear where their thoughts might lead. They might contemplate the meaning or meaninglessness of their life, they might be confronted with unpleasant truths about themselves, or they might revisit old hurts, or resentments, or regrets. 36

         ‘I have enough trouble dealing with my thoughts as it is,’ says Ben, ‘since they are generally dark and self-destructive. I am not going to give them free rein.’

         This all makes perfect sense. After all, spending time with yourself is like spending time with any other person. If you fundamentally like the other person, and you feel emotionally safe with them, then you are going to want to spend time in their company. But if that person regularly berates you, or alludes to past traumas or pain, or reminds you of everything that could go wrong in your life, then you are probably going to want to stay away.

         The difference, of course, is that we can stay away from other people. We can never get away from ourselves. And so we play music, or scroll through Instagram, or text a friend, or watch a YouTube video, all to distract us from the voices in our heads. To distract us from ourselves.

         We all have dark thoughts, and one of the most confronting of those is the realisation of our fundamental aloneness. The poet Rainer Maria Rilke thought a lot about solitude and wrote this in 1904: ‘Someone transported from his room, almost without warning and interval, onto the top of a high mountain would feel something like it: he would be virtually destroyed by an unparalleled sense of insecurity, by an exposure to something nameless.’2

         This freaked me out a little when I read it: a man, writing more than a century ago, depicting the terror I felt hanging from that zipline above the mountain.

         ‘[A]ll distances, all measurements, alter for the one who becomes solitary,’ he continued. ‘[M]any such changes suddenly take place at once and, as with the man on the mountaintop, 37unusual imaginings and curious sensations occur which seem to take on dimensions greater than can be tolerated.’

         Solitude was scary, even for a poet.

         Fear of death

         On an existential level, the fear of being alone is linked to the fear of death, even if we don’t consciously make the connection. Our culture is bad at dealing with death; we see death as a tragedy and trauma rather than as the inevitable conclusion of life. This wasn’t always the case. In the age before modern medicine and technology, humans were far more familiar and comfortable with death. Lives were shorter and more precarious, and anyone could die at any time, whether from accident, illness, childbirth or violence.

         These days, however, we expect to live long lives, and most of us have little resilience about our own or our loved ones’ deaths. We manage our fear of death by not managing it at all; we simply push thoughts of it away and pretend it won’t happen. Being alone can be confronting because it allows those existential fears to creep in, so being constantly distracted keeps them at bay. What’s more, being alone can remind us of our own mortality, because death is the ultimate solitary act. We will all die alone – no-one can make the transition with us no matter how much we are loved, no matter who holds our hand as we die.

         The untutored mind

         Fear of death doesn’t fully explain our fear of being alone. We all have bad memories, negative thoughts and anxieties about the 38future, but some people find it scary to be on their own while others fully embrace solitude.

         ‘The untutored mind does not like to be alone with itself,’ wrote the researchers of the electric shock study, and ‘untutored’ is the operative word. What makes alone time distressing is not our thoughts but the inability to control our thoughts. If we could, hypothetically, choose to turn away from our unpleasant thoughts and focus only on the good then being in our own company would presumably be a positive experience.

         I remember the discomfort of being unable to control my thoughts. As a child, I would frequently catastrophise and engage with complex, dark fantasies about bad things happening. I had quite a serious phobia about elevators and would be flooded with genuine terror every time I stepped into one. I would also regularly ruminate about death and the concept of infinity, lying in bed worrying about what would happen after I died. We didn’t have mobile phones or computers back then, but I imagine that if we had I would have found great relief in watching TikTok videos of cats. (I had a real cat at the time, a tabby called Sam, and while he was very comforting, he never did anything worth filming.)

         To be more precise, what we are afraid of is not being alone with our thoughts but being alone with our feelings. It is not our thoughts that threaten our emotional wellbeing but the upsetting emotions that those thoughts evoke. Hannah’s thoughts of her husband don’t harm her per se, but the guilt and pain attached to those thoughts cause her tremendous distress. My thoughts about death and infinity didn’t hurt me, but the fear they induced in me was almost overwhelming.

         We run from ourselves because we are scared of our feelings. We run from ourselves because we are scared to face our pain. We 39spend our lives distracting ourselves – with other people, social media, TV and online games – just to keep our uncomfortable feelings at bay. If we are bad at dealing with death, we are even less skilled at dealing with pain.

         Advice columnist Heather Havrilesky, better known as ‘Ask Polly’, writes: ‘I’m astounded at how infrequently we distinguish between thoughts and feelings in our culture. I get 15 letters a day that, no matter what problems are being described, boil down to humans who don’t know how to turn their heads off and just fucking exist and feel whatever they’re feeling without running away from it.’3

         She knows her stuff.

         Some people have psychological profiles that make it more challenging for them to be on their own. They may have a fear of abandonment, a form of attachment disorder that develops in early childhood. People with a fear of abandonment have a constant need for contact with, and reassurance from, the significant people in their lives. Being separated from their loved ones can generate intense anxiety and distress, which makes it difficult – even impossible – to have meaningful experiences in solitude.

         Another complicating factor is our tendency to rely on other people to develop a sense of self. We all export our self-esteem to others to an extent; it is perfectly normal to want validation and praise. But for some people with a very fragile sense of self, the focus on others is compulsive: they simply don’t feel like themselves when alone and come to life only when they see themselves reflected through other people’s eyes.

         I caught a glimpse of this in the years after my divorce. I felt flat and empty by myself, only fully alive when I was with other 40people. In that time I didn’t know who I was; after more than twenty years with my partner, I had no sense of myself without him. When I started to learn how to be a whole single person, I had to build myself up almost from scratch.

         Introversion vs extroversion

         Our tendency towards introversion or extroversion determines how much company we desire and how much quiet time we need. Just as some people require more sleep than others, some people need more time on their own. Introversion and extroversion can best be determined by where we get our energy. Extroverts recharge by being around other people and can feel antsy and agitated when they’re by themselves. Introverts typically recharge by spending time alone, which makes solitude both energising and comforting.

         Contrary to popular opinion, being introverted doesn’t mean that a person is shy. A shy person becomes stressed or anxious in social situations, which can cause them to withdraw into solitude. But an introverted person isn’t necessarily socially anxious; they simply need, and enjoy, a lot of alone time. A person can be both extroverted and shy, which means they will crave social interactions but find them challenging. They can also be both introverted and socially confident, which means they will be comfortable in company until they need to recharge.

         Introversion may not come with social anxiety, but it does come with social stigma, and that can make introversion challenging. Actor Emma Watson – who referred to herself as ‘self-partnered’ for many years – describes herself as being both introverted and shy. 41

         ‘It’s interesting,’ she told Rookie magazine, ‘because people say things to me like, “It’s really cool that you don’t go out and get drunk all the time and go to clubs,” and I’m just like, I mean, I appreciate that, but I’m kind of an introverted kind of person just by nature, it’s not like a conscious choice that I’m making necessarily. It’s genuinely who I am.’4 Introverts will always seek out more alone time than extroverts because they require less stimulation to feel calm. Watson has reported running to the bathroom during parties, just to take a break from all the stimulation. She even once spent a week at a meditation retreat in Canada and took a vow of silence for the duration of her stay.

         Susan Cain, author of Quiet, argues that introverts are more sensitive and reactive than extroverts to all kinds of stimuli, from coffee to a loud bang to the noise of a crowd. Highly reactive babies generally become introverted adults, and low reactive babies become extroverted adults. This is because both introversion and extroversion are forms of emotional regulation; we seek out more or less stimulation depending on how we process it.

         Around a third of people identify as either introverts or extroverts, and the rest of us identify as ambiverts, meaning we fall somewhere in the middle of the two. I consider myself to be an extroverted introvert – a type of ambivert who needs both alone time and company to feel my best. I crave company when I haven’t interacted with people for a while and will frequently potter around my local shopping centre just to absorb energy from the other patrons. But when I haven’t had enough time on my own, I become anxious and overwhelmed, craving the peace of my bedroom.

         Being an ambivert has given me the best of both worlds, but it made the pandemic-induced lockdown really challenging on two 42fronts. Not only was I deprived of social stimulation but I was also deprived of time on my own! I was accustomed to being on my own during the day when my kids were at school or university. Suddenly I was stuck in an apartment with two young adults and a teen, all day long. My son did his university work on the small balcony off our living area, my youngest did her schoolwork in her bedroom (punctuated by regular trips to the fridge), and my elder daughter and I sat together at our small dining table. I love my kids, but I was not used to being surrounded by them all day every day. I missed seeing friends, I missed going to the shops, and I missed being out in the world, but I also desperately missed spending time with my own thoughts.
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         The amount of alone time you need depends on your personality and psychological profile, your ability to manage the direction of your own thoughts, and where you fall on the introversion– extroversion scale.

         
            Try doing the electric shock test, only without the electric shock. Sit alone at an empty table, put your phone on silent and set a timer for six minutes. Until the timer goes off, do absolutely nothing but think. Is it easy to be alone with your thoughts? Is it more difficult than you had imagined? Would you have been tempted to press the button and give yourself an electric shock?
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            CHAPTER 3

            The Socials

         

         
            ‘Social media has colonized what was once a sacred space occupied by emptiness, the space reserved for thought and creativity.’

            Mahershala Ali
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         Finding your tribe

         ‘Go placidly amid the noise and the haste, and remember what peace there may be in silence.’

         So begins ‘Desiderata’, the famous poem written by Max Ehrmann in 1921. (I know it well – it hung on my wall in my first apartment in the nineties.) If Ehrmann found the world to be noisy a century ago, before television and the internet, I can only imagine what he would think of it now. ‘Silence’ doesn’t necessarily mean ‘peace’ in the technological world. Social media infiltrates our silence, solitude and privacy – we literally need never be alone with our thoughts. We can be physically alone and connected to millions of other people, their voices, opinions, jokes, videos, photos, memes, anecdotes and arguments coming at us twenty-four hours a day.

         I’m certainly not here to trash social media – after all, it transformed my career and my life. My writing career took off in the early days of Twitter. I started posting funny tweets and developed a moderate but enthusiastic following. I began a blog, which led to freelance media work, which led to a book deal, which led to a career as an author and columnist. Social media allows me to engage with my readers on my various platforms. I receive the kind of immediate feedback that just wasn’t available in the days of letters to the editor sent via snail mail. (This is 45lovely when I receive direct messages and emails telling me how great I am but rather less lovely when telling me I’m a moron and questioning why I’m allowed to write at all, but I take the good with the bad.)

         On social media, I found my tribe, because on social media, anyone can find their tribe. Whatever your niche interests may be – whatever your passions, beliefs, phobias, kinks, philosophies, theories, experiences, shame, afflictions or opinions – you will find others online who feel the same. No matter what I write about, no matter how personal and unique it feels to me, I will always receive messages exclaiming, ‘Oh my god, I feel exactly the same!’

         Social media can open up your world and your possibilities for connection. You can engage with people online who you never would have had the opportunity to meet in real life. I met one of my best friends on Twitter after she responded to one of my tweets. (She is a novelist, and my response to her message was, ‘Oh my god, it’s you!’) My daughter has formed lasting friendships on the instant messaging platform Discord with young people from across the world. It is eminently possible to forge deep connections on social media that translate into enduring relationships.

         Social media has also helped to normalise previously stigmatised issues by giving people a platform upon which to share their experiences with the world. If you suffer from a mental illness, you will find forums in which to connect with others. If you have had a miscarriage or abortion, you can share your story with women who have gone through the same. If you are part of the LGBTIQA+ community, if you belong to an ethnic minority, if you are neurodivergent, if you have a disability or if you have experienced abuse, social media can help you to see that 46you are not alone. The benefits of this cannot be overstated: this type of connection saves lives.

         One of my lingering sorrows is that my sister died before the advent of social media. She suffered from chronic intractable pain, often housebound for weeks at a time, and I am sure that social media would have helped to alleviate her loneliness. Social media is invaluable for anyone with a chronic illness or disability, or who is elderly and immobile, lives in a remote area, or is simply forced to spend long periods of time on their own. It is far easier to cope without physical company when you can chat to friends and loved ones and see their faces on your screen in real time. In the pandemic, social media kept people connected in isolation. I had Zoom catch-ups with my girlfriends, my kids watched movies with their friends via video chats, we had virtual family dinners with my parents, and we all kept ourselves entertained through those long, boring nights by consuming an awful lot of online content.

         Social media can be both stimulating and educational. I have read eye-opening articles that have popped up on my Twitter feed, I have watched video clips on Instagram that have made me cry with laughter, and I have been exposed to points of view that have changed the way I think. Social media has expanded my mind in so many ways.

         But social media is also addictive, a time waster, a portal to extremism, and a constant distraction, and it has decimated our relationships with ourselves.

         Back in my day

         When I began asking people whether they spent time on their own, the question itself was a product of the digital age. ‘Do 47you regularly spend time alone with your thoughts without any distractions like devices or social media?’ I asked.

         Before the internet, the question would have made no sense. In the pre-digital age, if we were not in the company of another person, and we were not listening to the radio or watching TV, then we were alone with our thoughts. Until well into my twenties, I had no choice but to have regular, casual moments of solitude. When I was walking to school, or catching the bus, or waiting for a friend, or standing in a queue, or hanging out in my room, or sitting in the back of my parents’ car, I retreated to the secret world of my mind. I spent hours lying on my bed, offline and in my head, writing in my diary, reading novels and thinking my thoughts.

         I didn’t have a Walkman (a portable cassette or CD player) until I was a teen, so I didn’t even have music unless I was at home or in the car. I certainly couldn’t chat to other people in private – we had one landline in the kitchen, as did every other family I knew, and the telephone cord didn’t extend to my bedroom off the hall. If I wanted to talk to my friend Judy, I had to go out into the kitchen, dial her number, hope she was home and then talk to her in full view of my parents. Back then, there was no instant messaging, video chat, voice notes or platform on which to send cute memes. Back then we didn’t even know what a meme was! (To be honest, I’m still not sure I do.)

         In the pre-digital world we had to consciously seek out distractions. We had to reach for the remote control and turn on the TV, or pick up the telephone and dial a friend’s number, or jump into our car and pay someone a visit. In the digital world, the opposite is often true: being connected is the default and we must consciously opt out of the distractions of the online world 48to be alone. And this can take enormous willpower, because the online world calls to us in every idle moment.

         ‘I open my eyes and look at my phone,’ says Lisa. ‘I found it really weird when Facebook and Insta went down the other day. I hated it. Social media has taken over my life.’

         ‘Sophia is partly being raised by the Instagram algorithm,’ says one father of his twelve-year-old daughter. Young people today need never be alone with their thoughts, not when there are TikTok videos to watch, cat memes to laugh at, Reddit to scroll through or Discord chat groups to visit. There’s no need to sit with boredom or restlessness when they can distract themselves from their feelings with an endless stream of content. They need never retreat to the secret world of their minds. They need never connect with themselves at all.

         Getting hooked

         Of course, distractions are not new, nor are they a product of the digital age. Ever since books became widely available, human beings have been able to distract ourselves when alone with the thoughts of other people. Radio was first broadcast in Australia in 1923, and by the mid-1950s televisions were becoming more common in Australian homes. Plenty of families left either or both on pretty much all day long. In 1979, Sony released the Walkman portable cassette player, and for the first time we could be out in public and consume electronic content on our own. It was, I guess, the earliest precursor of the smartphone.

         But social media is not just an extension of the Walkman. Social media has dramatically changed the landscape of alone time in a way that no other distraction has. Why? Well, social 49media has one quality that books, music and TV do not: it is, by design, highly addictive.

         Books, music, and TV programs are designed to entertain us, but they don’t lure us in and make us dependent. I love reading, and there are several books I’ve read more than once, but I don’t experience withdrawal symptoms when I’m away from them. I enjoy hip-hop music and instrumental soundtracks, but I don’t neglect my kids to go listen to them. And although I joke about getting ‘hooked’ on popular TV shows (Succession and Black Mirror are two favourites), I don’t feel anxious or agitated when they’re over. I finish watching, breathe a sigh of satisfaction and get on with my life.

         Social media is different. Social media is intended to be addictive. The apps are designed by experts who use personalised algorithms to keep us online for as long as possible. They offer us validation in the form of likes and an endless stream of information optimised to tickle our particular fancies. We cannot help but become hooked.

         The addictive nature of social media can be traced back to the invention of the Facebook ‘like’ button in 2009. Before that, users simply posted, commented, and read each other’s posts. But the ‘like’ button changed our relationship with the content by creating a feedback loop that activates the reward system in our brain. Every time we get a like, our brains release a hit of dopamine, which makes us feel good and leaves us wanting more. And because the rewards are variable – maybe we will get hundreds of likes, maybe only a few – the effect is like pulling the lever on a slot machine. It is this feedback loop that creates compulsive social media use, which is why we don’t become addicted to news sites, or streaming services, or 50ebooks. Developers literally use gambling technologies to keep us on the apps.

         I feel the addictive nature of social media every time I post or comment on one of my platforms. I can’t help but check to see how many shares or likes I receive. Even negative comments contribute to that feedback loop, so I am just as compulsive about checking critical comments and dislikes as I am about praise and retweets. When I am criticised for a column or a post, I find myself feverishly checking and refreshing my social media; it is almost impossible to put down my phone and look away.

         Ginger Gorman is the author of Troll Hunting: Inside the world of online hate and its human fallout, and she understands the crazed desire to read nasty comments.

         ‘It doesn’t matter if it’s positive feedback or negative feedback,’ she tells me. ‘Your brain needs to check it. If you’re in the middle of a cyberhate event, you physically can’t put down your phone. You are wired to want to know what people are saying about you. It is hardwired in your brain to want to check, check, check.’

         It is not just social media that provides these feedback loops: electronic games are also highly addictive and eat up our alone time. I have friends who play Candy Crush (‘I spend hideous amounts of time on it,’ confesses one) and they report going into an almost trancelike state on the app. They lose track of time as well as all sense of place and self, and the world around them falls away. Cultural anthropologist Natasha Dow Schüll coined the term ‘ludic loops’ to explain the mesmerism that takes over gamers. In a talk about addiction, she describes the anaesthetising effects of gambling technologies, and the ‘zone of nothingness’ which takes over the users. 51

         ‘You’re not really there,’ she recalls one gambler telling her. ‘You’re with the machine and that’s all.’1

         The 2014 documentary Love Child tells the story of a young South Korean couple whose baby died of neglect due to their obsession with a game called Prius Online. The example feels extreme, but which of us hasn’t lost minutes – if not hours – to a digital ludic loop? Instagram, YouTube and TikTok can have the same stultifying effects, showing us video after video after endless video. I have opened Instagram intending to take a quick look and found myself stuck for an hour or more, slack-jawed and tunnel-visioned, staring numbly at my phone.

         It is a suspension of thought. It is a disconnection of self. It is a nihilism of the soul.

         Slave to the algorithm

         The algorithms on our phones lure us in, but our culture, too, encourages us to stay online. We live in a world of constant connectivity, in which we are all supposed to be contactable twenty-four hours a day. We feel compelled to be always available to our friends, family and colleagues, and we want them to be available to us. We expect our text messages to be read the moment we send them and our emails to be responded to within hours.

         ‘Why didn’t you have your phone on?’ we ask each other in outrage. ‘Do you never look at your emails?’ ‘Have you read the group chat?’ ‘I sent you a text!’

         As a result of this pressure, many of us stay permanently connected to the online world. And this has created a new norm in which we are never truly alone. Even when we are physically 52on our own we are still consuming content from other people on our devices. And because we never have to be alone, many of us never will be alone. It is a self-perpetuating cycle of distraction: we are so used to turning to our devices during even the briefest unoccupied moments that we lose the capacity to retreat to the secret world of our minds. Solitude begins to feel like a problem that needs to be solved instead of a natural and normal part of daily life.

         Psychology teaches us that the more we avoid a feeling or situation, the more it will frighten and distress us. The more we use social media to avoid being alone, the more uncomfortable that time will seem. When we use social media to run from our thoughts, our thoughts will, eventually, become too frightening to confront.

         Writer William Deresiewicz argues that social media erodes our capacity for solitude much as television eroded our capacity to be idle.2 Before the invention of television, people had plenty of idle moments throughout the day. But after televisions became ubiquitous we began to watch TV in every idle moment, and we lost the skills we needed to entertain ourselves.

         Similarly, by turning to social media in every solitary moment, we lose the skills we need to be alone with our thoughts, so even the tiniest moments of solitude are regarded as undesirable and unpleasant. Back in 2020, radio host Jackie O complained on air about not being allowed to use her phone in the car. ‘I agree [we shouldn’t text] while driving, but don’t you think while we are sitting at traffic lights with nothing to do, we can’t just look at something?’3

         We have been so well trained to look down at our phones every spare second that we feel agitated even in our cars. This is learned 53helplessness. This is an inability to be in our own company. And it all stems from our dependence on social media.

         Connected but not connecting

         Social media doesn’t just erode our capacity for solitude, it also erodes our connections with other people. On the most basic level, our use of mobile devices is interrupting and corroding our real-life conversations. We’ve all experienced the frustration of trying to have a discussion with someone who is distracted by their device: they might be there physically, but they are miles away mentally. I have eaten lunch with friends who kept glancing down at their phones every few minutes. I have been on first dates with men who keep checking their messages as I tried to make conversation. I have been chatting to my kids and watching their eyes dart anxiously to their screens whenever I pause for breath.

         But I’m no saint either: I have been that person who keeps checking their social media. I’m just as guilty of dividing my attention between the person in front of me and the universe on my phone. And this became a problem, especially with my kids. One got so annoyed with me for repeatedly looking down at my phone during discussions that he refused to talk to me unless I agreed to turn it off. We now switch off all devices before mealtimes and important conversations, and it has made an enormous difference.

         Real connection requires listening, and it requires presence. When we are constantly picking up our phones to see what’s going on, responding to beeps and pings and trills, or simply aware of our phone in our pocket, we are not fully engaging with the other person. Real connection requires time and 54space, and it can happen in the moments between silences. We connect during family dinners when a child casually drops a revelation. We connect during long car rides when a passenger asks a profound question. We connect when we are walking together and somebody shares their thoughts. All these precious opportunities are lost if we are all constantly on our phones.

         Our use of devices is also depriving us of casual moments of connection. We all have numerous opportunities to chat to the peripheral people in our lives, and these interactions can be deeply rewarding. We can talk to the person driving us home, the cashier bundling up our groceries, the barista making our coffee, or the fellow dog walker in the park. These conversations can make us feel connected to the communities in which we live and to other people and experiences. When we deprive ourselves of these small moments of intimacy by being constantly focused on our phones, we increase our disconnection and loneliness.

         Losing ourselves

         On a deeper level, social media undermines our connection with ourselves. Social media gives us all validation and recognition, which is why we get hooked on likes. And as we get hooked, we increasingly look to social media to tell us how we feel about ourselves. If we get a lot of likes, we momentarily feel good; if we don’t, we feel deflated and inadequate. It is a constant fight for attention and praise. It is a constant fight for love.

         But social media cannot make us feel loved or connected, no matter how many likes we receive. Real connection requires authenticity and vulnerability, and we are rarely authentic or vulnerable on social media. Social media is a form of performance 55art: we share a highly curated version of ourselves through carefully selected posts that are filtered and edited for maximum impact. We offer up our shiniest, funniest, wittiest, kindest, most attractive and most accomplished selves, and then we lap up the validation that we receive from our followers.

         The validation, however, is hollow. It doesn’t make us feel truly seen, and it doesn’t create any genuine connection, because it is validation for a version of ourselves that isn’t real.

         When we are habitual social media users, the performative nature of social media can creep into our offline lives. We might go to the beach and spend hours taking the perfect selfie for Instagram instead of focusing on the intrinsic joy of sitting on the sand. We might go to the theatre and spend our time composing tweets about the show instead of being present and immersing ourselves in the performance. We might adapt our daily routine to make our experiences more shareable on Facebook instead of living in the moment. The more we rely on social media for validation, the further away we get from our authentic selves.

         I know this to be true because I spend a lot of time on social media. As a writer, it is part of my job to cultivate my social media presence. I have sat in a restaurant and imagined tweets about my dinner instead of just enjoying the meal. I have composed hilarious text messages to friends knowing I would screenshot them for my Instagram. A couple of years back, I was in a car accident with my youngest daughter when a learner driver slammed into us after failing to check for oncoming cars. It was shocking and could have killed us both. But once I realised we were okay, my very first thought was of the Facebook post I would write describing what had happened. I was deciding how to construct the accident for social media before I even got out of the car. 56

         It’s validating to get likes and shares and comments. When a post of mine has been shared widely, it gives me a buzz. But it does not mitigate any loneliness I might be feeling or make me feel more connected to other people. The likes are for a version of me that is so highly curated that it doesn’t seem like intimacy at all. I feel much more connected meeting one friend for coffee than I do having a thousand likes on a post.

         Friction-free interactions

         Social media isn’t all bad. It can be an effective form of communication when it’s just one part of a broader interaction. Texting can be a godsend when you don’t have time for a conversation but you want to stay in touch. It’s great for passing on short messages or jokes, for sending funny memes and photos, and for making plans with a group. And texting with someone who shares your sense of humour is excellent sport. Some of my text banter with my best friend is so hilarious it has me laughing out loud for minutes.

         But just because social media is communication doesn’t mean that it creates real connection. For one thing, written communication is not as rich and nuanced as the spoken word. Without eye contact or non-verbal cues like facial expressions and hand gestures, texting can be rife with misunderstandings. Add in the use of abbreviations, emojis and GIFs and you get a truncated form of expression that leaves more out than it includes. I’ve had many text exchanges that don’t include a single full sentence. I’ve seen my kids conduct entire conversations in memes alone. Texting is communication, but it doesn’t bring people closer. At best, it maintains the status quo. 57

         Here’s the clincher: if social media was an adequate substitute for real-life communication, none of us would have felt lonely in lockdown. But many of us did feel lonely, because social media isn’t connection. A face-to-face conversation with a loved one leaves us feeling nourished and connected, and the feeling lingers on well after we part. A text exchange on our phone is fleeting and two-dimensional, and it dies the moment we put down our device. A phone conversation is more intimate than a text, a video chat is more intimate than a phone call, and an in-person meeting is the most intimate of all.

         Cultural analyst Sherry Turkle believes that we choose texting over real-life conversations because we prefer interactions that are ‘friction free’.4 Written communication allows us to edit ourselves, to choose our words (and emojis) carefully, and to think before we respond. Writing requires a very different skill set from speaking, which is why some people who are terrific texters are poor conversationalists, and some people who are fabulous conversationalists are not great at texting.

         I experienced this myself during my years of online dating. I connected with several men with whom I had great text banter, but on meeting in person we turned out to have absolutely no chemistry. It was always disappointing, and always incredibly awkward. ‘So … those memes you sent me were hilarious,’ I’d say lamely, fiddling with my coffee cup and praying for the date to be over.

         Real-life conversations are faster than texts, they can be messy, and they are certainly far harder to control. We can’t hide in real-life conversation – we need to show up and be vulnerable, and that becomes very threatening for people who are used to instant messaging. A lot of smartphone users develop an aversion 58to actual phone calls, preferring to only communicate via text. ‘I don’t use it for that!’ they cry as they reject calls, throwing down their phones as though they were scalding.

         But the less we engage with people in real time, the less adept we will become at meaningful communication. The less meaningful communication we have, the more we will crave connection. And the more we crave connection, the more we will be tempted by social media, and so the cycle of disconnection persists.

         What’s more, social media interactions may be ‘friction-free’, but they still use up our time and emotional resources. I can feel exhausted after spending an hour responding to comments on Facebook or going through my replies on Twitter. If we spend our energy on interactions that don’t enhance our feelings of connection, we will have less energy for those that do. We are robbing ourselves of opportunities to get closer to others and to ourselves.

         The cycle of disconnection

         Social media makes us feel like we never need to be on our own. In every moment of idleness, in every moment of casual solitude, we can turn to the people who live inside our phone. We spend less time in the secret world of our own minds, and we stop learning how to keep ourselves company. We turn to others for validation, and we lose the ability to validate ourselves. And when we don’t know how to validate ourselves, our sense of self becomes fragile, and we need more and more input from others to prop ourselves up. This creates an endless cycle of dissatisfaction and loneliness: the more time we spend on social media, the less connected we feel, so the more we crave the dopamine hit from social media to fill ourselves up. 59

         In November 2020, during the height of the pandemic, twenty-something British singer Dodie posted a video to YouTube entitled being alooooneeee more than usual. She spoke of her addiction to social media and her inability to be alone with her thoughts. ‘I scroll and scroll and scroll and scroll and sleep and scroll and scroll … it’s terrifying. I am literally wasting my precious youth … I have no idea how to get out of this rut.’

         I felt for Dodie because it was not her fault. Social media was designed to pull us all into this rut. And it is destroying our alone time, which has serious consequences for our relationships and our lives.
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         Social media can be a force for good when it is an adjunct to other forms of communication. But it is highly addictive, encourages shallow and unfulfilling interactions, and can undermine our relationships with ourselves and other people.

         
            If you haven’t already, try auditing your phone usage every day for a week. Find out how long you are spending on your phone each day and which apps are eating up the most time. Are you surprised by your phone usage? Is there anything you would like to change?
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            CHAPTER 4

            What’s Loneliness Got to Do With It?

         

         
            ‘Loneliness is like being the only person left alive in the universe, except that everyone else is still here.’

            Simon Van Booy, Everything Beautiful Began After
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         Loneliness vs being alone

         Loneliness can be one of the most crushing and soul-destroying emotions anyone experiences. It is a sense of emptiness and disconnection, a longing to be seen and heard, a feeling of not being cared for or understood.

         But loneliness and solitude are not the same things. You can be alone without being lonely, and you can be lonely when you’re not physically alone. You can lie in bed on your own and be perfectly content, or you can get into bed next to an intimate partner and feel overwhelming loneliness. You can sit by yourself at a café and be happy in your own company, or you can walk into a party and feel horribly isolated. I experienced loneliness most profoundly when I was in the wrong relationship. I felt more isolated, and more desperate for connection, than I ever did when I was single.

         Psychologist Julianne Holt-Lunstad has conducted research into loneliness and social isolation, and defines loneliness as a subjective experience, ‘a discrepancy between one’s desired and actual level of connection’.1 In other words, it is not the number of friends or social interactions that determine whether you are lonely, it is whether you are satisfied with the amount of love and connection your relationships bring. Everyone requires a different amount of socialising and intimacy, and everyone has 63a different threshold for loneliness. You might have dozens of close friends and constantly crave more connection, or you might have just one or two close friends and feel perfectly content. You might go out six nights a week and feel lonely on the seventh, or you might spend most of your week alone and adore your solitary time.

         The key to whether you feel lonely when by yourself is the element of choice. If you choose solitude, you are far more likely to enjoy it than if solitude is imposed on you. If you know that you can seek company whenever you need it, you are far more likely to be okay on your own than if you believe you have no friends or prospects for connection. Similarly, loneliness has little to do with how many people you live with and more to do with whether you are happy with your living arrangements. If you feel disconnected from the people you live with or if you are living alone by necessity instead of choice, you might feel very lonely. But those who choose to live on their own can be just as content as a person who chooses to live with other people.

         Today in Australia, around a quarter of households contain a single person. If you live with others, you might assume that single-person householders must be lonely. But this is not necessarily the case; many people choose to live on their own, and many people feel very lucky to be able to do so. I lived alone very briefly in my twenties, and it was a truly peaceful and empowered time in my life. I spent hours just pottering around my apartment, relishing my freedom and the possibilities of my own space. It is a privilege to have the financial resources to live without a flatmate. It is a privilege to have the freedom to leave a bad relationship and live by yourself. And it is a privilege to have the health and financial capacity to live on your own in old age. 64

         People who live alone don’t even necessarily spend a great deal of time by themselves. In his book Going Solo: The extraordinary rise and surprising appeal of living alone, Eric Klinenberg argues that people who live on their own are often more social and connected than people who live with partners. They make more of an effort to socialise with friends than their married counterparts, and they spend more time engaging in activities like concerts, sports and shared hobbies.2

         Hungry for company

         Loneliness might be unpleasant, but it is a normal experience and one that is essential for the survival of the human race. Professor John Cacioppo, a pioneer of neuroscience, theorised that loneliness is an evolutionary development much like hunger or thirst.3 Just as hunger signals that you need to eat, loneliness signals that you need to reconnect with your tribe. Human beings are co-dependent and have always needed tribes to protect themselves from foes, find food and generally survive. An early human would have stood little chance against a bear, but a tribe of humans could have fought one off and possibly cooked it up for dinner. Without loneliness in your range of emotions, you too might wander off on your own and end up as dinner for the bears.

         In 2020, researchers proved Cacioppo’s theory correct when they discovered that loneliness provokes the same kind of brain activity as hunger cravings.4 Scanning the brains of volunteers who had been deprived of either company or food, the researchers found that the neural pathways that lit up when the lonely volunteers looked at photos of people having fun were the same 65as the pathways that lit up when hungry volunteers looked at photos of cheesy pasta. (Which begs the question: is pasta better than company?)

         Human beings have always experienced loneliness; it has been the subject of countless poems, novels and songs. William Wordsworth wandered, lonely as a cloud. The Beatles sang about Eleanor Rigby and all the lonely people. Mary Shelley created Victor Frankenstein’s creature, a lonely monster who just wanted a mate. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote about Jay Gatsby, who was chronically lonely despite being surrounded by people. Sylvia Plath wrote extensively about loneliness and despair, Shakespeare’s plays are full of the lonely tragic heroes, and Dickens, the Brontë sisters, Dostoyevsky and Jane Austen all created lonely characters. Loneliness is far from a modern phenomenon.

         And yet many experts argue that there is currently a loneliness epidemic. ‘Our country is getting lonelier!’ the headlines declare. ‘Time for national action on loneliness!’ ‘One in four of us are lonely!’

         Australia established a Coalition to End Loneliness in 2016. The UK appointed a minister for loneliness in 2018. In 2020, the US surgeon general Vivek Murthy released his book, Together: The healing power of human connection in a sometimes lonely world, in which he described loneliness as a public health concern. Murthy found that chronic loneliness places people in a threat (fight or flight) state, and that the psychological stress this creates can lead to physical problems such as high blood pressure and inflammation.5

         There’s no question that many people feel lonely and that the pandemic increased feelings of loneliness. Lockdown removed the element of choice from solitude by forcing everyone into 66isolation. But if you leave aside a once-in-a-generation pandemic, there is no hard evidence that rates of loneliness have increased over the years. In fact, a statistical analysis by Oxford University in late 2019 found that people today are no lonelier than in the past.6 And while young people tend to be lonelier than old people (which means that loneliness decreases over the years), young people of today are no more lonely than young people of previous generations.

         In his book A History of Solitude, Professor David Vincent suggests that loneliness has become an ‘emblematic failing of our times’, much like ‘melancholy’ was emblematic in the nineteenth century.7 In other words, people are not necessarily lonelier now than they were in the twenty-first century, we just have serious anxiety about loneliness. We are in a loneliness panic, if you will. Vincent believes this panic relates to fears about the modern world: loneliness is seen as a consequence of a broken society in which the natural world has been destroyed and human beings are slaves to capitalism.

         Whatever the cause of the loneliness panic, the tools to measure loneliness are flawed. Most questionnaires used to assess levels of loneliness ask about the quality of the respondents’ relationships. They include questions like ‘How often do you feel in tune with people?’ and ‘How often do you feel there are people you can turn to?’.8 But the answers to these questions are deeply subjective and relate as much to the respondents’ expectations of relationships as they do to the relationships themselves.

         There are far greater cultural expectations relating to personal relationships now than in the past. In the eighteenth century, many people had arranged marriages, or marriages of convenience, and didn’t expect to fall in love. But marriages today come with 67very high expectations: your romantic partner is supposed to be your soulmate and best friend, fulfilling all your emotional and physical needs. You are also expected to have a group of intimate friends who understand and nurture you, and family members who support you and give unconditional love. We are taught to expect very intense levels of intimacy and to feel deeply connected at all times.

         It’s a lot. It is too much. It is unrealistic. And remember: loneliness is the discrepancy between the connection you want and the connection you actually have. When you are taught to have unrealistic expectations of relationships, that discrepancy is going to be greater. When you expect too much of the other people in your life, you are inevitably going to feel disappointed, and that continual disappointment will lead to feelings of alienation and loneliness. In addition, the more you expect from your close relationships, the less you will turn to yourself for nurturing and support. And this creates a vicious cycle: the less practice you have at nurturing yourself, the more nurturing you will need from other people. The more nurturing you need from other people, the more likely they are to eventually disappoint you, and that discrepancy – and your subsequent loneliness – will only increase.

         It is your awareness of this discrepancy, and of your own dependence on other people to meet your needs, that creates a panic about being lonely. Your focus on loneliness is directly related to your capacity to be alone.

         Reasons for loneliness

         In a 2020 article in The Sydney Morning Herald, a young man named Daniel talked about his chronic loneliness. ‘Like any 68illness, it comes and goes,’ he said. ‘I know I’ll be dealing with this the rest of my life, but I have the tools to manage it.’9

         Daniel’s loneliness is real, and clearly very painful. But loneliness isn’t an illness any more than hunger is an illness. Just as hunger is an indication that you need more food, loneliness is a signal that you need more connection. Just as hunger is only a problem if you don’t have enough food, loneliness is only a problem if you can’t meet your need for connection.

         There may be physical or practical reasons why people can’t get their needs for connection met: chronic illness, for example, or remote living, or a catastrophic global pandemic. Very elderly people may also experience more loneliness than those in midlife; they might be widowed, they may have lost people in their friendship circle, their kids may have moved away, or they may be isolated due to physical limitations. Other people are chronically lonely because of psychological factors such as mental health issues or profound shyness. To feel connected, you require the social skills to create intimacy with other people. Without the capacity to listen, share, empathise, interpret social cues and be vulnerable and authentic, you won’t be able to develop meaningful relationships.

         Some people are frequently lonely because they need more company and intimacy than others, just as some people need more food or sleep. There are people who can manage with very little social interaction and others who crave contact every day of the week. The more connection you need, the more likely you are to experience loneliness in the gaps between social interactions. I can be content in my own company for days at a time, so I very rarely get lonely. My friend Nadia, who needs a huge amount of social contact and goes out most nights of the week, gets lonely and despondent very easily. 69

         What’s more, some researchers believe there is a genetic component to loneliness, that the tendency to be lonely may be inherited. A University of Chicago study of twins found that people who are predisposed to loneliness may process social interactions differently.10 In other words, feelings of loneliness may stem – at least in part – from the way they interpret their interactions with other people rather than from anything objective in their circumstances.

         Loneliness can also fluctuate over the different stages of life. Young people tend to experience more loneliness than older people, probably because they are not as well equipped to cope with difficult times. When I have moments of disconnection or loneliness, I don’t panic, and I don’t catastrophise; I ride them out until I feel more connected again. I have had enough life experience to know that relationships ebb and flow, and that bad feelings eventually pass. My kids feel these normal vacillations much more keenly, just as I did at their age. When you’re a teenager experiencing loneliness or disconnection, it seems as though it will last forever.

         The loneliness loop

         Loneliness may be a similar evolutionary development to hunger, but there are important differences. Hunger is satisfied when you eat, but loneliness can feed on itself.

         It is normal to have brief bouts of loneliness that lift when you spend time connecting with other people. But people who experience chronic loneliness can fall into a loneliness loop in which they shun social interactions just when they need them the most. 70

         People who are chronically lonely can live in a permanent state of stress. Their fight or flight response is activated, and they are constantly on high alert. This stress response can make them lose confidence in both themselves and the affections of other people. When they are offered the opportunity for a bit of connection – perhaps a friend asks them to catch up, or they have a chance conversation with a cashier at the supermarket – they may become defensive and nervous, misinterpret the other person’s intentions, and find the experience even more alienating. Alternatively, they might become overwhelmed with anxiety and withdraw from the situation entirely.

         You don’t even need to be chronically lonely to fall into the loneliness loop. During the long lockdown, I became so accustomed to being at home, and so unused to socialising, that any social interaction felt overwhelming. When a friend suggested that we meet for a walk, I made excuses instead of jumping at the prospect of an outing. It didn’t last; my friend eventually rocked up to my apartment and buzzed the intercom, and that snapped me out of my rut. Still, it showed me how loneliness can be self-perpetuating, and how isolation can lead to avoidance.

         Loneliness differs from hunger in another way: unlike hunger, loneliness can be contagious. This is true of pretty much every emotion – when you are happy, you can bring joy to other people, and when you are sad or angry, you can infect others with your negativity. Similarly, when you are lonely, you can transmit that feeling of loneliness to the people with whom you engage. Your sense of connection will be poorer, your mood may be more negative, and the other person may exit the interaction feeling worse than they did before. They may even take that feeling with them to their next interaction, and the loneliness circle will be widened. 71

         The antidote

         Few people will get to the end of their lives without ever having experienced loneliness. The desire for connection is fundamentally human, and we simply can’t always attain the depth of connection and intimacy with other people that we desire. Still, loneliness isn’t just about relationships with other people; it is also about your relationship with yourself.

         The more comfortable you are in your own company, the more you will be able to enjoy solitude. The more you can entertain yourself, nurture yourself, support yourself and comfort yourself, the less lonely you are likely to feel when you’re alone. And part of supporting yourself is learning to access your feelings of connection to other people even when you are physically separated. Loneliness doesn’t automatically descend when you’re on your own, nor is it necessarily alleviated by other people. When you have the capacity to be alone, you can carry your sense of being loved and connected with you, just as a child carries their mother’s love with them during the school day.

         Finally, to avoid loneliness, you need meaningful connections with other people. To have meaningful connections with other people, you need to be able to connect with yourself. You can feel attached to other people if you don’t know yourself. You can feel dependent on other people or enjoy their company. But you can’t experience genuine emotional intimacy with another person if you don’t have a solid sense of self. You can’t feel truly understood by anyone else if you don’t know what you think or feel or believe. And you can never feel loved for who you are if you don’t even know who that ‘you’ is. 72

         This book about alone time isn’t endorsing loneliness; in fact, the opposite is true. The antidote for loneliness is connection, but the first and most meaningful connection is always with yourself. If you want to evade loneliness, you need to be okay on your own. The starting point is you. It’s always you.
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         Loneliness is unpleasant and stressful, but it is also a normal part of being human. Loneliness is a signal that you need more connection – with other people, but most importantly with yourself.

         
            The next time you find yourself picking up your phone to text a friend, press the call button and have a conversation instead. A phone conversation can enhance feelings of connection in a way that a text exchange cannot.
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            PART 2

            Why We All Need Alone Time
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            CHAPTER 5

            Everyone Will Be Alone Sometimes

         

         
            ‘All alone! Whether you like it or not, alone will be something you’ll be quite a lot!’

            Dr Seuss
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         People come and go

         As a human being in the modern world, you were not built to be totally self-sufficient. You need other people to create the societies in which you live, and you need your own smaller tribes for care and support.

         You aren’t built to be self-sufficient, but you also aren’t meant to be deeply enmeshed with other people. You need independence, resilience and inner strength to get you through the vicissitudes of life. No matter how strong your social connections and no matter how close your family ties, you will inevitably be alone sometimes. Life is long if you are lucky, and random and unpredictable no matter who you are. Being loved, being in an intimate relationship, having friends and even having children are not an insurance policy against ever being alone.

         The fact is that you cannot guarantee any other person’s continuing presence in your life. It is a painful truth that people you love can die and leave you on your own. Like most people, I have experienced this firsthand. I have lost several people I loved, including my grandparents and a close friend. I experienced a devastating loss when my beloved sister, my only sibling and my best friend, died. I was thirty-nine at the time, and I knew very few people then who had been through a similar tragedy. 77Now I’m in my fifties and nearly everyone I know has lost a close family member, a partner or a friend.

         You cannot get to the end of a long life without loss. You are unlikely to even get halfway there.

         Still, it isn’t just bereavement that can leave you on your own. Partners, friends and even family members can drift away or betray you. This has happened to me more than once in my adult life, and it never ceases to be desperately painful. One of my closest childhood friends – a person whose house was as familiar to me as my own – is no longer in my life. A very close friend of at least twenty years is now a casual acquaintance. Another dear friend dropped me suddenly for reasons that are still unclear. I had expected to have each of these friends in my life forever. I know now that relationships wax and wane, and that even a best friend can change, or hurt you, or bow out of your life. That person you giggled with and confided in can one day see you in the street and say ‘Oh hey’ then walk on by.

         Romantic partnerships might feel like they will last forever, particularly in the early stages of falling in love. Still, marriage is no guarantee that you’ll never be alone; around fifty per cent of all marriages end in divorce (my own divorce after seventeen years of marriage is one such statistic). You might be madly in love and deeply committed for years, and then something changes. One of you messes up or chooses something different. You fall out of love. You grow in different directions. Even if you stay together and love each other forever, you have a one hundred per cent chance of ultimately being separated. You can stay with your partner until death do you part, but eventually, one of you will be left alone.

         Remember the woman who propositioned an old friend so she could avoid being single? She too may end up divorced again 78one day, or she might be widowed young, or she might wake up lonely in her new partner’s company. There is only one person who is guaranteed to always be with her, and it isn’t a partner. It isn’t a family member. It isn’t a friend. It isn’t a child.

         It is her. It is her own self.

         No-one is exactly like you

         Even when in a relationship or surrounded by other people, you are still essentially alone. Despite being taught to seek deep and profound connections with other people, there are limits to how close we can get to any other human being. Even if you grow up with another person, even if you marry them, even if you sleep beside them every night, even if they walk beside you through life, you can never truly know them in their entirety, and they can never truly know you. This is because nobody else in the world is exactly like you; the best you can hope for is to find someone compatible.

         Even identical twins – even conjoined twins – have different thoughts and minds. Abby and Brittany Hensel are dicephalic parapagus twins from the USA who share one body from below the neck. Between them they have two heads, two spines that merge into one, two hearts, two pairs of lungs, two arms, two legs and one reproductive system. The subjects of several documentaries and reality TV shows, their similarities are obvious: their faces are identical, they share a body and they are so in tune with each other that they often speak in sync. But they are also unique individuals with separate personalities and interests, and with different opinions and desires. Both twins are friendly and engaging, but Abby is gregarious and talkative, whereas Brittany 79is quieter and more laid-back. Abby has a particular interest in maths; Brittany is more interested in English. The twins have different attitudes to money, different tastes in clothes and food, and different strengths. Their friends report that they occasionally hear them bickering, just like any other pair of siblings.

         Conjoined twins are fascinating because they show us how unique we all really are. Even people who share a body and an entire life can have different characters and desires. So how can those of us who live in our own bodies and have our own experiences possibly expect to find our twin souls?

         Here’s a little thought experiment for you. Imagine a mad scientist took your thoughts out of your brain and then offered you several different thought clouds from which to identify your own. You’d be able to pick yours, right? You’d recognise your own thoughts immediately, and your thoughts would look very different from my thoughts, or your friend Alan’s thoughts, or your cat’s.

         But would you recognise the thought clouds of other people in your life? Your partner’s? Your mother’s? Your child’s? You might recognise some of the more fleeting thoughts: ‘Where is the peanut butter?’ ‘Is Mum coming to pick me up?’ ‘Ugh, I hate that TV show.’ Still, much if not most of other people’s thoughts will be foreign to you. You can’t possibly know what your partner thinks about all day long in the darkest recesses of their brain. You can’t know what ideas roam around in your daughter’s head, or what your best friend wonders in the dead of night. Every person you know has an endless stream of private thoughts. No matter how well you know them, no matter how much time you spend together, you will never have access to the secret world of their minds. You can only know other people through their actions and words. 80

         Similarly, no-one will ever fully know you and your inner world. How could they? Indeed, if you offered another person a running commentary of your most private thoughts, they would probably run away in alarm. It is appropriate to maintain some boundaries. It is appropriate to know where you stop and other people begin. It is appropriate to keep some small parts of yourself secret.

         Corporate coach and motivational speaker Craig Harper describes human beings as having several selves: the public you, the personal you, the private you, and the secret you. The public you is the self that you show to the incidental people in your life. The personal you is the self you share with friends and family and loved ones. The private you is the self that you reveal only to your partner or most intimate of confidants. But inside is the secret you that will always be inaccessible to other people. It is the you that is genuine and unfiltered and authentic. It is the you that is expressed when alone with your thoughts. It is the you that only you will ever know.

         ‘I believe the secret self is part of all of us,’ Harper tells me. ‘Humans are multidimensional and complex. I don’t think anyone is truly an open book, and I don’t think of that as dark or sinister. I see it as normal and healthy.’

         Feeling alone, and being existentially alone, is part of being human. You can be close to other people, you can love them, you can support them, you can empathise with them and you can strive to understand them, but you will never be able to fully get into their heads. Likewise, you can be loved and supported, but you will never be completely understood. And the more complex and nuanced a person you are, the harder it will be to find someone who understands you. If you are lucky, you will be 81able to express yourself freely and feel seen and accepted for who you are. But you will never find a person whose tastes, beliefs, ideas and desires precisely match your own. You are a unique human being. You are one of a kind.

         Your uniqueness means that you will inevitably have periods when you don’t feel particularly connected to other people. You can’t always be on the same page as your loved ones, and you won’t always feel understood. There will be times when your partner or friends will need space, or they won’t have the emotional energy to give you the level of care you need. And if you don’t have the capacity for solitude, those times without connection will be intensely difficult. If you cannot support and nurture yourself, you will feel quite frantically lonely on your own.

         But learning to be comfortable in your own company means becoming less scared of those periods of disconnection. You can ride out the ebbs and flows of your relationships and develop resilience against loneliness. You can manage periods where you don’t feel connected to others because you always feel connected to yourself.

         Pain is a solitary experience

         Life is full of different experiences, and many of them can be shared with other people. But the most profound experience you can have in life is pain, and in pain you are always alone.

         If you’ve ever been ill or incapacitated or injured, you will know that pain is an internal process. Nobody can get into your body and feel the pain with you, and nobody can take it away. You might be comforted by loved ones, you might be supported and soothed, but pain is a solitary experience. During 82my own periods of illness, despite being surrounded by family, I felt horribly isolated. My friends called and visited, sent meals and love, but I felt imprisoned by pain, and they couldn’t reach me. They couldn’t rescue me from my illness, and they couldn’t experience my pain any more than they could experience my dreams.

         Watching your children feel pain is one of the hardest aspects of parenthood. One of my children suffers regularly from migraines, and there is very little I can do to help. I want to crawl into her head and pluck the agony out. I would cheerfully take the migraine away from her and give it to myself. But I cannot share her pain; all I can do is support her as she suffers. She must go through the experience herself.

         If physical pain is a solitary experience, then emotional pain may be even more so. You can’t hand over your heartbreak or despair. You can’t ask somebody to be fearful on your behalf or to take away your anxiety or depression. Nobody can feel the precise shape of your pain or how it manifests in your body. You can describe your emotions, you can share your thoughts, but only you will know how this specific anguish feels.

         Grief in particular is intensely isolating. Not everybody has the capacity or emotional energy to sit with a grieving person because it is extremely taxing to make space for another person’s pain. What’s more, every single bereavement is unique; there may be people who have experienced similar losses, but they will not feel exactly the same pain. This is of course because every relationship is unique, and the loss of a relationship will impact people differently. Even two people grieving the same loved one will manifest their bereavement in different ways. Two siblings will have different reactions to the death of a parent, 83two friends will respond differently to the loss of a mutual friend, and two parents will grieve differently for the same lost child. My own parents dealt with the death of my sister in different ways, and my experience of her bereavement was different again.

         Grief is a universal human experience. It is the flip side of love. It is a part of being alive. But bereavement will always be a solitary experience. No matter how well supported or loved you are, grief is a journey you must travel on your own.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         You will inevitably have times when you are alone, particularly in your emotional life. The more comfortable you are with solitude, the more resilience you will have for these solitary experiences.

         More importantly, you are already all alone in your own head. You are the only one who can visit the secret world of your mind. You may as well take a look around and settle in.

         
            When you next find yourself wanting to share something with another person, try sharing it with yourself first. Either write it down in a journal, a document on your computer or a note on your phone, or recount the story to yourself out loud as you would recount it to a friend.
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            CHAPTER 6

            To Know Yourself and Be Yourself

         

         
            ‘If you are never alone, you cannot know yourself.’

            Paulo Coelho

         

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      86
          

         The paradox

         There is a great paradox in being a person in the world today. People want to be respected. People want to be loved for who they really are. People want to be free to make their own decisions, to set their own goals, and to chart the course of their own lives. They are intensely focused on their rights as human beings, on their potential to seek fulfilment, and on their inherent worth as unique individuals.

         And yet many people spend little or no time at all with that one central person whose rights they so passionately defend: themselves.

         You cannot possibly make another person happy if you have no idea what makes them tick. You cannot know what another person wants or needs without spending time with them and paying attention to how they behave. And yet, what is true of other people is equally true of yourself. You cannot live your best life, and seek happiness and contentment, if you don’t even understand who you are.

         In the novel Klara and the Sun by Kazuo Ishiguro, Klara, an ‘Artificial Friend’, is assigned to be the companion to a child, Josie. Klara’s job is to keep Josie safe and happy, and to help her meet her goals. And so, Klara spends her time observing Josie and interpreting her behaviour, figuring out what Josie thinks, 87desires and needs. She considers what makes Josie laugh, what her dreams are for the future, who she loves and what she enjoys. Klara talks to Josie, listens to her and asks her careful questions, and she pays great attention to the answers.

         You are the Josie in your own life, but you also need to be the Klara. You need to be your own companion and to develop a relationship with yourself, so that you can give yourself nurturing and support. And just as you learn the most about other people when you spend time with them, so too will you learn most about yourself by spending time with you. A bit of alone time gives you the power to know yourself, to be yourself, to live authentically, and to make sense of your life. You are the lens through which you interpret everything else, and you can’t understand the world until you understand who you are.

         Just as Klara the Artificial Friend tried to figure out Josie’s needs and wants, you need to figure out your own opinions and preferences. And this can be difficult when you are so bombarded with input from other sources: the people in your communities, your family of origin, your friends and partners, your colleagues and the social media you consume. The ideas and judgements of other people can impact your own opinions and ideas, making it challenging to work out what you actually believe.

         It is common to ask others for their opinions instead of turning inward and considering your own. ‘Should I buy this?’ you might ask a loved one, or ‘What did you think of the show?’, or ‘Do you think I should take this job?’. When you are very close to someone, you may not even need to consult them to default to their opinions. I don’t have to ask my parents for their opinions – I already know exactly what they think about many issues and will often hear their voices in my head when I am trying to make 88a decision. I have internalised their belief systems so thoroughly that it can be hard to separate them from my own.

         It’s fine to consider other people’s opinions, particularly if you respect them and their points of view. But this shouldn’t take the place of thinking for yourself – you need to carve out space to consider your own opinions too.

         What do you think?

         As the product of your background and culture, you will inevitably be influenced by other people. Your life will have been dramatically shaped by the family you were born into, by the partners you choose, and by your friends and colleagues. If you have more than one long-term partner in your lifetime, you will experience firsthand how significantly their opinions and attitudes impact your own. And if you ever move a child to a new school, you will see how a different peer group can dramatically change a child’s life. The people you allow into your life will influence your choices and preferences in innumerable ways, from the media you consume, to the food you eat, to your political leanings, to your judgements of other people.

         Social media, too, impacts your belief systems and opinions, which is why the stars on social media are called ‘influencers’ and not ‘entertainers’. Social media is why you might buy an unflattering peasant-style dress that is all the rage, watch hyped-up TV shows ‘the whole world is talking about’, or join in a Twitter pile-on about some trifling issue you’ve never even thought about before.

         Of course, it doesn’t matter if you buy a dress that everyone is buying or watch a TV show that has been touted online. It does 89matter, however, if you are influenced by others when making significant decisions for your own life. If you want to get your own unique needs met, you’ll need to first figure out what those needs are. If you want to pursue happiness, you’ll need to ponder what it is you truly want. And if you want to live authentically, according to your personal values, you’ll need to spend time figuring out what it is you believe.

         If you are constantly seeking the opinions of other people, if you are constantly being influenced by other people’s preferences and choices, you will never know your own mind. You will spend your entire life blindly following the herd instead of living fully for yourself.

         Writer William Deresiewicz believes that solitude isn’t just necessary to discover your personality – it is necessary to build your personality. The real self, he argues, isn’t something you need to find but something that needs to be constructed and developed.1 Solitude gives you the time and space to become who you are. It gives you the opportunity to shut out the input from other people and get to know yourself. And it gives you a chance to tune in to your own inner voice and develop the confidence to listen to what it is saying.

         Corporate coach Craig Harper credits alone time with literally transforming his life. In his early thirties, commercially successful but deeply unhappy, he had an epiphany and decided to go away on his own to figure out who he wanted to be.

         ‘It was so uncomfortable for me,’ he explains, ‘because I had to sit in my feelings and acknowledge all the bullshit I distracted myself with. There was fear and anxiety and self-doubt and uncertainty and self-loathing. I didn’t talk to another human for ten days other than to ask for a coffee.’ 90

         The first few days were ‘horrible’, and Harper wanted desperately to go home. But by the fifth day he began to enjoy himself, and by the tenth day he didn’t want to return.

         ‘Within the next year I transformed my life, enrolled in uni and sold all my businesses but one,’ he says. ‘I’d had a hundred people working for me but I didn’t want to be a CEO anymore. It was the best time in my life. My joy and happiness went through the roof and I started living my purpose.’

         The key, he explains, was to figure out what he wanted, not what everybody else thought he should be doing. ‘We spend so much time living up to other people’s expectations,’ he tells me. ‘The biggest transformation for me came from being alone.’

         Now Harper writes, gives presentations and educates people about leadership, performance and personal growth. ‘A lot of personal development is focused on changing our lives,’ he says. ‘I think the smart move was changing myself in the middle of my life.’

         The capacity for solitude gives you the power of self-discovery. It is only when you are alone with your thoughts that you can forge your individual identity. On a very basic level, you need to look inwards to figure out what you enjoy, how you want to spend your time, what sort of work you want to do and who you want to welcome into your life. On a more significant scale, you need time for contemplation to work out if you are content, what you want for your future, how you feel about your partner and what you believe about yourself. Maybe you want a change of career, or a change of partner, or to change yourself. Maybe you are perfectly content just the way you are. But until you can separate your thoughts and feelings from the thoughts and feelings of those around you, it’s impossible to truly know yourself. You are 91simply reacting to what other people want and believe instead of mindfully choosing your own path.

         Spending time alone is particularly important when you are in an intimate relationship. Within relationships it is very easy to lose yourself, particularly if you don’t have a solid sense of self to begin with. When I separated from my husband after nearly twenty years together, I struggled to figure out who I was as an individual out of the context of the marriage. I didn’t know my own tastes – in home décor, in television shows, in food or even in friends – after so many years of merging my tastes with his. Over the following years, I had to ask myself innumerable questions about how I wanted to live, who I wanted in my inner circle, how I wanted to spend and manage my money, and where I wanted to travel on holidays. I spent a great deal of time in the secret world of my mind, getting to know myself as I would another person. There were many surprises, some insignificant (I like bright colours) and some quite profound (I’m not nearly as anxious as I’d believed). Mostly, I wished I had turned inwards earlier and not waited until I was single to figure out who I was.

         The looking-glass self

         Alone time gives you a break from other people’s opinions but, just as significantly, it also gives you a break from other people’s opinions about you. And this is important because the other people in your life are extremely influential in shaping the stories you believe about yourself. Sociologist Charles Horton Cooley called this phenomenon the ‘looking-glass self’: you can’t help but see yourself through other people’s eyes.2 92

         From a very young age, we absorb messages about ourselves from the people closest to us. In your family of origin you might have been labelled the smart one, or the cute one, or the baby, or the troublemaker. Later at school you might have been seen by your peer group as cool, geeky, brainy or weird. In intimate relationships, you notice the way your partners regard you and assimilate their opinions into your own belief system. So much of your sense of self comes from your closest relationships, which is why choosing romantic partners who respect and admire you is so fantastically crucial.

         These days, your looking-glass self doesn’t just come from face-to-face interactions – it also arises from social media. You consider your likes, your follower counts and the comments left on your posts, and you start seeing yourself through the eyes of the online world. The more social media platforms you use, and the more time you spend online, the greater the number of mirrors reflecting your looking-glass self.

         The problem with seeing yourself through other people’s eyes is that those other people have their own issues. Other people see you through the prism of their own characters and experiences, and of their own neuroses and traumas. Their perceptions of you may be valid for them, but they may not be helpful to you, or even accurate. Spending time on your own can give you the perspective born of distance. It can allow you to challenge other people’s ideas about you and to discard the labels that don’t fit. Are you bossy, or is that just how you were labelled as a kid? Are you critical, or is that just how a sensitive friend perceives you? Were you genuinely a difficult child, or did you just have difficult parents? Are other people’s beliefs about you objectively true, or are they just subjective opinions that say more about them? 93

         Reflection

         Alone time gives you a chance for self-reflection that is often impossible in the noise and bustle of everyday life. You can’t look inwards and engage in contemplation if you are constantly processing input from other people. Human beings are simply not good enough at multitasking – I mean, I need to turn off my car radio just to reverse park! I can’t possibly reflect on my life without a little peace and quiet.

         On our own with no distractions, we engage the default mode network (DMN) part of our brains, the bit that is active when daydreaming or allowing our minds to wander. The DMN helps your brain to integrate different pieces of information and find connections between different ideas. It is active when you are thinking about yourself, thinking about other people, remembering the past and contemplating the future. The DMN allows you to engage in self-reflection, make moral judgements and find meaning in events and situations. Without meaning in your life, you will have no purpose or direction. Without meaning in your life, you won’t develop a sense of self. Without meaning in your life, you will forever be reacting to outside forces instead of choosing your own goals and path.

         Solitude gives you the power to reflect, which helps you to live your best life. The unexamined life is not worth living, as the saying goes. Without examination there can be no learning, and without learning there can be no growth. Without examination you will stick to your old patterns of behaviour and make the same mistakes over and over again.

         In a private message, social media user Elisha tells me that being alone can be revelatory for her. ‘I lay down to rest and just 94breathe for as long as my body needs to, with no distractions,’ she writes. ‘It’s when my greatest epiphanies occur. The best ones are the ones where I realise I was not the villain in that story.’

         Peter tells me that he gets to know himself by spending hours each day painting. ‘There are lots of rooms in my head,’ he says, ‘and I open the doors and look around.’

         Self-reflection isn’t something that just needs to happen once. I am not the same person as I was a decade ago, and you will not be either. Life is constantly throwing up new situations and challenges, and we are constantly changing and evolving in response. It’s important to keep checking in with yourself to determine who you are and what you need. This is particularly important at times of great change or stress: having a new child, changing jobs, getting in and out of relationships, becoming bereaved. As you go through life crises – and as you simply go through life – you need to reflect and review and regroup.

         We human beings are complicated, complex and often contradictory, and it can be hard sometimes to figure out why we do the things we do. Self-reflection allows us to notice patterns, work out triggers and understand our challenges. You might ask yourself why you have a strong emotional reaction to one person, or why a particular situation gives you anxiety. You might ask yourself why you get angry when you remember an event in your past, what brings you joy, and what would help you to feel better.

         I remember once feeling tremendous resentment towards a friend and fellow writer. For weeks I would seethe in irritation every time I read one of her posts or saw her name pop up on my phone. I could have given you a number of reasons why she was so annoying – she was smug, she didn’t deserve her success, she wasn’t even a great writer! – but I knew none of them was 95really true. After riding my wave of anger for a while, I sat and pondered why she triggered me so much. I realised I was envious of her for the career that she’d forged and for the apparent ease with which she found success. When I understood what was going on, the resentment magically dissipated. The self-reflection saved me from a cycle of toxic envy.

         Validation

         One of the greatest benefits of self-reflection is that you can learn to give yourself validation. It is perfectly normal to want validation from others – after all, if you’re lucky, you started getting it when you were a tiny child. ‘Well done!’ your parents told you. ‘You’re so clever! I’m so proud of you!’

         But while other people’s validation is lovely and affirming, it isn’t enough to sustain you over the long term. The more you rely on validation and approval from others, the less practice you will have at validating yourself. The less you can give yourself validation and approval, the more desperately you will try to seek approval from others. If they won’t or can’t give you what you need, your entire self-esteem will be threatened. It’s a very shaky edifice on which to build a sense of self. In addition, the more dependent you are on approval and attention from others, the more you will strive to be what (you believe) they want you to be. You will try to anticipate what they want for you, or from you, instead of what you want and need. You will start living your life for other people instead of being true to yourself.

         Learning to validate yourself makes you less dependent on the approval of others, so you cope far better with their occasional criticism. Of course, it’s always disappointing when your loved 96ones don’t agree with your decisions, or don’t support you in the path you choose for yourself. But if you truly know who you are, and if you do what you know to be right for yourself, then disapproval from other people won’t rock you to the core. You will gain the confidence to back yourself, with or without your loved ones on your side.

         Learning to be comfortable alone doesn’t just give you the power to validate yourself, it also gives you the power to comfort yourself, and this is a profoundly important life skill. You cannot guarantee that there will always be someone around to reassure you, nor can you control whether another person will be capable of giving you the support that you need. It is vitally important that you as an adult human learn how to reassure and nurture yourself. You need to be able to tell yourself that everything will be okay and to sit with your own pain without needing to be rescued by someone else. As the wonderful Heather Havrilesky writes in her ‘Ask Polly’ advice column, ‘The central challenge in your life is not finding people who will support and love you. The central challenge in your life is you finding a way to give yourself support and love.’3

         The capacity to comfort yourself is the surest way to safeguard your emotional wellbeing. You don’t need to be an island in this big scary world. You don’t need to refuse help or comfort when it is offered. But you do need resilience to deal with the trials and tribulations of this complex life, and to be able to soothe yourself when you are distressed, scared or in pain. And the best way to learn to soothe yourself is to learn to be okay on your own. You need to become a friend to yourself as you would become a friend to another person.

         ‘I often spend time alone,’ messages Jacqueline, ‘because that’s 97the best time to get clarity on, and build the confidence to stand in, your own truths.’

         Alone time allows you to shut out external voices and tune in to your own inner instincts and intuition. You learn to make yourself proud instead of meeting other people’s standards, and you learn to comfort yourself before seeking comfort from others. Most importantly, you learn to like yourself instead of constantly striving to be liked. It really does make all the difference.

         Prioritise yourself

         Back in May 2017, an American rock climber named Alex Honnold made the first ever free solo climb of the El Capitan rock formation, ascending without ropes or any safety equipment. I watched the 2018 documentary about Honnold, Free Solo, with my mouth hanging open. He seemed to me to be the purest example of a person comfortable with being alone.

         Honnold spends much of his life rock climbing on his own, focusing on his body and the climb and blocking out every other distraction. Though he has a romantic partner, he makes it clear that he will not compromise his lifestyle for her or anyone else. Honnold’s passion for free solo climbing is incredibly dangerous, but he refuses to be held back by other people’s fears for him or even by their potential distress if he dies. ‘If I perish, like, it doesn’t matter,’ he says in the film. ‘Like, you’ll find somebody else … that’s not that big a deal.’

         Honnold’s self-contained self-assurance is shocking. Most of us spend our lives negotiating with and accommodating other people. We consider their needs, their expectations, their wishes and their fears. We monitor our behaviours and choices to fit in 98with families, friends, communities, workplaces and society in general. Our lives are a series of compromises, large and small, to make other people more comfortable. But Alex Honnold’s life is purely about managing himself. Other people’s feelings about him are their problem, not his.

         Most people can’t, and won’t, live like Alex Honnold. Most people don’t want to live like Alex Honnold! I cannot imagine anything more terrifying or unappealing than climbing a rockface and risking my life. Still, the lesson from Free Solo for me is the contrast between his life and the lives of us ordinary folk. It highlights to me how rarely most of us focus on ourselves, how little we prioritise our own goals and desires, and how deeply enmeshed we are with our families, our communities and the wider culture in which we live. Many of us are unable to even identify our deepest yearnings because there are so many layers of responsibility, guilt, cultural programming and expectation shielding us from our desires.

         You don’t need to be Alex Honnold, but perhaps you could aspire to be just a little bit more like him. You could focus on yourself just a tiny bit more. You could think more about how you want to live as opposed to what everyone else expects you to be. And you could spend a little more time alone with yourself, though perhaps with your feet on the ground.
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         Spending time on your own helps you to learn who you are, what you believe and what you want, and it gives you the strength to prioritise yourself and your needs. 99

         
            What would you do if you didn’t need to worry about your family or friends or partner? Who you would be if you didn’t care what other people think? Would you want to travel? Shave your head? Buy a motorcycle? Become an actor? Become a nudist? Go to a monastery and sit in silence under a tree?

            Even if you can’t live your dream, it is worth asking the questions just to bring you a little closer to the truth of who you are.
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            CHAPTER 7

            Emotional Wellbeing

         

         
            ‘Alone time is fuel for life.’

            Dr Ester Buchholz
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         Calm yourself down

         Something very specific happens to me when I haven’t had enough time alone. After a day at home with all three of my kids – and I had many of those days during the pandemic – I feel my patience start to wear thin and my nerves start to fray. My youngest daughter recognises the signs and frequently tells me what to do.

         ‘I think you need to go downstairs and lie down,’ she tells me. ‘Go on, Mum! Go have a nap.’

         Telling a frazzled person to nap is like telling an angry person to calm down: it doesn’t usually have the desired effect. But I know myself even better than my daughter knows me, and I know that she is right.

         I go down to my bedroom, but I do not sleep. I switch off my phone, lie on my bed and relish the silence for half an hour. If I’m feeling energetic, I might get up and take a walk around the block. I’ll look at the houses and gaze at the trees without a podcast blaring in my ears. Occasionally, as a special treat, I’ll run a bath and lie back in the hot water and close my eyes. The solitude soothes me. It calms me. It restores me to myself.

         Alone time has always been important, but in this modern world it is even more so. Everyone is always so busy and stressed out. Alone time is nourishing, restorative and restful, and it can 103help to recharge your batteries. Psychiatrist Anthony Storr, author of Solitude: A return to the self, believes that solitude can be as therapeutic as emotional support.1 I would argue that solitude is emotional support. It is during time spent on your own that you learn to emotionally support yourself.

         ‘I love having quiet time to myself to do absolutely nothing,’ Kat messages. ‘If I don’t have that time regularly my thoughts get louder, my whole body gets tense, and my brain feels like it will explode.’

         ‘I often run or walk with no music,’ Beccy writes. ‘I have eight people in my house (six kids/blended family) and my partner works from home. I need to de-people. I need quiet. I need alone time. I need to debrief with my own thoughts.’

         Spending time on your own can help to reduce anxiety and depression and assist with your emotional regulation. Even just a few minutes of silence can calm you down and allow you to process your thoughts. In 2017, a research team from the University of Rochester asked students to spend fifteen minutes alone in a comfortable chair without devices and then compared their responses with a control group of students who spent fifteen minutes chatting to a research assistant. They found that time spent alone helped students to stabilise their emotional states by lowering the intensity of their emotions, leaving them less angry, less worried and more relaxed. The researchers suggested that everyone can use solitude as a tool to become ‘quiet after excitement, calm after an angry episode, or centred and peaceful when desired’.2

         ‘[Alone time is] really important for my mental health,’ writes one social media friend. ‘I tend to get anxious and going on long walks gets the “chatter” out of my head.’ 104

         ‘I suffer from PTSD and need alone time in the man cave,’ messages another.

         Sally Obermeder was astonished at the benefits of spending twenty-four hours on her own after the burnout of work and parenting two young daughters. ‘The revolutionary part was just the silence,’ she tells me. ‘No-one needing anything from me. My mind had a minute to catch up. It needed that time to ping around until it eventually ran out of steam. It was a complete decompress.’

         Obermeder also incorporates daily time with her thoughts into her busy schedule by going for walks ‘in actual complete silence’. ‘I’m a big believer now in not having input,’ she says. ‘You need processing time, that has been a big thing for me this year. If I have that alone time, just me and my thoughts, that’s the best way I can decompress. It is the absolute saving grace of every day.’

         Of course, solitude isn’t just therapeutic for parents. It is therapeutic for everyone, and it is increasingly hard to find. Back in 1953, screen superstar Audrey Hepburn told Life magazine, ‘I have to be alone very often. I’d be quite happy if I spent from Saturday night until Monday morning alone in my apartment. That’s how I refuel.’ But in our constantly connected present-day world, Hepburn would probably never be on her own, even in the sanctity of her home. She would be on her phone or laptop. She would be bingeing on Netflix, or playing Pokémon Go, or posting photos of her weekend on Instagram, or responding to fans on Twitter.

         Using social media might be entertaining, but it is impossible to properly refuel when you are online. Social media doesn’t give your mind a moment to recharge. It bombards you with an 105endless stream of content, a barrage of images, words, sounds and videos from other people’s minds. And all this frenetic input has an impact on your mental health. It exhausts your brain, affects your attention span, overstimulates your mind and causes anxiety.

         Studies have shown that reducing the amount of time you spend on social media will increase your emotional wellbeing.3 And this isn’t surprising. You need regular breaks from the constant stimulation to find equanimity and peace. You need to unplug and rest. You need your brain to power down.

         Be your secret self

         Part of what makes alone time so restorative is that it gives you a chance to get away from other people. No matter how extroverted you are, no matter how much you enjoy company, keeping up your social persona is exhausting. You need a public self to show to other people, because it is unacceptable to be your private self in company. You can’t go around just saying whatever is on your mind or doing whatever it is you feel like doing. You need to adapt to cultural norms of behaviour, to get along with other people and fit in.

         Social etiquette might feel instinctive, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t taxing. We smile at people when we don’t feel like smiling, and we rein in our temper when we really want to yell. We pretend to be interested when we’re bored or annoyed, and we stay alert when we really just want to close our eyes and nap. We are suitably deferential to authority figures and make polite conversation in social situations. We are constantly interpreting other people’s body language. We are constantly reading the room. 106

         When interacting with other people, we need to show up with a personality. We need to try to appear normal, or interesting, or empathic, or entertaining, or humble, or likeable, or polite. Even with our closest friends and family, we are constantly adjusting our behaviour in tiny (or not so tiny) ways. We might hold back on voicing a contentious opinion or pretend to agree with someone just to keep the peace. We might tone down our natural ebullience or try to be more outgoing and assertive. It is important to most people to be part of a tribe, whether it be a friendship group, cultural group, workplace circle or family. And so, we make innumerable compromises and adaptations and put up with innumerable minor irritations, just to be acceptable to, and accepted by, other people.

         A bit of alone time gives us a chance to stop all the self-monitoring and just rest. We can take off our masks, remove our social guard and just be our authentic selves. It is the only time we can be completely ourselves. It is the only time we can be free.

         Just as importantly, alone time gives us a break from dealing with the emotions of others. How many times have you arrived home in a good mood only to be greeted by a cranky flatmate, an irritable partner or a sullen child? No matter how cheerful you were feeling, your mood will immediately plummet. As Nietzsche wrote, ‘A single joyless person is enough to make constant displeasure and a clouded heaven in a household … Happiness is not nearly such a contagious disease.’ To paraphrase: misery is catching. If even one person in a household is unhappy or stressed or cranky, it can affect all those around them. And in households like mine, there is usually at least one person who is cranky at any given time. Rarely do I get the trifecta of three cheery kids (though, to be 107fair, rarely do they get the trifecta of two cheery siblings and a cheery mum).

         It is normal to absorb the emotions of the people who surround you every day, particularly if you are naturally empathic. Their emotions can pile on top of your own and become quite overwhelming. And you don’t even need to talk to someone to be affected by their mood: you can absorb their stress, despondency or unhappiness simply by being in their presence. If you are surrounded by unhappy or anxious people at home, or stressed people at work, it can be incredibly challenging to ward off those negative emotions and retain your inner calm.

         Social media, too, exposes you to other people’s emotions, and these emotions are often intense, and frequently negative. The internet is a seething hive of anger, outrage, righteous indignation and aggression, and this bad energy can flow out of your devices and infiltrate your psyche. My Twitter account is highly curated and yet it is still overflowing with negativity and bile. In one quick scan of my feed, I can see two different people tweeting about how broken they are, a clip of an assassination attempt, some retweeted abuse and a subsequent pile-on against the abuser, and a trending hashtag insulting an out-of-favour royal. It’s a lot.

         A bit of solitude gives you a break from the negative input and the emotional charge it produces. You can get in touch with your own feelings instead of the feelings of others. You can take a break from the heavy weight of other people’s moods.

         ‘I spend time alone,’ a young woman named Ella tells me, ‘because being alone with my thoughts is easier, more interesting and less anxiety inducing, for the most part, than being distracted by the outside world.’ 108

         Being alone doesn’t just free you from other people’s emotions: it frees you from their expectations and judgements. So much of our self-image is shaped by how other people perceive us – or, more accurately, how we believe other people perceive us. In social interactions we consciously or unconsciously gauge other people’s reactions and opinions. Are they impressed by us? Do they like being around us? Are they amused by our stories? Do they think we are smart? Or are they disappointed in us, or angered or irritated or hurt?

         In solitude you don’t need to fill any social roles or please anybody in the world except yourself. You can stop trying to see yourself through other people’s eyes and learn to see yourself through your own. You can relax and be your secret self away from the demands of the world. You can be exactly who you are.

         Feel your feelings

         One of the most important functions of solitude is to give you space to feel your feelings. And you need this space, particularly when you have very big feelings to process.

         I had my first encounter with big and painful emotions when I experienced a major heartbreak. When I was twenty years old, my boyfriend of three years ended our relationship. I was stricken with grief and genuinely thought I would never recover from the pain. But I was a university student responsible for no-one but myself, and I had plenty of opportunities to process my grief. I spent hours and hours alone in my room, sobbing and writing in my journal and feeling my overwhelming sadness. I gave myself full permission to be immersed in my grief, and when I did so, it quickly burned itself out. Though I had assumed my period of 109mourning would drag on for at least a year, I moved through it within a couple of months.

         Almost thirty years down the track, I experienced the breakup of another long relationship when I was a working mother of three kids. I didn’t have time to process my feelings and, honestly, I was too scared to let them in anyway. I thought I needed to stay positive and cheerful for the kids so I just pushed down my sadness, focused on work and family, and tried not to think about how terrible I felt. It was the worst thing I could have done. Pushing down my pain just gave it the chance to grow and fester, and it took me years to really get over the loss. It would have been far more efficient just to sit with my distress and cry it out for as long as it took.

         I don’t think I am at all unusual. Most of us run from our negative feelings, pushing away grief, anxiety, fear, sadness and shame. We turn away from ourselves when we feel uncomfortable emotions, using familiar distractions to distance ourselves from our pain. We watch TV or play online games or scroll through mindless videos on Instagram, or we throw ourselves into socialising, work, drinking, drugs or sex.

         Our culture stigmatises and fears emotional pain, so we don’t learn how to feel our difficult feelings in a healthy way. We are taught that negative emotions are scary and need to be pushed down. We must keep smiling! Keep our chins up! Cultivate a positive mental attitude! We are taught that it is indulgent and weak to spend too much time being sad. We need to be strong! Push through! Practise gratitude! Be brave!

         And, of course, many of us are scared to open the portal to our feelings. What horrors will we find inside the secret world of our minds? We have no idea how we will manage the torrent of 110emotions that may pour out, so we shut the door, turn the lock and resolutely look away.

         But you can’t escape your painful emotions: the more you try to evade them, the longer they linger. It takes a huge amount of emotional energy to distract yourself from your pain, and even more emotional energy to try to convince yourself that you’re not feeling it. And when you do allow yourself to look at your feelings and sit with them for a while, you realise that they are just feelings. They are not so scary. And feelings, inevitably, eventually, pass. Even the worst pain – the pain of bereavement, the pain of loss – lessens in intensity over time. In the short term, the anguish comes in waves, with each intense wave eventually receding. In the long term, the waves gradually become less overwhelming, and the gaps between them longer. You may never ‘get over’ the death of a loved one, but by sitting with the grief and looking it in the face, you learn how to live alongside it.

         To sit with your feelings, you need to be undistracted. To be undistracted, you need to be alone. Michelle, another social media friend, tells me that she allows herself some time on her own every morning to feel her grief before the day begins. ‘I wake around four and I sit quietly and think of my son who passed away,’ she writes. ‘I can cry it out so I can try to face my day with a positive attitude.’ By giving herself permission and space every single day to sit with her pain, she has learned to live with it. And by learning to live with it, she has made space for other emotions to come into her life, too. She immerses herself in her pain for limited periods of time so that she can move through it to the other side.

         If you are prepared to spend time alone and face your pain, you can help yourself to heal. In her memoir Wild, author Cheryl 111Strayed recounted her solitary trek along the Pacific Crest Trail to heal herself following several traumas: her divorce, her recovery from drug addiction and her mother’s death from cancer. She stripped her life down to basics: tent, hiking boots, cooking utensils, spade. She pushed herself to her limits physically and emotionally, hiking solo in unfamiliar terrain day after solitary day. She dug deep and discovered the strength within herself, learning to forgive herself for past mistakes and finding clarity and hope for the future. Her book is an ode to the transforming powers of solitude in the face of overwhelming loss – Strayed found peace and emotional stability through being alone.4

         I haven’t trekked the Pacific Crest Trail, but I understand Strayed’s journey. I need time with my thoughts to delve into memories of my late sister and to process my feelings about her loss. I can’t do that in the noise and busyness of daily life. I need moments of solitude – lying in bed at night, walking by myself, pottering around the house in silence – to feel my grief and the unfairness of her death at thirty-seven. By allowing myself those moments, I have come to a type of acceptance. I have managed to find peace.

         Of course, support from your loved ones is hugely important when you are suffering. Whether you are grieving or going through a break-up, or feeling anxious, or depressed, or traumatised, sharing how you feel with another person can be profoundly relieving and healing. Still, talking about your emotions isn’t the same as feeling your emotions. Talking can bring you clarity and comfort, but the only way to move through your emotions is to sit with them.

         You need alone time to process difficult emotions and move through them to the other side. The people in your life can 112help you along in your healing, but ultimately, you need to heal yourself.

         Solitude for young people

         Alone time is important for all of us, but it is particularly important for the emotional wellbeing of teenagers and young adults. Teens have always withdrawn into solitude; it is almost a defining quality of the adolescent. I certainly spent hours in my room when I was a teen, writing in my journal, listening to mournful music by The Smiths and Kate Bush, and generally being angsty about life. That time helped me to think about myself and the world, figuring out who I was away from my friends and family. Looking back, I can see that it was fundamental to my developing sense of self.

         But life is very different today compared with when I was a teen. In my room, I had no choice but to be alone with my thoughts (and the rather sombre thoughts of The Smiths and Kate Bush). In contrast, young people today need never be alone with their thoughts, and because they don’t need to be, they rarely are. When my kids are by themselves in their rooms, they are generally immersed in their smartphones or computers. They spend their free time consuming content from other people’s minds instead of exploring their own.

         Social media can be toxic for us all, but it is especially toxic for young people. Heavy social media use is correlated with depression and anxiety in teens, and Instagram particularly has a serious negative impact on the mental health of young women.5 What’s more, teens and young people are the most prolific users of social media and more likely than older adults 113to report feeling addicted. This is a problem because it is incredibly important for kids to have proper time alone. Back in the late nineties, Professor Reed Larson of the University of Illinois found that adolescents who spent some time on their own were more well-adjusted than those who did not. Solitude, he concluded, gives teens freedom from the self-consciousness that comes from being with other people and so strengthens their sense of identity. The teens weren’t happier while they were actually alone, but they felt much better afterwards than they did before. They were more positive, more successful in school and less likely to be depressed.6

         More recently in 2019, researchers at the University of California, Santa Cruz found that solitude contributes to personal growth and self-acceptance for teens and young people.7 ‘Developmentally, learning to be alone is a skill, and it can be refreshing and restorative,’ said researcher Margarita Azmitia. It gives young people an opportunity for self-reflection and creative expression, and it can help overstimulated kids to regulate their behaviour. The key, however, is for young people to develop the capacity for solitude rather than having it imposed on them. When alone time is enforced on a young person as a punishment, they may develop negative feelings about being in their own company. And when solitude is self-imposed because of social anxiety, it can lead to loneliness and low self-esteem.

         
            [image: ]

         

         We live in the age of social media, endless stimulation and infinite demands. Alone time can be profoundly therapeutic by giving you space to calm yourself, to sit with your feelings, and to rest 114and recharge. It helps you to process your difficult emotions and move through grief and pain. A bit of solitude gives you a break from other people’s minds and restores you to your own.

         
            Give yourself a set period of time every day to sit with any difficult emotions. Put a timer on for ten or fifteen minutes and just allow yourself to be open to all of your feelings. Write them down if it helps. When the timer goes off, get on with your day.
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            CHAPTER 8

            Improve Your Relationships

         

         
            ‘To say “I love you” one must first know how to say the “I”.’

            Ayn Rand
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         Make good choices

         It is ironic but true: learning to be okay on your own is one of the greatest gifts you can give your relationships. You become a better friend, a better partner, a better parent and a better family member when you are happy and comfortable in your own company. And you make far better choices about who you keep in your life when you truly value yourself.

         When you are okay on your own, it’s easier to maintain standards and personal boundaries and be discriminating about the company you keep. You can hold out for friends and partners who enrich your life and stay away from those who don’t. But when you are afraid of being alone, you are at risk of grabbing hold of anyone who will save you from the discomfort of solitude. I’ve seen this dynamic play out in other people and I played it out myself after my divorce. I didn’t know how to be alone so I fell into a couple of relationships that were, to put it mildly, less than ideal. I became involved with men who wouldn’t commit, men who were horribly inconsistent, and men who were blisteringly careless with my feelings. I didn’t advocate for myself and it took me way too long to walk away, because the alternative was simply too terrifying. When the fear of ending a relationship is scarier than the pain of staying in it, you lose all power in the partnership, and you lose all power in your own life. 117

         Not everyone makes as poor romantic choices as I do. Still, choosing a less than ideal partner to avoid being alone can have serious consequences in the long term. Of course, every relationship involves compromises; you will never find anyone whose preferences and desires match yours in every tiny detail. But there is a very big difference between ‘compromise’ and ‘sacrifice’, and when you sacrifice your needs or core values in a relationship, you end up sacrificing your integrity, self-esteem, wellbeing and mental health. Being in an emotionally unsafe or unfulfilling relationship can lead to pervasive, abject misery. Worse, it can lead to the type of profound loneliness you simply would not experience on your own.

         The capacity to be alone helps you to know yourself, to learn to trust yourself, and to develop a strong sense of self. And without this, it is easy to fall into relationship patterns that do not serve you. At best, you may not get your emotional needs met; at worst, you may be open to exploitation or abuse. Without a strong sense of who you are and what you want, you may default to the will of others, and those others might not have your best interests at heart. And when you are unable to be alone – when you remain in a relationship out of need or desperation – you become intensely vulnerable. It is impossible to maintain standards or boundaries if you are never prepared to walk away. If your partner treats you poorly or betrays your trust, you will have relinquished all bargaining power. You will essentially be at the mercy of their goodwill, and this is an extremely disempowered position from which to create a fulfilling relationship.

         If you want to find healthy and satisfying relationships, you need to learn to be okay on your own. It gives you the power to say no to social situations and to people who aren’t good for 118you. It gives you the power to keep your standards high, your boundaries firm, and your dignity intact. And it gives you the power to walk away from relationships that don’t serve you, because you will know that it is far, far better to spend time on your own than to spend time with the wrong person.

         Have healthy connections

         The capacity to be alone doesn’t just help you to attract the right relationships – it also helps you to connect deeply with the people already in your lives. Stephanie Dowrick talks a great deal about this in her book Intimacy and Solitude.1 Without a strong sense of self, she explains, you are at risk of experiencing others as ‘self-objects’ and not as whole human beings. In other words, when you cannot be alone, you may use other people as a means of escape – from loneliness, from boredom, or from the thoughts in your head. You may see other people only in terms of what they can do for you rather than appreciating them for their own unique selves, with their own thoughts, feelings and needs.

         In my years on the dating scene, I met many men who saw women as ‘self-objects’, specifically, as a means to escape loneliness. They would speak at length about themselves and ask pretty much nothing about me. Many talked incessantly about the pain of their divorce, as though I was a therapist and not a potential romantic interest. A first date with this type of man would leave me feeling profoundly unseen. It didn’t seem to matter who I was, what I thought or what I wanted. The man needed someone to talk to about his problems, and I would do just fine.

         Of course, it’s not just men who do this – plenty of women jump into relationships with the first person they meet, and 119people of all genders can use other people as crutches simply to avoid being on their own. I know women and men who surround themselves with casual ‘friends’, filling up their schedules with endless arrangements so that they will never need to spend an evening alone. They don’t bond meaningfully with these ‘friends’ nor connect with them on a deep level. They use other people for distraction and entertainment, much as they would use a video game or TV. They regard other human beings as a sort of social petrol bowser: they stop, fill up their tank and move on. As cultural analyst Sherry Turkle explains, ‘When you don’t have the capacity for solitude, you turn to other people in order to feel less anxious or to feel alive. You don’t calmly and deeply connect with them. When this happens, we’re not able to appreciate who they are. It’s as though we’re using them as spare parts to support our fragile sense of self.’2

         Being okay in your own company is essential if you want to be a good friend and partner to other people. A healthy connection is based on mutual respect and affection, not the desire to be rescued from yourself.

         Get comfortable

         One of the great truisms of the self-help industry is that you cannot love another person until you learn to love yourself. But while the saying might have some validity, I don’t find it to be particularly helpful. Plenty of people with low self-esteem manage to love other people. And besides, how can you measure self-love? Doesn’t it fluctuate day by day?

         So here is a concept I find a little more useful: if you are not comfortable with yourself then you will not be comfortable in 120relationships. Comfort is easier to measure than self-love, and it is more achievable, too. And it makes sense that your comfort levels will affect your interactions. Your self is the lens through which you see the world, so how you feel about yourself will invariably impact the way you feel about other people. If you are needy, desperate or frightened of being alone, you will be needy, desperate and frightened with others. You will be anxiously scrutinising them for signs of disapproval or detachment, which will prevent you from relaxing and seeing them for who they truly are.

         And isn’t this the basis of any real connection, for people to see each other for who they are?

         Which brings me to the next point: if you don’t truly know yourself then you are never going to feel deeply known by anyone else. To feel seen for your true self, to feel loved for your true self, you first need to know who that ‘self’ actually is. If you haven’t spent enough time alone to develop a strong sense of self then you will always be at risk of feeling like a fraud. Even if you are liked by other people – even if you are loved by one special person – you may not feel deserving of that affection. You might feel as though you are loved only for your public façade rather than for your true, authentic, private self.

         To learn who you are, you need to spend time in your own company, to be your own friend and observer, and to discover what makes you tick. Only when you have a strong sense of yourself will you be able to believe that other people know you too. And only when you understand yourself can you allow yourself to be truly known. After all, you can’t have genuine intimacy with another person if you are cut off from your feelings and thoughts. You can’t make deep emotional connections with people if you 121don’t know what you believe. And you certainly can’t get your needs met in a relationship if you don’t even know what they are.

         Figuring out what you need and want from a relationship can be quite hard work. It’s challenging enough to decide what you want to eat for lunch when there’s a lot of food in the fridge – deciding what you want from your relationships can take some serious contemplation. Do you want safety? Adventure? Excitement? Calm? Do you want support and nurturing, or freedom and admiration? Do you want to laugh a lot or have intellectual stimulation, or strong sexual chemistry, or a mentor and guide? These are big, important questions that take time and contemplation, questions you can’t answer if you are never alone with your thoughts.

         A bit of solitude gives you time to develop self-awareness, which is vital for understanding yourself and others. If you don’t understand your own behaviour, how can you make sense of other people’s actions? If you aren’t in touch with your own emotions, how can you empathically respond to the emotions of others? The more you learn about yourself, the more you can understand other people. The more you are aware of your own feelings, the more you can relate to the feelings of others. The more you recognise your own needs, flaws and deficits, the more tolerance you will have for the needs, flaws and deficits of your loved ones.

         Self-awareness can help you to behave well in relationships by allowing an understanding of your motivations and responses. Just as the unexamined life may not be worth living, the unexamined relationship may not be worth having. I know, for example, that when I am frustrated, scared or tired, I can lash out at the people I care most about. I know that when I’m envious of another 122person, I can sometimes channel that envy into resentment. And I know that when I am feeling very vulnerable, I am prone to misinterpreting other people’s words. This self-awareness has helped me to modify my behaviours and become less reactive in challenging situations. If I had never paused and thought about my patterns – if I had never taken the time to reflect and review – I’d still be reacting as I did when I was a child.

         Avoid enmeshment

         Even in the best relationships, the ability to spend time alone is invaluable. Being more self-reliant helps you to nurture and support yourself, and to not expect the other people in your lives to meet all your needs. After all, one of the greatest problems facing modern relationships – and particularly romantic partnerships – is the tendency to expect way too much from your significant other.

         An eighteenth-century wife might have been content with a husband who provided food and shelter and didn’t beat her or the kids. An eighteenth-century husband might have been happy with a wife who bore his children, cooked and cleaned, and had sex with him on occasion. Most of us twenty-first-century humans want a great deal more from our romantic partners. We want our partner to be our best friend, our greatest support and our loudest cheerleader. We want to have great sex, great communication, shared parenting and lots of laughs. We want to feel financially supported, share the duties around the house and sleep together each night for the rest of our lives. We want to have similar interests and political leanings, and to like each other’s family and friends. And we want to feel deeply connected 123with each other at all times; if we don’t, we feel there is something terribly wrong with our relationship.

         We want our partner to be everything. We want our partner to be our soulmate.

         Having a soulmate is a lovely concept, but it is one based on a myth. The whole ‘soulmate’ ideal arises from Greek mythology – specifically, from Plato’s philosophical text Symposium – and not from any aspect of the human experience. Plato described early human beings who were born with two faces, two lots of sexual organs, four hands and four legs. After being cruelly chopped in two by Zeus, they each spent the rest of their lives trying to find their other half. ‘Love is the name for our pursuit of wholeness,’ Plato wrote, ‘for our desire to be complete.’

         This idea of finding our other half is deeply romantic, but it is not especially plausible. Still, many of us do aspire to a soulmate relationship, in which we will be ‘completed’ by another person. This desire places enormous pressure on our romantic partnerships and creates unrealistic expectations of marriage. As Anthony Storr has suggested, ‘It may be our idealization of interpersonal relationships in the West that causes marriage, supposedly the most intimate tie, to be so unstable. If you did not look to marriage as the principal source of happiness, fewer marriages would end in tears.’3

         The higher your expectations of your romantic relationships, the more disappointed you will be when they inevitably fail to match the ideal. No-one can be everything to another person. Human beings are not Greek myths! The greater your inner resources – the more you can comfort, nurture and entertain yourself – the less demands you will place on the other people in your life. And the less you demand from the people with 124whom you are involved, the freer you will be to simply love and enjoy them.

         Being okay alone also helps you to avoid becoming enmeshed with other people. Enmeshment occurs when there is a blurring of personal boundaries – two people in a relationship might ‘feel’ each other’s feelings and find it difficult to establish where one begins and the other ends. In an enmeshed relationship, one person might feel responsible for the other’s emotions, be unable to identify their own needs as separate from the other’s, or unconsciously see the other person as an extension of themself. Even small differences between the two partners become threatening as the relationship is defined by shared goals and shared feelings.

         We’re all vulnerable to feeling a little bit enmeshed with the people closest to us. I know that I feel my kids’ pain as keenly as they do – or, at least, I need to work very hard not to. But being very enmeshed with your loved ones can create intense vulnerability as your mood will always depend on theirs. What’s more, your freedom to live authentically and fully will be curtailed as you will always be trying to stay in line with them. Of course, all relationships involve compromise; marriage and parenthood, particularly, are a series of compromises. But compromise involves finding a midpoint between two different goals, whereas enmeshment involves relinquishing individual needs entirely. If you are comfortable in your own company – if you know that you are a separate, whole person and not just an extension of your partner or child or parent – then you can accept the differences between you and not see those differences as a challenge to the relationship.

         I experienced the joys of an un-enmeshed relationship a couple of years ago when I holidayed in Hawaii for a couple of weeks with 125my friend Kylie. She wanted to see the manta rays; I wanted to lie by the pool. She wanted to go for a run; I wanted to stroll listening to podcasts. She wanted to read her book; I wanted to chat with other tourists. It worked beautifully as we were both happy for the other to do their own thing. As we weren’t enmeshed, we could enjoy each other’s company and not be fussed by our differences in style. And we knew that we could spend an afternoon or a day apart and still be perfectly fine on our own.

         When you are okay being alone, you can give your friends and partners space. And there needs to be space in a relationship because it keeps things interesting and fresh. Clinginess isn’t endearing, and neither is a lack of inner resources. There is more to talk about when you have a rich inner life; you bring more to the table in a relationship when you can do things on your own. The more interesting the secret world of your mind, the more attractive you become to other people.

         And of course, spending time on your own makes you a better friend and partner because it gives you a chance to recharge. You can’t be emotionally available to other people all the time without taking time out for yourself. You have more to offer the people you love when your emotional tanks are full.

         ‘With four kids, it’s vital I recharge,’ a Twitter user messages.

         ‘I’m a better partner when I spend some time alone,’ writes another. ‘I can’t keep giving to my husband without some time to myself.’

         My friend Alice is one of the warmest people I know. She is always a delight to be around and always deeply interested in others. When I spend time with Alice, she listens actively, is cheerful and chatty, and gives me her full attention. But Alice also spends a great deal of time alone and is extremely comfortable 126saying no to arrangements. She takes herself off on silent retreats and spends entire days at home by herself. Alice prioritises filling her emotional tank and giving herself the downtime she needs so that when she engages with her friends, she has plenty to give.

         Fight loneliness

         One of the most surprising benefits of meaningful solitude is that it helps to ward off loneliness. And one of the most surprising consequences of loneliness is that it is extremely toxic for relationships.

         Chronically lonely people can fall into a vicious cycle of loneliness. When a person feels isolated, they can lose confidence in themselves, and in their ability to engage with other people. This loss of self-esteem can create a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy: they feel worthless and anxious, and develop a heightened sensitivity to rejection. Despite their craving for connection, their insecurity wins out, so they either avoid social situations or mess up opportunities when they occur.

         Learning to be okay on your own can help break this vicious cycle. The more connected you feel to yourself when you are alone, the less threatening you will find periods of solitude. The less threatening you find solitude, the more defences you will have against loneliness. And the richer your inner resources and sense of self, the more confident you will feel in social interactions.

         Paradoxically, the greater your capacity to be alone, the easier and more rewarding your relationships will be.
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         127Learning to be okay on your own helps you to:

         	make better choices about who you invite into your life

            	have healthier connections with the people in your life

            	feel more comfortable with yourself and others

            	ward off loneliness.

         

            Schedule a period of alone time during your week, just as you would schedule in other appointments. And then honour that commitment to yourself, just as you would honour your commitments to other people.
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            CHAPTER 9

            Creativity

         

         
            ‘There is no life I know to compare with pure imagination.’

            Willy Wonka, Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory
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         A room of your own

         I wrote a lot of this book at a house on the Central Coast of New South Wales. My parents and kids were back in Sydney, and I was all alone. I could hear only the ocean in the distance, the ticking clock in the kitchen, the birds cheeping, and the occasional possum scampering on the roof (which scared the life out of me when it happened at three in the morning).

         I needed the solitude in order to work. I couldn’t sustain the focus necessary to write several thousand words in one stretch while I was being constantly interrupted. I came up to the coast on my own three times while writing this book, and I recognise my great privilege in being able to do so. This is what Virginia Woolf would have wanted for me; it is what she wanted for all women. In A Room of One’s Own, she argued that women need solitude to be afforded the same creative opportunities as men.1

         I honoured her memory. I also got a lot of work done.

         I need alone time to concentrate. You do too. This is why exams are sat in silence, why noise-cancelling headphones are so popular, and why some people need to turn off their car radios to do a tricky reverse park. (Surely I’m not the only one who does this?) And you particularly need solitude in order to be creative. You cannot produce original thought without quality time alone in your own mind. 131

         Human beings do not multitask effectively. More accurately, human beings do not multitask at all. What you may think of as multitasking – writing a paper while responding to messages, watching a TV show while playing an online game, talking to a friend while checking the cricket score – is not multitasking at all. It is juggling. When you try to do several things at once, you are constantly shifting your attention between them. You write your paper, you hear the ding of your phone, you answer the text, you go back to the paper, and then you do it all over again every time you are interrupted. You are repeatedly switching between the different tasks, and every single time you switch, your brain needs to reconfigure in order to focus again.

         This is the ‘switch-cost effect’, writes Johann Hari in his book Stolen Focus: Why you can’t pay attention.2 When it happens – when you diverge from your primary task and then back again – your brain slows down, your capacity to think is undermined and your performance is diminished. Of course, this isn’t an issue if you’re performing a simple task like sorting laundry or finding a parking spot. But if your task requires creativity, or accuracy, or deep analysis, you need to be able to focus. And to focus, you need to be left alone.

         John Birmingham is a bestselling (and prolific) author of novels and works of non-fiction. He tells me that distractions don’t just impede his creative process, they can pretty much shut it down. ‘The weird thing about writing,’ he says, ‘you have to construct an entire world inside your head and then populate it with semi-real people, and get inside their heads. It’s a conjuring trick that’s really difficult to pull off if you have any connection to the real world.’

         Before the pandemic, Birmingham worked alone from home and cut out all distractions in order to be productive. ‘To squeeze 132six hours [of writing] out requires an enormous amount of focus and rigour,’ he tells me. ‘You need these long, concentrated periods. I don’t have the phone within reach, I don’t have apps turned on, I don’t sign into the sites on my desktop. If I have to tweet out a link I will walk upstairs and open my iPad and do it from that.’

         But then suddenly, during the pandemic, ‘the place was populated’! Birmingham’s wife and two young adult kids were working from home, interfering with his focus. Something as simple as his wife asking for a cup of tea could put him off his work for the entire day. He tried noise-cancelling headphones, playing white noise to drown out the sounds of his family. Sometimes he would go out onto the veranda for a couple of hours and work standing up. Often, when he was distracted by a family member, he would give up altogether.

         ‘Just this week I’ve had the house to myself for the first time in a while,’ he told me. ‘I wandered around the empty house soaking up the lack of human contact.’

         He sounded pretty chuffed.

         The DMN

         Alone time gives you the opportunity to be creative without distractions, and it gives you freedom from other people’s thoughts so that you can access your own. In modern life, you are constantly bombarded with other people’s voices: in your home, in group chats, in your social life and on social media. Human beings are social, so you cannot help but be influenced by what other people think and feel. You cannot help but absorb their opinions about the world, about issues and about yourself. If you want original thought, and if you wish to tap into creativity, 133you need to turn inwards. You need to take a break from other people’s input, shut down the cacophony of voices and allow your own ideas to arise.

         I make a living from sharing my opinions, and obviously I want you to read them! But I also want you to have the time and the space to come up with your own ideas. Being creative is a vital part of being human, and your original thought is what makes you unique. You can spend your whole life consuming other people’s ideas, but there is truly something empowering about generating your own.

         Spending time alone with your thoughts allows you to drift into daydreaming, and it is in daydreaming, when your brain is at rest, that original ideas are born. When you are focused on a task or a problem, your brain works in a linear way, progressing systematically from one idea to the next. This sometimes produces results, and it sometimes doesn’t. You have probably had the experience of hitting a mental roadblock when you’re trying to come up with a solution or idea. And who hasn’t tried desperately to remember a word or a name only to get further away from it the harder you try?

         But when you stop concentrating and let your mind relax, the solution will often appear as if by magic, or the word will pop into your brain. There is a scientific reason for this paradox. Researchers have discovered that the human brain has two modes of attention: the task-positive network and the task-negative network (also known as the default mode network (DMN), or daydreaming mode). These are made up of networks of neurons, much like electrical circuits within the brain.3

         The task-positive network is active when you’re focused fully on a task, such as writing a shopping list or trying to 134solve a puzzle. The task-negative network is active when your mind is free to wander wherever it likes – when you’re walking without your phone, for example, or folding the laundry. When one network is active, the other is at rest, so you cannot be concentrating on a task and daydreaming at the same time. You may believe that you are using your brain when you are concentrating, and that you are at rest when you are daydreaming. But, in fact, the brain is extremely active in its task-negative state. It is thinking laterally, constantly gathering and evaluating information, and making new and unexpected connections between ideas.

         There are many activities that can engage your task-negative state: housework, exercise, driving, resting on the couch. But one of the most creatively rewarding solitary activities is undoubtedly the humble shower. A 2020 study conducted by psychologist Scott Barry Kaufman found that seventy-two per cent of people have experienced new ideas in the shower, which is why long showers are so popular. I am one of the seventy-two per cent, as is comedian Adam Spencer.

         Spencer’s mind is a whirlwind: in conversation and in life, he flits from one idea to the next. In addition to writing and performing comedy, he is a media personality, former radio host and the author of several bestselling books on mathematics. When I ask Spencer if he spends time alone with his thoughts, he replies that he does, but ‘nowhere near enough’.

         ‘I’m not consciously trying to avoid my thoughts,’ he says, ‘but taking time to step back is a skill set I don’t inhabit very well.’

         Though he recognises the benefits of alone time (‘on the rare occasions I manage to do it, it seems quite beneficial’), he is constantly task-focused and constantly learning. In any moment 135of downtime he will read a book, or learn a new chess move, or go to the gym, or solve a puzzle. He spends huge periods of time on his phone, powering through websites that inspire him, finding ideas for his shows, or picking up interesting maths facts to include in his books.

         For Spencer, as for many people I interviewed, virtually his only alone time is in the shower. And it is in the shower that his default mode network is activated and his creative brain does its work. ‘With creative problems like structuring a speech or a maths problem, I will be in the shower and figure it out,’ he tells me. ‘They come to me fairly quickly.’

         Author Ginger Gorman also enjoys the creative power of the shower, but she explains to me that it is the solitude that is significant, not the water. ‘It is that modern life is so frenetic that you don’t give your brain space to quietly think about anything,’ she says. ‘In the shower you don’t have the noise. You’ve turned the volume right down. We need to find those moments in other spaces in our lives as well.’

         Daydreaming

         Creative people thrive on solitude; we need the space and the time to access our thoughts and imaginations. My middle child, too, has been a daydreamer her entire life. Since she was a toddler, she would noticeably tune out from conversations around her and seemingly get lost in her own private thoughts. It could be frustrating, particularly when she seemed to have no recollection of what was going on around her. We used to call her ‘dreamy’, ‘vague’ and a ‘space cadet’. But at a very young age she began doodling regularly, and then she began drawing. She has 136since created an entire portfolio of original characters who she animates into life.

         We thought she was a space cadet. She was actually creating.

         Political theorist Matthew Bowker writes, ‘It has always interested me that those people you call “space cadets”, who seem to be off in outer space in a university classroom or a business meeting, are really in “inner space”, in their own minds, enjoying solitary time even while in the presence of others.’4

         As a writer, I deeply appreciate the benefits of daydreaming. Ideas don’t always come to me when I sit down and try to summon them – they generally come to me when I take a break from summoning. They come to me when I am doing the housework, or walking, or, annoyingly, when I’m driving or showering. I often need to pull my car over to the kerb to dictate an idea into my phone or get out of the shower to quickly jot down notes. Much of my life as a writer doesn’t look much like writing at all; it looks like pacing around the house, or vacuuming the floor, or walking around my local shops. Graham Wallas described this process as ‘incubation’ in his 1926 book The Art of Thought.5 In incubation, you allow your mind to wander and harness the power of your unconscious.

         Author and journalist Steven Kotler has a different term for this incubation period, referring to it, delightfully, as ‘non-time’. Non-time is time spent just with your own thoughts, away from other people and other stressors. ‘Non-time,’ he writes, ‘gives us a little distance from our problems. That allows us to see things from multiple perspectives, to consider another’s point of view. If we don’t have the time to get that space from our emotions and take a break from the world, then we won’t have the luxury of alternative possibilities.’6 137

         My friend Kylie Ladd, a novelist and neuropsychologist, writes about the benefits of daydreaming in her paper ‘The unexpected idea’. Citing Coleridge, Picasso, Robert Louis Stevenson and Mozart among creative geniuses who found inspiration in daydreams (or, in Robert Louis Stevenson’s case, actual dreams), she also mentions innovators such as nineteenth-century Russian scientist Dmitri Mendeleev, Archimedes and Isaac Newton, who all used non-time to generate ideas.7

         Innovation, like creativity, relies on original thought, and original thought requires time spent alone.

         Inventor Nikola Tesla agreed. ‘The mind is sharper and keener in seclusion and uninterrupted solitude,’ he said in 1934. ‘Originality thrives in seclusion, free of outside influences beating upon us to cripple the creative mind. Be alone, that is the secret of invention; be alone, that is where ideas are born.’8

         Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak is also a huge fan of solitude. ‘I don’t believe anything really revolutionary has been invented by committee,’ he writes in his memoir, iWoz. ‘Most inventors and engineers I’ve met are like me. They’re shy and they live in their heads. They’re almost like artists. In fact, the very best of them are artists. And artists work best alone … Not on a committee. Not on a team.’9

         Creativity at work

         Unfortunately, few modern workplaces or universities seem to have got Wozniak’s memo. Group work, collaboration and brainstorming are the norm, and open-plan offices are standard. Non-time – time to daydream, time to do nothing – is strongly discouraged, because it isn’t considered productive. 138

         ‘I HATE OPEN PLAN OFFICES,’ tweeted journalist Ellen Fanning in 2022. ‘WHY DO THEY DO THIS TO US??? YOU CAN’T HEAR. YOU CAN’T THINK. AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH’

         Even in our post-pandemic world, in which working from home is common, moments of solitude during the workday are rare. Employees are expected to be constantly available and always online, which can stop them from working to their full potential. When you are constantly interrupted by colleagues and online notifications, you can’t achieve the focused concentration required for peak performance.

         Research has proven that open-plan offices reduce productivity, and that brainstorming in groups produces fewer and poorer quality ideas.10 And this move away from solitude will inevitably have consequences on innovation and creativity. British physicist and Nobel prize winner Peter Higgs has stated that he doesn’t believe he would even be employed in today’s culture because he is not productive enough. ‘It’s difficult to imagine how I would ever have enough peace and quiet in the present sort of climate,’ he said, ‘to do what I did in 1964.’11

         Journalist Suzi O’Shea understands the importance of alone time for creatives. Originally a freelancer, O’Shea left the quiet solitude of working from home to take a leadership job in a twenty-four-hour newsroom. Without the silence she needed to work, think and reflect, she felt herself growing more and more burdened. ‘I knew it was killing my soul,’ she tells me. ‘It was manifesting physically.’

         O’Shea was not just concerned for herself: she was concerned for her creative team. It was impossible, she knew, for anyone to do their best work in such a chaotic environment. ‘They need to 139sit with their work, they need to reflect on their work. They need silence to be creative and to have imagination,’ she says. ‘That’s not going to come from constant noise. The noise will drown it out.’

         It can be tough, nigh on impossible, to change a culture, and eventually O’Shea resigned. The relief was palpable. The silence was a saviour. In just three days, she says, she could see the difference in her face. ‘It was like the light was turned back on.’

         Be a leader

         Even if you’re not a creative or an inventor, creative thought is important. Alone time is where you can gain insights and revelations, come up with new goals or solve problems in your life. ‘Spending time in your own thoughts enables brainstorming without “correction”, self-reflection without judgement, dreaming without criticism,’ writes social media user Steven.

         Original thought and creativity are especially vital for leaders. People in leadership positions need to be able to think for themselves and come up with new and innovative ideas. And they need to develop the courage and the strength of character to act on their convictions and to not just follow the party line. Unfortunately, as anyone who follows politics will know, this is increasingly rarely the case.

         Writer William Deresiewicz believes we are facing a crisis of leadership because most leaders lack vision and know only how to keep the old routines going. ‘I can assure you,’ he says, ‘from personal experience that there are a lot of highly educated people who don’t know how to think at all.’12

         Mike Erwin, co-author of Lead Yourself First, is also passionate about the role of solitude in leadership and the importance of 140learning to think. If a person doesn’t lead themselves first, he argues – if they simply fall in with other people’s opinions and ideas – how can they effectively lead others? ‘Most leaders find who practice [solitude],’ he says, ‘… they are just much more effective as leaders, and better at building relationships with people. And they show up better because of the fact that they’re leading themselves first.’13

         Heal yourself

         Solitude gives you the power to be creative, and creativity can be extremely healing. Making art can be genuinely cathartic: you can express yourself through art in an emotionally safe way that isn’t always possible in social interactions. Art can help you to process your difficult feelings and make sense of the world around you. Whether you’re dealing with trauma, loss, depression or pain, expressing yourself through art can help you to regain a sense of control over your life.

         There are all sorts of ways to be creative and many different forms of art. I write, other people play musical instruments or paint or make jewellery in their spare time. My youngest daughter spends hours making candles and has filled one side of our kitchen bench with wax and wicks and moulds. Whatever the form of creative expression, the act of creating can be profoundly therapeutic. Making art can relieve stress and increase relaxation; after all, when you are focused on your painting, or pottery, or music, you are diverted from thinking about your day-to-day life. And the sense of achievement that comes from realising a creative vision can be deeply fulfilling and increase your self-esteem. 141
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         You need a bit of alone time to explore your imagination and harness the power of your daydreams. You need a bit of alone time to think laterally, come up with original ideas and engage in creative thought. No matter what your talents, you are capable of being creative and of making meaningful art, but you must be prepared to spend some time in the secret world of your mind.

         
            Try any creative endeavour for half an hour, even if you have never considered yourself to be creative. Write. Draw. Sculpt something out of clay or plasticine. Knit or crochet. Do decoupage or beading. Take photos with your phone or make a short film. Don’t worry about the outcome or judge the final product – your enjoyment of the experience is the point.
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            CHAPTER 10

            Expand Your Life

         

         
            ‘I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude.’

            Henry David Thoreau
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         Make memories

         Just before the Covid pandemic swept the world, I travelled to New York for a tour. I spent a week in the city, joining my group in the mornings and wandering around on my own most afternoons. Some evenings I would meet the group for dinner and on other nights I chose to eat by myself. I made a couple of good friends on the tour and had some wonderful moments with the entire group, notably a rowdy New Year’s Eve dinner at a theatre restaurant.

         But my very best and most memorable moments in New York were the ones I spent alone. I roamed Soho by myself one afternoon, popping in and out of shops and museums, drinking decent coffee at a little café. I skipped the group dinner one evening to eat a White Castle burger in an underground mall. (Yes, I am very basic in my tastes, and yes, it was incredible.) I took myself to see Hamilton on Broadway and was completely entranced by the performance. I thoroughly enjoyed my time with the rest of the group – we saw a Harlem gospel choir, took the Staten Island ferry, visited Sex and the City landmarks – but there was an intensity to the adventures I had on my own. I was truly absorbed in those experiences; they imprinted on me in a way that the shared experiences did not.

         Social psychologist Professor Daniel Gilbert found that people 145form stronger memories when they have experiences alone, and this was definitely true for me.1 Being alone intensified my experiences because I was free to focus entirely on my own sensations. When I watch a show with a friend, I am aware of them sitting next to me and am conscious of their levels of enjoyment and comfort. But when I saw Hamilton on my own, I didn’t need to worry about anyone else’s pleasure. I just sat and immersed myself in the show without distractions. When eating a meal with another person, I am multitasking, dividing my attention between my companion and my tastebuds. In New York at White Castle, I was free to focus entirely on my burger and fries (which, as I mentioned, were spectacular).

         Other people are very distracting, even when you’re just trying to eat, which is why we sometimes close our eyes when tasting good food in company. To truly savour a meal, we need to shut out the distractions and have a tiny moment of solitude.

         Of course, sharing experiences with other people can be wonderful. I love going out for meals with my friends, or going on holidays with my family, or spending evenings in front of the TV with my kids. But if you want to truly immerse yourself in special experiences and form visceral memories, sometimes, you need to do so alone.

         Go with the flow

         Spending time on your own is also necessary if you ever want to experience flow. And you should aim to experience flow because it is one of life’s peak experiences.

         The term ‘flow’ was coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi to refer to a state of deep absorption in a task 146with an intrinsic purpose. As a writer, I often refer to the flow state as ‘being in the zone’: I lose track of time, the outside world slips away, and nothing exists but me and the words on my computer screen. Being in flow is a state of mindfulness; when you are in flow, you are totally present and totally in the moment.

         You can experience flow when you are engaged in any goal-oriented task that requires concentration and effort, such as working, running, dancing, painting, baking or fixing a car. There are some activities during which you can achieve flow in the company of others – playing sports or chess, for example – but most experiences of flow require solitude and undisturbed focus. You must be willing to be alone, and to immerse yourself fully in the task, and you must have uninterrupted time and space to do so.

         Alone time gives you opportunities to reach flow, and flow is incredibly rewarding, and can greatly enhance your wellbeing. Csikszentmihalyi found that people who experience flow are happier than people who don’t, and that flow experiences can help you to build resilience, reduce stress and cope with difficult times, as well as bringing meaning to your life.2 During the pandemic, according to Chinese researchers, spending time in flow was more effective at reducing stress than mindfulness. What’s more, people who were able to get into flow states could often maintain their pre-pandemic levels of happiness, no matter how long they were in isolation.3

         The capacity for solitude is vital if you want to reach flow, and it is also vital if you want to achieve excellence at any task. Swedish psychologist K. Anders Ericsson used the term ‘deliberate practice’ to refer to the work you need to do to improve your performance in a particular area. Deliberate practice is effortful 147and requires concentration, and concentration requires solitude. I see my daughter engage in deliberate practice every day; though she studies animation at university, she also spends hours and hours alone at home working on her own art projects.

         Susan Cain, author of Quiet, found that musicians, chess players and elite athletes who practise alone improve more than those who practise with others, and that college students who study alone learn more than those who work in groups.4 This is partly because other people can be distracting and break your concentration. But you also need solo practice or study to focus on your own needs for improvement as opposed to what is best for the group. If you wish to explore your talents, strive for excellence or reach your potential, you must be prepared to spend time on your own.

         Open up options

         On a practical level, the willingness to be alone gives you so many more options for experiences. When you aren’t constrained by the desires of other people, you are free to live a much fuller life.

         Shortly after the international borders reopened, I visited an outdoor bar at the Sydney Opera House with a friend. We got talking to a young woman who was sitting on her own, drinking a glass of champagne in the sun. She was dressed to the nines in a cocktail frock and high heels, with her hair in the kind of chic messy bun I’ve never been able to master. It turned out that she was visiting for a week from New Zealand, but all of her Australian friends had Covid.

         ‘I didn’t want to miss out on coming to the Opera Bar,’ she said, ‘so I decided to come by myself!’ 148

         She chatted to us, and then to another couple, and then ordered another glass of champagne. When we left a couple of hours later, she was sitting with a group of Asian tourists and cheerily taking their photo.

         She could have stayed home and never seen the Opera House. She could have gone back to New Zealand. But that lovely young woman refused to let solitude hold her back from enjoying her trip.

         The fear of being alone can prevent you from living your life to the fullest. If you are not prepared to have experiences by yourself then you are dependent on other people to realise your dreams. If you want to visit Paris, or to go mountain biking, or to see the latest Marvel movie, you need to find somebody else willing to do the same. And if you can’t find someone to accompany you then you forgo the experience entirely.

         Often the reason that people avoid doing things on their own has nothing to do with personal safety or their own abilities: it has to do with the stigma attached to solitude. Teresa Rodriguez helps women to travel solo, and she found that it is shame, not fear, that holds women back. ‘When I researched the women in my network about what they were afraid of when they travelled by themselves,’ she said in a 2013 TED talk, ‘it wasn’t scorpions or being taken by terrorists. It was dining alone.’5 Rodriguez advises women to be brave, to follow their own desires, and to go where they want to go. When they are prepared to have experiences on their own, they open up so many more options.

         ‘I took off at twenty-six,’ writer Van Badham tells me. ‘I have been to, like, thirty countries on my own.’ She has visited countries where she didn’t know a soul, but she would meet people and use the time to observe details of the culture. She would visit local 149supermarkets, get lost in a gallery and spend hours just watching and learning. ‘I love travelling like that,’ she says. ‘You don’t have to entertain anyone. You have time to absorb all of the things. It’s a very stimulating way to travel.’

         Media personality Sami Lukis first travelled alone during an extremely challenging time in her life. Her beloved grandmother had died, she had ended a long-term relationship, and she had discovered her fertility was in decline. Having ‘always been scared of solo travel’, she chose New York, where two of her friends were living.

         The friends were both working full time, so she would see them at night and spend her days on her own, just wandering around the city. After years of absorbing the cultural messaging that being alone is undesirable and sad, Sami realised that solo travel was exhilarating. ‘I just embraced it,’ she tells me. ‘I thought, what have I been scared of my whole life? This is incredible.’

         Sami now loves to travel solo, shop on her own and eat in restaurants by herself. She tells me about a particular restaurant in New York that she visits on each of her trips. ‘It’s this jostling, energetic, crazy, bustling restaurant that is full of groups of women having lunches together. There’s a bar with four seats at it, and it’s my favourite thing to do to sit there on my own, have their amazing quinoa salad, a beautiful glass of wine, and just sit and think.’

         Spending time on your own opens up possibilities for adventure and helps to build courage and confidence. When you are in the constant company of others, you can develop learned helplessness; if you never have to solve a problem, negotiate with a stranger, or deal with a crisis on your own, you tend to believe you can’t do so. 150

         This certainly happened to me when I was married. I never learned to find my own way around a new city because I always let my husband navigate when we were travelling. I never discovered my own taste in art or furniture or linen because my husband was responsible for decorating our home. I never arranged my own home renovations because my husband did that too. But once we were divorced and I moved into a new apartment with the kids, I was responsible for absolutely everything. And, as hard as it was to establish and maintain a home, it gave me deep satisfaction and pride. There was no-one else to pick up the reins but me, so I had no choice but to muddle through. I furnished my home myself, took the kids on holidays, managed my own finances and even repaired my own broken lights. (Or, at least, I arranged for the electrician to do so.) I realised that none of it was as difficult as I had imagined and that I was far more capable (and stylish!) than I had believed. I developed confidence in my abilities and belief in myself, which I then channelled into the rest of my life. Doing things on your own builds resilience and skills and teaches you to trust in yourself. And the more you trust in yourself, the more confident you grow, and the less you need others for validation and approval.

         Gaining independence and courage is also incredibly liberating. ‘For me, my generation, everything you were taught growing up was that happiness and success were defined by being in a relationship with someone else, and if you were alone, it was undesirable,’ Sami tells me. ‘So when you are in that moment, and you are in a foreign city on your own, or sitting on a flight on your own, it’s a feeling of empowerment. I’m enjoying this! I love this! And there’s nothing wrong with me!’ 151

         I felt this sense of empowerment when I wandered the streets of New York, and when I stayed alone in the house on the coast. The silence was confronting, and my first night alone in the big old house in the middle of a forest unnerved me. I lay awake for hours, startled by the trees brushing the windows and the occasional possum scampering on the roof. But by the next day I had gained confidence, and I relished the time to think, to write, to go for long walks, to read, and to eat whatever and whenever I liked. I felt proud that I had conquered a fear and that I was able to be comfortable all on my own.

         Van Badham, too, finds solo travel empowering. ‘I’m a long-walk-at-night person,’ she says, ‘and I refuse the cultural conditioning that tells me that as a woman I should be afraid of the night. I have walked through Bangkok at night on my own and it was incredible. I am not going to be constrained.’

         She talks about the pleasure of learning to find her way around new cities. ‘You need to be individually and situationally aware,’ she tells me. ‘Develop an internal compass. Get in tune with your spidey senses. You only develop this alone.’

         Find meaning outside relationships

         Learning to enjoy solo activities doesn’t just expand your options, it also helps you to find meaning in your life outside of relationships. Psychiatrist Anthony Storr argues that we place too much emphasis on love and interpersonal relationships as the source of all contentment and joy; he believes that work, in particular, is undervalued as a way of finding meaning and happiness in life. Storr cites famous creatives such as Newton, Descartes, Nietzsche and Kant, all of whom gained great 152fulfilment from work in the absence of strong attachments to other people.6

         Researcher Bella DePaulo argues the same in her famous TED talk, What No One Ever Told You About People Who are Single. ‘A happy life,’ she says, ‘a good life, is not just about love, not even the most expansive kind. We humans also crave autonomy and mastery and purpose and meaning.’7

         Life is filled with countless examples of people who gain fulfilment and meaning from solitary pursuits. Climber Alex Honnold is one of them. So is every poet you have ever heard of, every concert violinist, every Olympic swimmer, every artist. So was my childhood piano teacher, Miss Allen, who never married or had children but who derived tremendous joy from her music, her beloved garden and her cat.

         So am I, sitting here at my computer, typing out these words.

         When you are willing to be alone and to do things alone, you increase your opportunities for fulfilment. You are freed from the dependency on other people to be happy, and you have more control over the course of your own life. Having independent pursuits such as hobbies or meaningful work can literally be lifesaving in times of crisis. When a relationship breaks down, or you experience loss or grief, the ability to generate meaning in your life is crucial. My passion for writing sustained me through the pandemic when I was isolated from friends and family. And it saved my sanity after my divorce when I lost the structure of marriage.

         Love is important, and relationships are precious, but they are not your only resource. For joy and satisfaction and a meaningful life, you also need to look within yourself. 153
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         A bit of alone time is vital if you want to:

         	form intense memories

            	get into a flow state

            	find meaning in your life outside of your relationships

            	open up possibilities for experiences and adventures.

         

            Try taking yourself out for lunch or dinner, or go to a movie on your own. Reflect on how you feel, on what you enjoy and don’t enjoy about the experience, and on how it differs from going out with another person.
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            CHAPTER 11

            World Peace (Seriously!)

         

         
            ‘All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.’

            Blaise Pascal
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         Moral courage

         Here is a bold hypothesis: if every person on earth was able to be alone with their thoughts, the world would be a much better place.

         To have a decent world, we all need to be decent human beings. To be decent human beings, we each need a strong moral compass. And to develop a moral compass, we need to look inwards and reflect. We need to figure out our own values and beliefs, and the principles by which we wish to live. We need to develop the strength of character to live according to our principles and to make our own ethical judgements instead of blindly following the lead of others. And we need to regularly assess whether our actions and behaviours are conforming to our own moral code.

         To do any of this, we need to spend time alone.

         Raymond Kethledge, co-author of Lead Yourself First, agrees that solitude is vital for moral courage. When you are comfortable on your own, he says, ‘You’ll become an inner-directed person instead of an externally directed one. You’ll be less needy for the praise or approval of others, and when they criticise you, you’ll be more resilient because the praise or criticism that matters most to you will be your own.’1

         When you are alone and allow your mind to wander, you 157engage your default mode network (DMN). The DMN is responsible for creative thought but is also essential for helping you to develop a moral compass, assisting in processing experiences and emotions, consolidating memories and imagining the future. It also helps you to make sense of the experiences and emotions of other people, which is vital for empathy and compassion. It is the DMN that is engaged when you consider the consequences of your actions and make moral judgements and ethical decisions.

         If you never spend time alone with your thoughts, you will never activate your DMN or begin to develop a moral framework for your life. And you need to develop this framework before you are confronted with ethical dilemmas, and before you need to deal with the pressures and corrupting forces of the modern world. As William Deresiewicz explains, you must think through issues for yourself so that you can deal with them when they arise. ‘Waiting until you have to confront them in practice would be like waiting for your first firefight to learn how to shoot your weapon … You have to be prepared in advance. You need to know, already, who you are and what you believe.’2

         People who become radicalised or buy into conspiracy theories often begin their journeys to the dark side by falling down internet rabbit holes. They watch extremist YouTube videos on loop, devour website pages and Reddit threads, and spend hours in online forums. These people will not, of course, be miraculously cured of their beliefs in extremist ideology simply by sitting alone in a room. However, the more inner resources they have, the less vulnerable they will be to propaganda on the internet. The more purpose, connection and meaning they find in real life, the less they will need to search for them online. 158

         Troll hunting

         Journalist Ginger Gorman understands the significance of developing a moral framework. She is the author of Troll Hunting: Inside the world of online hate and its fallout, in which she investigates the psychology of trolling and the impacts of cyberhate. Gorman explained to me that the key to predator trolling (the type of online hate that can lead to real-life harm) is a lack of empathy. By the time some are exposed to radical ideology online, it is already too late.

         ‘The kids that end up super-radicalised and as predator trolls come to the internet with fundamental deficits or a lack of love,’ she says. ‘They’ve had the most screwed-up upbringings you can imagine. They didn’t have empathy before they got to the internet.’

         We all need empathy to avoid being radicalised and sucked into the seething pit of online hate. But we cannot learn empathy from the internet, and we cannot develop a moral compass if we are never alone. If anything, being very online erodes our natural empathy and compassion. The more time we spend online, the less opportunities we have to deeply connect with ourselves and other people.

         ‘I’m all about reclaiming humanity and connection and intimacy, and it terrifies me when I see little kids walking along with their phones,’ Gorman says. She recalls sending her eleven-year-old daughter for a walk with a friend during lockdown and her daughter coming home looking crushed. ‘She said her friend had been on her phone playing Roblox the whole time. They had been walking around in the local bushland. Instead of feeling a great sense of connection and adventure, it ended up being isolating.’ 159

         I nod. One of my kids, too, had been excited to meet a friend, and crushed when they had looked at their phone the entire time.

         Gorman is passionate about the need to teach kids digital resilience, including teaching them to spend time away from their devices and putting down their phones when they are with other people. ‘But it starts offline in real life,’ she says. ‘It starts with teaching kids kindness and empathy and to have a moral compass.’

         Gorman’s work is inextricably bound up in social media, and she is required to be often online. But she also values solitude and is working on having more time alone and disconnected from technology. Gorman will delete all the apps from her phone for periods of time and switches her phone off when she is working.

         ‘The minute you do it, you get the rewards,’ she says. ‘You feel more hopeful and peaceful and you’re able to make connections in your brain and think about other people. It’s a reconnection with yourself and allows you to reconnect with your thoughts, mind, heart, soul and community as well.’

         The banality of evil

         There is a cultural narrative that evil arises from some kind of dark force, that people who do terrible things are truly terrible people. And yes, this is sometimes the case; there are serial killers, dictators and child abusers who are genuinely monstrous people. But there are many other cases in which evil arises out of the simple failure to stop and think. Philosopher and holocaust survivor Hannah Arendt described this as ‘the banality of evil’ after covering the trial of Nazi SS officer Adolf Eichmann. 160

         Eichmann was a key figure in Adolf Hitler’s ‘final solution’, which involved the mass murder of millions of Jews, Roma and other marginalised groups. Though Eichmann’s actions were unspeakably evil, Arendt concluded that Eichmann wasn’t a particularly evil person. She believed that Eichmann followed Hitler’s orders out of thoughtlessness and complacency rather than a strongly held set of values or beliefs. Eichmann, Arendt argued, was just an ordinary person who never stopped to reflect upon what he was doing. This, she explained, is the banality of evil. It is regular people doing bad things because they fail to think.

         Arendt believed that if we lose our capacity for solitude, we lose our ability to think, and if we lose our ability to think, we are unable to distinguish right from wrong. Unthinking people don’t necessarily do evil, but society can only function well if people engage in self-reflection, and self-reflection requires time alone.3

         It is thoughtlessness – literally the failure to think – that allows people to retain their beliefs in conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories are filled with inconsistencies and irrationalities, and they can be debunked by simple reason and logic. But belief in conspiracy theories has nothing to do with reason and everything to do with emotion, explains Mike Rothschild, author of The Storm is Upon Us: How QAnon became a movement, cult, and conspiracy theory of everything. And because belief in conspiracy theories is emotional, believers aren’t fazed when confronted with contradictions in the ideology, or with predictions that haven’t come true. They don’t pause to think or reassess their beliefs, and they don’t consider that they may have been wrong. ‘You don’t get self-examination,’ Rothschild says. ‘You don’t get people saying, “Oh I hadn’t thought of that, let me go back and look at that again.” They are very dug in [to their beliefs].’4 161

         When you never spend time alone with your thoughts, you lose the capacity to think deeply about your choices. And when you lose the capacity to think and to make moral judgements, you are vulnerable to extremist views and bigotry. If you want a better world, with less hatred and less violence, you need to learn to spend time on your own.

         Avoiding groupthink

         The more comfortable you are with solitude, the less likely you are to fall into extreme tribalism or groupthink. Human beings are social, and tribal by nature, and much of our sense of self is wrapped up in the groups with which we identify. Tribalism is fine when people identify with innocuous communities such as an alma mater, football team, friendship circle, work colleagues or inclusive place of worship. But tribalism can be incredibly destructive when people identify with communities that promote malicious or extremist ideology. And globalism and the online world have made it easy to find radical tribes online and for people to be exposed to – indeed, bombarded with – hateful views.

         Being comfortable on your own gives you confidence in yourself and reduces your dependence on other people. This is important because a strong sense of self allows you to maintain a psychological distance between yourself and the groups with which you identify. This bit of distance helps to inoculate you against groupthink by allowing you to objectively consider your groups’ beliefs and morality. And when you are okay on your own, you gain the strength to be able to walk away from groups and ideologies that do not serve you. The ability to be alone gives 162you the freedom to be selective about your relationships, your communities, your values and your tribes.

         Former federal politician Dave Sharma understands the importance of alone time in politics to avoid getting caught up in groupthink. ‘When parliament is sitting in Canberra, it’s a hothouse,’ he tells me. ‘You can’t leave the building, and I think you can get swept along a bit too much in the current contest and the issue.’ To maintain independent thought while in parliament, Sharma would try to go off by himself in the evenings and have some quiet time. ‘I would think about the day and get some perspective,’ he says. ‘It offers a break. Particularly when you’re [constantly] in the same company, the group mentality can take over, and an outlier will start pushing the envelope, and then you don’t know how you got to where you got to.’

         In his personal life, Sharma embraces solitude for deep thinking and reflection. With three young kids, ‘I don’t think I’d have the quality of alone time in my own house,’ he tells me. ‘I can’t get into my own space. I need to physically leave the house.’

         He also feels guilty for taking time for himself, so he usually finds moments of solitude early in the morning or late at night. He often takes himself for a bike ride or run without his phone or stays up late, coming to grips with something he’s been contemplating. Solitude helps Sharma to articulate his thoughts and solve dilemmas. ‘We all need time to think,’ he says.

         People who become radicalised or subscribe to conspiracy theories fail to take time to think, and this leads to an inability to stay independent and maintain a sense of psychological distance. Without a strong sense of self they become deeply dependent on their tribes, and any differences between them and other tribe members cause tremendous cognitive dissonance. To ease this 163dissonance, they may perform all sorts of mental gymnastics to bring their thoughts in line with the tribe, forgoing reason and logic, and ignoring inconsistences. In many cases, they don’t even fully understand the ideology they claim to support.5

         Journalist David Roberts refers to this blind acceptance as ‘tribal epistemology’, in which the truth becomes whatever the group believes. In this type of groupthink, he writes, ‘Information is evaluated based not on conformity to common standards of evidence or correspondence to a common understanding of the world, but on whether it supports the tribe’s values and goals and is vouchsafed by tribal leaders. “Good for your side” and “true” begin to blur into one.’6

         Eventually, a person without a strong sense of self may take on the ideology of their tribe as their own identity. When this happens, they are deeply threatened by views or opinions that contradict their group’s ideology. The more fragile a person’s sense of self, the angrier and more distressed they will be when someone outside the group tries to challenge their ideology. And it is this anger and distress that fuels online trolling and abuse, and real-life violence.

         ‘This pervasive sense of threat, of danger, is what generates so much conflict,’ explains political theorist Matthew Bowker. ‘If more individuals had the capacity or the opportunity to achieve meaningful interior solitude, then the number and intensity of these conflicts would be reduced.’7

         Get healthy

         Becoming comfortable alone allows you to develop moral courage and also helps you to work through painful emotions, 164which is good for yourself and good for the world. People who are emotionally healthy tend not to be abusive or full of hate, nor do they commit acts of violence or troll other people online.

         Many people try to outrun their painful emotions by distracting themselves with activities or other people. After all, pain is uncomfortable: that is literally the point of pain. But you can’t permanently outrun your emotional pain; the best you can do is delay having to face it. The more you try to subsume or deny your painful emotions, the more they will pop up in new and different forms. They might be channelled into addictive behaviours or acts of self-destruction, or they might morph into pain directed at other people in the form of resentment, anger or hate.

         Shame researcher and author Brené Brown devotes much of her book Braving the Wilderness to pain. ‘Pain is unrelenting,’ she writes. ‘It will get our attention. Despite our attempts to drown it in addiction, to physically beat it out of one another, to suffocate it with success and material trappings, or to strangle it with our hate, pain will find a way to make itself known.’8

         You have probably had the experience of feeling a painful emotion and finding it channelled in the wrong direction. You might have come home after a stressful day and snapped at your flatmate or partner, or felt overwhelmed and been impatient with your parents or kids. But being in emotional pain can lead to far more serious consequences than occasionally being cranky with your family. People who feel alienated or disenfranchised are vulnerable to becoming radicalised, as are people who have experienced trauma or who have low self-esteem.

         Pain is an inextricable part of life. You simply cannot live fully without occasionally experiencing distress, frustration, disappointment, uncertainty or grief. And you must learn to face 165your difficult emotions, to sit with them and process them so they don’t get channelled into something more toxic. This doesn’t mean that you should ever accept alienation or disenfranchisement, or that you should just ‘get over’ your trauma. It means, rather, that you need to be able to manage your emotional response to painful situations. You need to be able to channel your energies into positive actions, such as agitating for change, instead of negative actions, such as trolling and abuse.

         Spending time on your own gives you the power to reckon with painful emotions. It allows you to tune out the world, tune into yourself and acknowledge how hard life can be. And the more you give yourself permission to feel your feelings, the less these feelings will cause havoc in your life, or in the lives of others.
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         Solitude is essential for developing empathy, building moral courage and becoming emotionally healthy. If everyone in the world could spend time alone with their thoughts, we might have a more peaceful world. (For now, a little bit more peace in your own life will have to suffice.)

         
            Practising mindfulness meditation has been proven to lead to a decrease in age and race bias, so it literally helps to heal the world.9
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            PART 3

            How to Embrace and Genuinely Enjoy Alone Time
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            CHAPTER 12

            Challenge Your Beliefs About Being Alone

         

         
            ‘Alone had always felt like an actual place to me, as if it weren’t a state of being, but rather a room where I could retreat to be who I really was.’

            Cheryl Strayed
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         To be (alone) or not to be (alone)

         Over the last couple of years, I have chatted to many people who truly love spending time on their own. For these people, solitude is a safe space, a respite, a way to calm themselves after being out in the world.

         ‘I spend time on my own every day,’ writes Philomena. ‘Why? Because I have found my key to peace and happiness. It feels like mental and creative freedom.’

         ‘I like the quiet and to just sit and relax,’ says Taylor. ‘It gives me peace and space. It’s comforting.’

         ‘It is vital for my self-care,’ writes Bronwyn, ‘for my brain, processing my thoughts, appreciating the small things.’

         But there were many others who were almost never alone, and certainly never by design.

         ‘The only time that I spend alone with my thoughts would be when I wake up at say three am,’ says Glen.

         ‘Isn’t that what sleepless nights are for?’ asks Kath.

         Some people are genuinely afraid of what is lurking in the secret world of their mind.

         ‘I’m never alone,’ Jackie tells me. ‘I’m too scared where my brain will take me. I’m an overthinker.’

         ‘I do it, but not too often,’ says Tony. ‘I often end up going to really weird places in my mind that I don’t like.’ 171

         Others avoid solitude because they don’t consider it a valuable use of their time.

         ‘I’m never alone because I don’t prioritise it,’ says Martin. ‘I am more task/achievement oriented.’

         ‘I’m terrible at being contemplative,’ Andrew writes. ‘My personality doesn’t lend itself to a lot of introspection and I tend to fill in time rather than let it just happen to me.’

         Others simply cannot get away from the lure of social media.

         ‘You used to be just thinking and doing your own thing and then you’d go on your phone,’ writes Claire. ‘It’s the reverse now, I think. I’m very, very addicted to looking at the phone and it’s terrible and I hate it.’

         ‘The internet turns me into a dopamine fiend,’ says Emma, ‘like a lab rat constantly tapping away at little treats. Since the pandemic, it’s been a constant struggle to stay away.’

         Many others would dearly love a bit of solitude but cannot carve out the space or the time.

         ‘As a mother of four, silence is PRECIOUS!’ writes Jane.

         ‘The most challenging part of the past eighteen months has been the difficulty of finding alone time within my household to sit with my thoughts,’ another woman tells me. ‘If I don’t get this regularly, I start to go mad.’

         If you too struggle to carve out time for yourself, I empathise. Modern life can be exhausting. Juggling work and study commitments, the demands of family and home and finances can feel like racing on a treadmill, with little time to pause and just breathe.

         But if you have the opportunity for solitude and you avoid it, or don’t prioritise it, this section of the book is for you. You can 172learn how to be comfortable in your own company and reap the many rewards.

         Your attitudes

         The first step is to figure out your beliefs and expectations about solitude. Your attitude is hugely influential in determining what kind of experience you have. If you expect alone time to be pleasant and valuable, you are likely to come away feeling enriched. If you expect it to be unpleasant or shameful, you are likely to feel uncomfortable and unhappy.

         Start by asking yourself what solitude means to you. Is it calming? Is it replenishing? Does it spark your creativity? Does it feel anti-social, or indulgent, or a bit sad? Do you believe that people can be happy on their own, or do you believe people should always be in company? What would you think if you saw a person alone at a café, or at a movie, or at a resort?

         What beliefs have you inherited from your family of origin? Did your parents embrace solitude, or did they fear or avoid it? Were the long-term single adults in your family’s circle regarded with respect or with disapproval and pity? Were you given regular time by yourself as a child or were you constantly surrounded by other people? Was solitude considered an indulgence in your family or a privilege and resource?

         Once you have figured out your inherited beliefs, you need to spend time contemplating whether these beliefs are true. Remember that your family and friends have their own experiences, informed by their cultures, upbringings and fears. You need to determine how being alone feels for you, as distinct from what you have been conditioned to believe. You also need to 173distinguish the anticipation of solitude from the actual experience of being on your own. I found this almost impossible to do when I first separated from my husband. I would see my kids off to their dad’s place, walk back inside and panic. ‘What will I do?’ I would think. ‘How will I fill in the time?’ But when I focused on how I was feeling in that moment, I realised that I was perfectly okay. Thinking about solitude felt dark and frightening, but actually being alone felt calm and unfettered. I read, I did some knitting, I pottered around my house, I ate my favourite pasta and I dozed on the couch.

         You, like me, might dread being on your own, but your actual experience might be better than you fear. You may discover that you relish the peace and quiet or delight in answering to no-one but yourself. You may return to a hobby that you once enjoyed or spend time doing nothing but thinking your thoughts.

         If, on the other hand, being by yourself is deeply uncomfortable, try to identify the specific feelings it evokes. Do you feel lonely, or bored, or frustrated by the idleness? Do you feel guilty at taking time out for yourself? Are your thoughts overwhelming, or distressing, or intrusive? Or are you simply experiencing the fear of missing out?

         Reframing solitude

         For many people, the experience of solitude is clouded by the stigma attached. It’s hard to enjoy being alone at a movie or restaurant when you feel judged by the people around you. And, as I can attest, it is very difficult to enjoy being single when you feel pitied by society. It does help to remember that other people’s judgements reflect their own fears and insecurities and 174have nothing whatsoever to do with you. Our culture happens to not value alone time, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t valuable. There are many experiences that our culture fails to value that are profoundly important and worthwhile. Childcare is a prime example; teaching is another.

         There has never been anything shameful about solitude; until recently, it was considered a very noble pursuit. Many, if not most, of the world’s highest achievers have chosen to spend time in contemplation. Famous artists, philosophers, inventors, scientists, writers, composers, religious icons, world leaders, adventurers and explorers have all embraced time in their own company, and if it is good enough for them, it is good enough for you.

         Remember, too, that being in company, or being partnered, is not the magic solution to all of life’s problems. At times when you’re alone, it can feel as though everyone around you is contentedly coupled up or cheerfully socialising in groups. But appearances can be deceptive, and often are. Plenty of married people are miserable, plenty of partnered people feel lonely, and plenty of people out partying wish they were home on the couch. Everybody struggles, regardless of their relationship status. Life is challenging no matter who is in your life. Friends and loved ones are important, but resilience is equally crucial, and resilience can only come from spending time with yourself.

         It is also very useful to positively reframe the concept of solitude. You are not isolated: you are spending time in your own company. You are as valuable a person to connect with as any other person in your life. You have your imagination, daydreams and ideas to draw on. You have a wealth of memories and your thoughts about the world. And you can chat with yourself, and ask and answer questions, just as you would chat with a friend. 175

         What’s more, even in solitude, you can feel cared for and nurtured. You don’t need to be in the same room as another human being to feel their love and support. Love is portable. It can be carried within us and used when needed as a resource. I still feel the love of my parents and my children when I am sitting alone at my desk. I still feel the love of my beloved sister fifteen years after her death. I draw strength and comfort from the love of my family, even when we are separated by distance. I store their love right here in the secret world of my mind and replenish it when we are together.

         You, too, can carry the love of the people closest to you and access it when you are by yourself and needing connection. And you can carry with you a sense of belonging, whether to your family, to your community, or to the human race as a whole. You are always with other people, even when you are by yourself. You are one of millions of people who are alone with their thoughts right now. I am one of those people, sitting here writing these words. We can be alone together. You can be alone with me.

         Alone together

         The stigma attached to solitude is real, but it helps to know that there is a growing worldwide acceptance of the validity and value of spending time alone. In South Korea, for example, the term honjok (‘tribe of one’) emerged in 2017 to describe people who actively choose solitude. The honjok live alone, engage in leisure activities on their own, forgo marriage and child rearing, and sometimes even remain celibate. They don’t regard their solitude as a compromise or failure but rather a rejection of conventional social structures and a path to self-fulfilment and independence.1 176

         In Japan, the ohitorisama trend is gaining momentum. Ohitorisama (‘party of one’) celebrates the joy of solitary activities, such as dining in restaurants alone, seeing movies by yourself, or having a solo session at the local karaoke bar. This is a huge shift in a country that has traditionally valued tribalism and conformity, where people would regularly eat in toilet stalls during the workday (coined a benjo meshi, or ‘toilet meal’) to avoid the shame of eating by themselves.

         And in the US, life coach Sasha Cagen has sparked a movement of ‘quirkyalones’: people who would rather stay single than settle for the wrong relationship. A quirkyalone, she writes, is ‘a person who can feel whole (or aspire to feeling whole) being single … relishing equal doses of solitude and friendship; attracted to freedom and possibility’.2

         Try following the lead of the honjok, the ohitorisama and the quirkyalones. Work on challenging your negative beliefs about solitude, reframing it as a positive and enriching experience and normalising the idea of spending time in your own company. There is nothing wrong with being alone; it is a perfectly valid way to be in the world. The more you recognise that solitude is natural and important, the more rewarding your experiences will be.

         Be bored

         Learning to enjoy our own company means we must also become comfortable with boredom. This can be challenging in the modern world; since the advent of social media and smart devices, we have become almost phobic about being bored. It used to be normal to have idle moments during the day where 177we had no choice but to be alone with our thoughts. Now, with the online world literally at our fingertips, we can be entertained during every spare moment. We can reach for a device the second our brains are unoccupied and never experience even a minute of boredom. And if we rarely or never have a chance to be bored, our tolerance of boredom can wane to almost zero.

         Boredom is regarded in our culture as an unnecessary irritation for which smartphones and computers are the antidote. But boredom is an important resource, and to deny yourself boredom is to deny yourself opportunities. When you are bored, your brain is motivated to find stimulation and meaning, so if you sit with boredom long enough, you will activate your imagination. You will daydream, you will revisit memories, you will engage in fantasies, you will make plans, and you will find productive ways to spend your time.

         Boredom is where creativity is born, as any parent of a small child knows. Give a kid a toy and they might play with it for a while, but leave a kid all alone and they will make their own fun. (And yes, that might involve drawing on the walls, or eating paste, or tormenting the cat, but at least these are creative pursuits.) Learning to sit with boredom gives you the power to mine your imagination. If you are constantly looking outwards whenever you need entertainment – by clicking on social media, playing a podcast, messaging a friend or watching TV – you will never develop the capacity to entertain yourself.

         Just as you need to reframe boredom, so too do you need to reframe silence. It is easy to see silence as the absence of stimulation and want to fill it with podcasts, music or conversation. But silence isn’t so much the absence of noise as the presence of peace and quiet, and silence is a privilege that isn’t afforded to all. For 178those who have crowded homes or hectic workplaces, moments of silence are rare and cherished, and for stay-at-home parents (disproportionately women), moments of silence can be virtually non-existent. Several mothers told me that their only quiet moments are in the bathroom, but even those are frequently interrupted by little people banging on the door.

         I remember those snatched moments of quiet well. After years of raising young children, I find hours of silence to be a gift, albeit a gift that was temporarily revoked during lockdown. I need silence to think, and I need silence to decompress. I need silence to work, to retrieve memories, and to make decisions. If you are lucky enough to have silence, try not to always fill it with noise. It is truly a precious resource.
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         If you are to enjoy time on your own, you first need to interrogate your beliefs about solitude. If you can challenge your inherited beliefs about solitude, you give yourself the chance to figure out how being alone actually feels. It might turn out to be less frightening and more rewarding than you had feared.

         
            Try to catch yourself feeling bored. What does boredom feel like to you? What is your usual response? Do you reflexively pick up your device, or do you use the boredom as a prompt to do something constructive or creative?
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            CHAPTER 13

            Slowly, Slowly

         

         
            ‘Loneliness is the poverty of self; solitude is the richness of self.’

            May Sarton
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         When you shouldn’t be alone

         When I decided to learn how to be on my own, I spent time alone at my parents’ holiday house on the coast. It was confronting, and a bit uncomfortable, and the possums scared me at night. (Possums sound like murderous intruders when you’re on your own.) Ultimately, however, it was a truly rewarding experience, and I’ve repeated it a few times since.

         If you want to learn to spend time on your own, you certainly don’t need a house on the coast. You don’t need a weekend away, or a silent retreat, or a month in a monastery, or a solitary hike, nor do you need to become an ornamental hermit. You need only take small moments out of your day to be alone with your thoughts and build up your tolerance gradually. Learning to be in your own company is like embarking on a new exercise regime: you should start slowly, increase incrementally, and develop your capacity over time.

         Unless you shouldn’t.

         Just as some people should not be doing aerobic exercise, some people should not be alone with their thoughts. To have a positive and meaningful experience in solitude, you first need to feel safe, and to feel safe, you need a sense of control over your thoughts. If your thoughts spiral out of control, or if they are 181dark or traumatising or frightening, then alone time may feel threatening and even dangerous.

         Your capacity to enjoy solitude will change over your lifetime. But if you are actively dealing with trauma, living with mental illness or in crisis, you may not be okay on your own. And if you have suicidal ideation, you absolutely should not be left alone with your thoughts.

         ‘I’m terrified of what’s in my head,’ one friend tells me. ‘If I start thinking I won’t be able to stop and I’ll end up rocking in a corner.’

         ‘More and more I find I’m avoiding [being alone],’ writes Jackie on social media. ‘I don’t really want to open that box after so long.’

         Mark Tregonning is a lawyer and actor who has spoken openly about his struggles with mental health. ‘When you get a mental illness, your brain operates differently, and it thinks differently, and so the rules that apply to most people don’t apply,’ he tells me. ‘Your relationship to your thoughts is different during the illness. When I was really unwell, my thoughts were coming at incredible speed. Negative thoughts, self-critical thoughts, thoughts like, “Oh you’re useless.” The voices were exhausting.’

         During his illness, Tregonning explains, most of his mental energy was spent trying to counter the thoughts, which would get louder, faster and more relentless. ‘It felt like someone who hates me was standing over me and yelling in my ear all the time. That’s awful and very hard to deal with. You wouldn’t want someone to be alone when that is happening,’ he says. ‘When you’re ill, you need help to deal with that situation.’

         Tregonning enjoys being on his own when he is healthy. He meditates, exercises without distractions and is a big fan 182of mindfulness, even completing a five-day silent retreat after recovering from one period of illness. But meditation, he explains, isn’t recommended for people in a fragile state of mind. When you are not in control of your thoughts, sitting down alone with your brain can be unsafe.

         The philosopher Nietzsche would have agreed with Mark. Nietzsche was a passionate advocate of alone time; he referred to solitude as a ‘return to the self’. But even he recognised that solitude can be dangerous if your mind is dark and scary. ‘In solitude there grows what anyone brings into it, the inner beast too,’ he wrote in his book, Thus Spoke Zarathustra. ‘Therefore solitude is inadvisable to many.’1

         I had periods of time in childhood when I was unable to control my thoughts, and it was terrifying. When I was experiencing intrusive thoughts about death and the concept of infinity, I would lie in bed late at night and get lost in the dark recesses of my mind, caught in a loop of fear that would only resolve when I called out to my mother. If I’d had access back then to the cheery distractions of the online world, my poor mum would have got a lot more sleep.

         ‘They say distraction is bad,’ says Mark Tregonning, ‘but when you are going through mental illness, distraction is a really good thing. Watch Seinfeld.’ (I agree. Seinfeld is great.) ‘Find something that smells good. Phones can be so dangerous, but they also can be a great tool. You can call someone. You can watch a funny clip. Play a game to distract your mind.’

         It is inadvisable and ineffective for a person experiencing mental illness to focus on their feelings, and the same may be true for a person in the throes of a crisis. Psychologist Andrew Fuller sees many women in their late forties who are in a crisis 183situation: they have realised that after caring for everyone else, they have lost themselves in the process. ‘They call me at eleven at night in tears,’ he says. ‘They are devastated with the loss of themselves. Unsupported solitude is not for everyone.’

         Sally Obermeder, who so enjoyed her solitary weekend in a hotel, agrees. She told me that she could not tolerate solitude at all when she was battling breast cancer in her late thirties. ‘I was actually afraid to be alone,’ she says. ‘I used to ring my sister and say I needed to be around people, I didn’t want to be by myself. I remember saying in therapy, I don’t want to be alone because I don’t trust where my mind will go.’

         I had a very distressing episode in which I was frightened to be on my own after the birth of my third child. It had been a bad delivery; I’d needed a caesarean and haemorrhaged so profusely afterwards that I was rushed into theatre for life-saving surgery. This would have been traumatic enough but my beloved sister, my only sibling, had died unexpectedly just three weeks earlier.

         On the evening of the second day after the birth, I felt utterly overwhelmed by despair. I thought of my sister, whose loss I hadn’t even begun to process. I thought of my terror as I was being wheeled into surgery, feeling my blood and my life drain away. I looked at my new baby, this tiny stranger, and felt completely disconnected from her. A well of grief opened up inside me and I began to cry with full-bodied primal sobs. I cried all the way through my shitty hospital meal and all through the baby’s feed. I called my husband and cried down the line to him. By 10 pm I was crying so hard that the nurse offered me a sedative. I took the sedative and kept on crying. I couldn’t stop. I was lost in a tunnel of pain. I cried all through the night in that stark hospital room. Early the next morning, the nurse looked alarmed. 184

         ‘Oh no!’ she said. ‘You’re still crying?’

         She was right to be alarmed. I had lost all control. I was not okay to be left alone. The nurse summoned the mental health team and within the hour I was sitting with a lovely psych nurse who talked with me until I calmed down.

         It is not always easy to find good mental health care, particularly post-pandemic, when so many people are struggling. But if you are experiencing mental health problems, trauma or grief, it is worth persevering to find a good therapist who can help you to process in a safe space so that your feelings become less overwhelming and more manageable. They can support you through moments of quiet reflection until you become more comfortable with silence. And they can help you to understand yourself more deeply so that your time alone will be less confronting and more rewarding.

         Quality, not quantity

         When you’re learning to be on your own, it is the quality of your solitude, not the quantity, that counts. It doesn’t matter how many hours you spend by yourself or even what you do when you’re by yourself. What matters is whether you can generate a meaningful experience: whether you can connect with yourself, whether you can engage in self-reflection, whether you can daydream and whether you can gain access to the secret world of your mind.

         There are many different ways to have meaningful alone time. You don’t need to sit down and meditate (unless you want to) or practise mindfulness or gratitude (unless you find it helpful). You don’t need to have a formal or structured period of solitude 185or to carve out time every day. You don’t even need to be physically alone to be alone with your thoughts. If it feels scary or overwhelming, start by taking advantage of the small moments of solitude that crop up during everyday life.

         Solitude can be literally as simple as not reaching for your device in every idle moment. When you wake up in the morning, try lying there for a few minutes without picking up your mobile phone. If you spend time alone in your car, try driving in silence for a while without blasting the radio or a podcast. If you spend time alone at home, try doing your housework or cooking a meal without the distraction of a podcast or TV. If you enjoy exercising, try turning off your music for a few minutes and see where your mind takes you.

         If solitude is extremely challenging, try being alone in company. When you’re on public transport, put your device away and spend some time with your thoughts. When you buy a takeaway coffee or tea, sit down for a few moments to drink it instead of doing so on the run. When you’re at the beach or with your kids at the park, put down your phone for a minute and take in the scene.

         Remember, you only need to be alone for a few minutes at a time. The aim isn’t to spend all your time in contemplation – the aim is to not spend none of your time in contemplation. You are gradually exposing yourself to periods without distraction, to increase your tolerance of boredom and to learn to sit with your feelings.

         Remember that it is normal to feel anxious and even a bit scared about being alone with your thoughts. Our culture has not taught us to embrace solitude – if anything we have been taught that it is unhealthy and abnormal. I absorbed those 186negative and unhelpful messages for years. When I was first left on my own in my new apartment after my divorce, I didn’t jump for joy, or sing, or celebrate my freedom. And I should have jumped for joy. I should have sung. I should have drunk a glass of champagne. I had successfully transitioned out of an unhappy marriage. I had a beautiful new apartment and some time to myself. But I had been conditioned to believe that being alone was weird and defective and shameful, and so I sat there in the dark, in despair.

         Happily, some sort of survival mechanism kicked in. I decided to make friends with solitude and lean into being on my own. Had I continued to avoid being alone with my thoughts, the problem would have become much worse.

         When we consciously avoid a challenging situation, our fear of that situation grows. Avoidance teaches us that we can’t handle the situation, and so our anxiety grows every time we are forced to face it. I know this from personal experience. When I was in the grips of a serious phobia of lifts, the longer I avoided lifts, the worse that fear became. I spent years trudging up and down fire escapes, even avoiding buildings with lifts altogether. (On the plus side, I became extremely fit.) On the rare occasions I needed to step into a lift, my heart would race, I’d start to sweat and I was barely able to breathe. Those seconds waiting for the doors to open were torture. Every single time there was the tiniest moment of hesitation, I was sure I was going to be trapped in there forever.

         I didn’t overcome my lift phobia by never going in lifts – I overcame it by moving into a home built into a cliff face that required an external elevator to reach the front door. I had to get in that lift every day for six years, and after the first couple of weeks I was completely desensitised. 187

         The way to overcome the fear of being alone is to gradually desensitise yourself to the discomfort. The problem, of course, is that this is deeply counterintuitive: your instinct is to run from distressing situations. If a stove is hot, you pull your hand away. If food tastes bad, you spit it out. But alone time won’t burn you, or make you ill, although you might be conditioned to fear that it will. If you are emotionally safe and not traumatised or in crisis, you can gradually expose yourself to short periods of solitude. If you can sit with the discomfort of being on your own, you will learn that you can, in fact, tolerate your own company. Eventually, the emotional distress will wane and you will be able to reap the rewards.

         If you’re single …

         Here is an equally counterintuitive idea: if you are a single person struggling with being alone, try having periods of not dating.

         This is a really tough one, I know. When you’re single, solitude can feel like a punishment. There were times after my divorce when it felt as though everyone in the world was happily coupled up except for me. This was nonsense, of course, but I wasn’t rational, I was lonely, and being single felt like a problem I couldn’t solve. I wanted to escape the discomfort of being alone with myself, night after long, quiet night. I wanted to distract myself from my life, from my loneliness, and from the burden of having to look after myself.

         I started dating quite frenetically, swiping away on Tinder and Bumble. I began innumerable conversations with innumerable men and went on dozens of first dates that rarely led to seconds. I got into a series of relationships that were horribly toxic and left 188me in a far worse state than I had been before. And after each one I dealt with my heartbreak, and my anxiety about my future, by throwing myself on the dating scene yet again.

         Romantic love can be wonderful and enriching. A healthy relationship can be healing and can bring you closer to yourself. But the search for love is very different from love. The search for love can be stressful and traumatic, increasing your feelings of isolation. There are few experiences that make you feel lonelier than sitting opposite a stranger and trying to make polite conversation over a drink. I frequently arrived home from a bad date feeling more alienated, disconnected and despairing than when I left.

         What’s more, the search for romantic love can take you further away from the contentment you seek. There is, of course, nothing wrong with seeking a partner who will bring you joy and enhance your life. But for many single people – including me, for many years – dating is less a search for love from another person than a frantic escape from loneliness. And ultimately, this exercise can be deeply counterproductive.

         The cure for loneliness is connection, but that connection doesn’t have to be with another person. The connection can be – and always should start – with yourself. When constantly trying to escape yourself through dating, you will inevitably end up lonelier than before. You will avoid getting to know, connecting with and befriending yourself. And all of these are essential if you want to walk contentedly through life, with or without a partner.

         British dating expert Hayley Quinn agrees. ‘The answer,’ she says, in her TED talk Searching for Love to Escape Ourselves, ‘lies not in another person but within yourself. Because I think, sometimes, the melodrama of love takes us further away, rather 189than closer, to who we actually are. So I find that my dating advice is gradually shrinking down to be essentially: go meditate, get some therapy, read a book.’2

         That doesn’t mean that you should give up on love if you want to be in a relationship. It means, rather, that you should take regular breaks from dating when the search for love isn’t serving you. The most important relationship you have in life is with yourself. If you are neglecting it, or running from it, nothing else in your life will feel okay.

         It took me years of frenetic and unproductive dating to finally stop, take a break and sit with the discomfort of being single. And this break wasn’t an act of courage or conviction – it was an act of utter despair. I was worn down, disillusioned and completely exhausted. The thought of swiping on one more photo, or starting one more pointless conversation, made me want to cry and throw my phone against the wall.

         But something magical happened when I stopped looking to other people to distract me from my loneliness. Once I sat with the loneliness for a while, accepted it, and stopped running from it, it began to fade. I felt much calmer and less agitated. I began to take pleasure in my own company and in books, music, exercise, knitting and my home. I learned to comfort myself instead of looking to other people to comfort me. I learned to be okay alone.

         Learning to be okay alone didn’t find me a partner, because finding a partner has a lot to do with luck and timing and very little to do with dating sites. What it did do was help me be much happier in my single years. I knew that when the right person came along, I could create a relationship based on love and choice instead of desperation, fear and need. 190

         The process of learning to be alone was challenging and ongoing, but it was absolutely worth it. I love my family and my friends and the special people in my life, but I am the person I will be with forever. The relationship I have with myself is the cornerstone of all my other relationships.
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         	Solitude isn’t for everyone. If you are suffering from mental illness, are in crisis or have suicidal thoughts, you should not be alone.

            	It is the quality of your alone time that is important, not the quantity.

            	If you are single, try having periods of not dating.

         

            Sit down by yourself in a quiet room and try one of these thought exercises:

            	Take a walk in your imagination around your childhood home or school.

               	Recall in as much detail as possible a happy day in your life.

               	Have an imaginary conversation with someone you love and trust, or someone you would really like to meet.

               	Revisit scenes in your mind from a favourite movie or show.
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            CHAPTER 14

            Sit With It

         

         
            ‘Sometimes I sits and thinks, and sometimes I just sits …’

            Anon
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         Pain is normal

         The greatest challenge of solitude is learning to tolerate difficult emotions. Being alone with our thoughts means being alone with our feelings, and this can be confronting and uncomfortable and even frightening. Everyone has moments of regret, sadness, shame, grief, loneliness or guilt, and it is natural to want to run from those painful feelings via whatever diversions we can find. We have been raised in a culture that regards pain as aberrant and unfortunate instead of a normal part of life. You may have been taught not to sit with your unpleasant emotions but rather to rid yourself of them as soon as humanly possible.

         As a child, you may have been encouraged to ignore or minimise your painful feelings by parents who couldn’t cope with their children being unhappy. If you are a parent, you may have unwittingly done the same to your own children, because it is so very uncomfortable to see your kids in pain. I have made this mistake many times over the years: when my children have come to me in distress, I’ve tried to convince them that they don’t feel what they feel.

         ‘It’s not so bad!’ I’ve said, when they have told me about an upsetting experience at school. ‘It will pass.’

         Or: ‘I’m sure there’s a logical explanation,’ I’ve reassured them, 193when they have felt sad about being excluded from a party or group. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

         On many occasions in the past I offered my kids unsolicited advice, a solution to whatever problem has ailed them. But they hadn’t asked for my advice; what they had wanted from me was to have their painful feelings validated. Unfortunately, because of my own inadequacies, this was tough for me to do. I hated to see my kids in pain and did my best to find a way out. I tried to show my kids how they could avoid being in pain or tried to reason them out of it altogether. And the lesson I unintentionally passed on in the process was that pain is scary and unbearable. After all, if I was not able to tolerate my kids’ emotions, how on earth could I teach them to do so?

         What I should have said to my kids – and what I try to say now – is, ‘I’m sorry. That sucks. I love you.’ This acknowledges their feelings, it shows compassion and understanding, and it reminds them of how much I care. This is how I now try to talk to all of my loved ones when they are suffering, and it is how I try to talk to myself.

         Resisting the urge to talk ourselves out of pain is quite a radical act. We live in a culture of positivity and gratitude in which pain is seen almost as a personal failing. ‘Be grateful!’ we hear. ‘There are people worse off than you!’ ‘Smile more!’ ‘Count your blessings!’ ‘Find the silver lining in the cloud!’

         But this is absurd. You don’t need to be positive all the time. No-one is perpetually happy! All feelings pass, whether they are good feelings or bad. You shouldn’t strive to avoid all difficult emotions because difficult emotions are a part of life. And just as importantly, you shouldn’t strive to be happy all the time because eternal happiness is unreasonable and unattainable. 194

         You can certainly experience feelings of pleasure and joy and delight. You can certainly experience moments of happiness and contentment. But these are literally just fragments of time; they are not extended states of being. Each moment lasts for a while then is replaced by something else. Tiredness, maybe. Disappointment. Hunger. Frustration. Envy. Stress. Eventually, those negative moments too shall pass and will be replaced by something else.

         If you aim for happiness as a permanent state you will set yourself up for failure. Life is never consistently good; human beings are far too complex for everlasting happiness. Life is, in fact, just a series of moments: some good, some unpleasant and some utterly mundane. If you can recognise that fact and stop expecting life to be easy, you will be free to enjoy your pleasurable moments and hang in there through the bad ones.

         And you will have bad moments, as pain and suffering are inevitable. Life is hard for most people at least some of the time, and to deny that is to deny the reality of existence. It is important to normalise the experience of emotional pain as it is a fundamental part of being human. And once you normalise emotional pain, you will be better equipped to spend time on your own. After all, so much of the fear of being alone is actually fear of being alone with your pain.

         Pretty much everyone carries emotional pain of all different shapes and sizes. I carry pain about the death of my only sibling and having to walk through life without my sister by my side. I carry pain about my past relationships and for all the years I spent feeling so lonely and disconnected. I carry pain about the mistakes I made as a parent and for all the times my children have been unhappy. 195

         Every person’s pain is unique, but pain is not a unique experience. And how you deal with your inevitable encounters with pain will determine how easily you move through life. You can put all of your energy into pretending you don’t feel pain, or into convincing yourself that you’re doing just fine. You can berate yourself for feeling your pain or read books on how to smother it with positivity. But pain is normal, and it demands to be recognised. The more you try to push it down, the louder and more persistent it will be. It is only when you allow yourself to sit with your pain that you can start moving through it to the other side.

         Feel your feelings

         So how do you sit with your pain?

         Well, ‘sitting with your pain’ means accepting your emotions. It means acknowledging how you feel and allowing those feelings to wash over you without fighting them, denying them, berating yourself for having them or trying to convince yourself that your feelings are not real.

         A good place to start is to resist the urge to distract yourself when you are in a moment of pain. Don’t pick up your phone, open your computer, grab a drink, turn on the TV or start a chat with a friend. Give yourself some time – even just a few minutes – to tune in to your emotions and acknowledge what you are feeling.

         Observe your emotions. What are you feeling in that moment? Is it sadness? Anger? Fear? Regret? Where is the feeling located in your body? (I don’t know about you but I feel pretty much everything in my chest.)

         Try to label your feelings as specifically as you can. ‘There’s my longing for a partner again.’ ‘There’s my hurt because my dad 196didn’t approve of me.’ ‘There is my grief about my child’s illness.’ ‘There is my fear that I will never succeed.’ Giving your feelings a name can help to reduce their intensity and allow you to regain a sense of control.

         Give yourself permission to feel your feelings. Don’t try to talk yourself out of them or scold yourself for feeling the way you do. Don’t tell yourself things like, ‘You shouldn’t be missing him, he’s an arsehole!’ or ‘Don’t be jealous, it’s a gross emotion’ or ‘You are so privileged, there are people far worse off than you’. Everyone has dark feelings – yours are valid and normal, and you are entitled to feel exactly what you feel.

         Remind yourself that the pain will eventually pass. When you are in pain, it feels as though it will last forever, but emotional pain comes in waves. The intensity of the emotion ebbs and flows: it feels unbearable, then it eases, then it feels awful again, then it lifts once more. At the peak of the wave you might be extremely uncomfortable, but after every peak there will be a period of respite.

         When I was sobbing in that hospital room after the birth of my baby, I felt as though I would never stop crying. I worried that I was going mad and that I’d never feel okay again. But I did stop crying, and I did feel okay, because no emotion – good or bad – lasts forever. I had bouts of intense grief long after I left the hospital, but whenever they hit, I knew the wave would pass.

         When you are feeling emotional pain, remind yourself that it is normal and that you just need to hang in there until it eases. It can help to repeat a mantra to yourself, like the one author Hannah Richell used after the sudden death of her young husband: ‘This is a moment of pain. Pain is a part of life. I wish myself peace.’1

         If you need reassurance, comfort or affection, try giving it to yourself. That doesn’t mean you can’t visit your mum, or phone 197a friend, or ask your partner for a hug, or text the group chat. But in the very first instance, try supporting yourself. Speak to yourself as you would speak to someone you love. ‘You’re going to be alright’, you might say, or ‘You’re doing great’, or ‘I’m proud of you’.

         Alternatively, channel a loved one, even if that person isn’t there. When I am distressed, I often imagine my sister talking to me, and I can hear her voice in my head. ‘Hang in there, Kez,’ she says to me. ‘Everything will be okay.’

         Finally, ask what you could do to make yourself feel better. Perhaps you’d like to lie on the couch for a few minutes and close your eyes. Perhaps you want to make a cup of coffee and call your best friend. Perhaps you want to bake a cake, or do some exercise, or jump online and buy yourself a treat. Just as you gave yourself permission to feel your feelings, give yourself permission to nurture yourself. Just as you would comfort somebody else who was feeling sad, you can give that comfort to yourself.

         Once you start sitting with your feelings, even for a few moments at a time, those feelings stop being so scary. You learn that even the most challenging of emotions won’t destroy you, and that the intensity of those emotions will pass. And the more you learn to comfort yourself, the more resilient you will become.

         Mindfulness

         If you are practising being alone with your thoughts and your mind is racing and you feel out of control, try some mindfulness techniques. Mindfulness has been commercialised and packaged into apps and courses, but you don’t need to pay any money to be mindful. Mindfulness is simply awareness of the present moment: 198awareness of what you are feeling, what you are thinking, what you are doing, what you are sensing and where you are. It is simple, accessible, portable and free.

         Mindfulness can tame what Buddhists called the ‘monkey mind’, that state of restlessness and confusion in which the voices in your head feel loud and chaotic and uncontrolled. Mindfulness has been conflated with spirituality, but it works on a deeply practical level. When you are anxious, ruminating or catastrophising, you are focusing on either the past or the future. You are agonising about things that you have already done or worrying about things that are yet to happen.

         But in the present moment, you are okay. In the present moment, you are breathing, and you are safe. And if you can bring yourself back to the present moment – if you can redirect your attention from the regrets of the past and the uncertainty of the future – you can find calm.

         To practise mindfulness, you don’t need to ‘control’ your thoughts – you simply need to observe them. In practical terms, this means noting and even naming your thoughts. ‘Here I am thinking about that assignment’, you might say to yourself, or ‘Now I am worrying about my relationship’, or ‘I am remembering that embarrassing day in the supermarket’. Noticing and naming your thoughts helps to lessen their grip on your mind and ground you back in the present.

         If this feels too challenging, mindfulness can mean simply focusing on your senses. Your five senses belong to you and only you. They are the most compelling reminder that you are a human being in the world. And focusing on your senses allows you to experience solitude, because sensing is, by definition, a solitary experience. 199

         Nobody can see for you. Nobody can hear for you. Nobody can taste a chocolate biscuit for you, or touch a satin pillowslip, or smell a rose. Only you can process the world via your senses. Only you can see, hear, taste, touch and smell.

         If you are feeling overwhelmed by your thoughts, focus on your senses. Notice what you can smell, touch, hear, taste and see. Notice the ground under your feet, the sound of the traffic outside, the smell of the coffee coming from the kitchen, the shape of the furniture laid out before you. Notice your breathing – don’t try to control it, just watch it – and return to your senses.

         Even if you’ve never practised mindfulness before, focusing on your senses can snap you out of a rumination cycle and return you to a feeling of control. Noticing your breath can help ground you to the present.

         And smelling coffee is always good. You don’t need any excuse to do that.
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         Remember that pain is normal and allow yourself to acknowledge and sit with your feelings. Mindfulness is helpful, but it doesn’t require an app or an expensive course – it just requires your five senses.

         
            When someone tells you that they are unhappy or worried or in pain, instead of trying to solve it, just say, ‘I’m so sorry you are going through this.’ And then next time you are unhappy or worried or in pain, say the same thing to yourself and see what happens.
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            CHAPTER 15

            Be Curious About Yourself

         

         
            ‘The most exciting, challenging and significant relationship of all is the one you have with yourself.’

            Carrie, Sex and the City finale
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         Ask yourself questions

         Recently I was invited to a dinner party where I was seated opposite a man I’d never met. He was very friendly and chatty, and he told me all about his business, his kids, his recent travels and his beloved dog. By the end of the dinner, I knew a lot about him, including the fact that he loves Chinese food and doesn’t like cats.

         But the man didn’t ask me a thing about myself. He learned absolutely nothing about me at all.

         Over the years I have met many people who show no curiosity about others, people who talk endlessly about themselves and ask no questions of their companions. It’s a very unattractive trait, but there is one that is even worse: showing no curiosity about yourself.

         Being curious about who you are is essential to enjoying time spent alone. After all, when you are genuinely interested in another person, spending time with them is easy. You ask them questions, you pay attention to the answers and you figure out what makes them tick. You need to cultivate that same level of interest in yourself and treat yourself as your own fascinating companion.

         Practising curiosity about yourself means engaging yourself in conversation as you would another person. It means asking yourself the kinds of questions that you would ask someone else 203who you wished to get to know, questions like: ‘What do you want out of life?’, ‘What brings you joy?’, ‘What is your best quality?’, ‘What worries you the most?’ and ‘What would you do, and who would you be, if you could be anything in the world?’.

         Of course, when you wish to elicit useful information from another person, you need to ask them the right questions, and the same applies when you are getting to know yourself. Dr Tasha Eurich, a researcher of self-awareness, argues that ‘what’ questions are far more likely to lead to genuine insights and self-awareness than ‘why’ questions.1 ‘Why’ questions tend to be ineffective, because most people don’t fully understand their own unconscious motivations and feelings. What’s more, ‘why’ questions can encourage people to be overly self-critical, especially if they are naturally introspective, and this can lead to anxiety and depression.

         ‘What’ questions, on the other hand, help you to stay objective and future-focused rather than introspective and focused on the past. So instead of asking yourself ‘Why do I feel anxious?’, you could ask yourself ‘What situations make me feel anxious?’. Instead of asking yourself ‘Why did I make this mistake?’, you could ask yourself ‘What can I do differently next time?’. Instead of asking yourself ‘Why am I dissatisfied?’, you could ask yourself ‘What do I want?’.

         You don’t need to literally speak out loud, although this is a great way of getting to know yourself. The only non-negotiable in these internal dialogues is to practise curiosity, not judgement or criticism. Remember: your feelings are valid, your needs are valid and your opinions are as valid as anyone else’s.

         I do talk out loud to myself on occasion, and I find it very illuminating. I conduct interviews with myself when I am driving, 204or out walking, or even doing the housework. I ask myself probing questions like: ‘What do you regret most in life?’, ‘What do you love about your kids?’ and ‘What are you most proud of having accomplished?’. I answer the questions as truthfully as possible, as if I was answering a trusted friend. And find myself frequently surprised by my responses, even though I am the one asking the questions.

         ‘It’s very therapeutic having those internal dialogues, isn’t it?’ remarks Belinda on social media. ‘Sometimes I bounce ideas off the doggo, he’s often very agreeable.’

         Dogs are excellent listeners. So are cats, goldfish, teddy bears, newborn babies, photos, even volleyballs named Wilson (à la Tom Hanks in Cast Away). Anyone who will listen respectfully and not interrupt with their perspective will help you to better know yourself.

         Your opinion first

         Another part of being curious about yourself is to ask for your own opinion before you ask others for theirs. If you’re anything like me, you will regularly ask other people for their opinion or advice on matters both large and small. Perhaps you’ll ask a family member whether your outfit looks okay, or you’ll ask a close friend what to do about a relationship, or you’ll ask a colleague how to deal with a tricky boss. Or perhaps you’ll turn to virtual communities for help; the internet is full of posts from people asking for advice from strangers online.

         There are times when you may genuinely need advice or direction, of course. Life is challenging, and it can be difficult to sort through your concerns and options all by yourself. But 205there will also be times when you reflexively ask others for their opinion, even if you don’t strictly need their input. This may be because you are socially conditioned to defer to other people, which is particularly likely if you are female. Or it may be because you are being a little lazy; asking someone else for advice means you don’t need to figure out the solution yourself.

         It can be challenging to determine what you think or believe if you are used to consulting other people. And it can be challenging to separate your own desires from what the wider culture tells you that you should want. But the more you practise turning inwards and asking yourself for your opinion, the clearer those opinions will eventually become.

         When my marriage ended, I had to create a new life for myself, and part of that new life was figuring out what I wanted. How did I want to run my household? What did I want for my career? Did I want a relationship or just casual dating? How did I want to manage my finances? How did I want my home to look? What kind of furniture did I like?

         In the first few weeks after my husband and I split, I needed to choose linen for my new bed. I had no idea what my tastes were: what sort of fabric I wanted, what sort of colours I liked or whether I preferred plain or patterned sheets. It had been so long since I had asked myself what I wanted; I had been deferring to my husband’s tastes for years. Looking at doona covers was stressful at first, and then surprisingly exhilarating. I looked at hundreds before settling on a cream cover speckled with pink and green flowers. This cover became a symbol of my independence and capacity to make decisions and navigate the course of my own life. A decade later it is a little frayed, but that cover is still precious for all it represents. Choosing linen gave me the 206confidence to make other more significant decisions and to trust in my own opinions and judgement.

         If you can train yourself to always ask for your own opinions first, you may never need to ask another person for theirs. If you are satisfied with your own decisions and choices, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. If you like the striped doona, or the plain one, or the one with pink and green flowers, you should go ahead and buy it, and enjoy.

         Write it down

         An effective aid for practising curiosity about yourself is to write your thoughts down. Journaling can help you to make sense of your inner world, manage your difficult emotions and reduce anxiety and stress.

         Writing things down helps you to structure your thoughts and transfer worries from your head to the page (or screen). The simple act of committing thoughts to a journal allows your brain to stop ruminating and helps you to regain a sense of control. Journaling can defuse strong emotions like anger and fear and puts problems into perspective by expressing them in words. Solutions to dilemmas can jump out at you when you’re writing or later when you read back what you’ve written.

         Venting to a journal can provide as much emotional relief as venting to a friend. The process is much like writing to another person except that you are engaging in a dialogue with yourself. And instead of gaining comfort from another person, you are learning how to soothe yourself.

         Journaling isn’t quite therapy, but it is definitely a therapeutic tool. Journaling allows us to ‘order our minds’, says Amie McNee, 207a writer who documents her daily journaling practice. She credits journaling with saving her sanity by helping her to notice and change the way she talks to herself.

         ‘Journaling gives us time and space to witness the way our mind is working,’ she tells me. ‘We might think, “God, I’m being so lazy today,” and that thought is taken as fact immediately. By writing down my belief that I am lazy, I am able to examine it and ask myself if it’s true.’

         Unlike your friends, family or therapists, a journal has no agenda or opinions. It is completely accepting of your darkest fears, your most boring ruminations and your most absurd ideas. Journaling can also help you to see the temporary nature of your problems: when you re-read your entries in a week or a month or a year, you inevitably have a new perspective. Writing down your feelings helps you to realise that emotional pain is transitory, and that most of what you worry about doesn’t actually come to pass.

         Mark Tregonning used a journal when he was struggling with his mental health. ‘Journaling helps me to capture my thoughts and put them in a little cage on the page,’ he tells me. ‘It automatically changes my relationship to those thoughts. They’re no longer just inside me. The process of writing changes the way you think. You can see what’s living inside your head.’

         There is no right or wrong way to use a journal. You can do stream-of-consciousness writing and just jot down whatever comes into your head. You can ask yourself specific questions every day or use one of the many journal prompts found online. You can use your journal to write letters that you’ll never send to people who have died, are no longer in your life or have hurt you or made you angry. You can do as Anne Frank did and give your 208journal a name (her journal was Kitty), or you can pretend that you are writing to a person you know.

         If you are really struggling with a problem or issue, try using the third-person technique. Writing in the third person can help you to see yourself with fresh eyes, giving a perspective born of emotional distance. To use the third-person technique, try first describing the troubling situation, how you feel about it and what you need to decide. For example: I don’t know what to do. I’m sure this is going to ruin everything. No-one can come back from a mistake like this. Now change what you’ve written to the third person: She doesn’t know what to do. She is sure this is going to ruin everything. No-one can come back from a mistake like this.

         Then walk away. Close the journal and ignore it for an hour, or a day, or even a week. When you are ready, read it over as though it was written by someone else. It’s incredible how much easier it is to see your situation objectively when you are reading about it in the third person. You will be able to harness the insight and compassion you show to other people and direct it towards yourself.

         Get inspired

         Practising curiosity on yourself means learning to access the worlds that exist in your own head. It means knocking on the door of the secret world of your mind, going inside and taking a good look around. To paraphrase Ralph Waldo Emerson, you become what you think about all day long. What else could you possibly be?

         If you feel overwhelmed by spending time with your thoughts, try taking inspiration from people whose inner worlds literally 209saved their lives. Think of Iranian-American journalist Jason Rezaian, who spent eighteen months in solitary confinement in Iran after being falsely accused of espionage. Rezaian spent his time in his tiny cell going deep into his thoughts, reflecting on what people liked about him, finding things to be hopeful about, and finding things he could laugh about. ‘You have to figure out a way to really embrace the voice inside your head and use it as an advantage,’ he told The Washington Post, which holds true even for those of us fortunate enough to live freely.2

         Think of medical academic Edith Bone, who was accused of spying for the British government and spent seven years imprisoned in solitary confinement in Hungary after World War Two. As she wrote in her memoir, Seven Years Solitary, she stayed mentally strong by constantly mining her memory, using her brain and continuing to learn. Bone recited all the poetry she could remember, composed her own poetry, performed geometric calculations in her mind and took imaginary walks all over the world.

         Think of Jessica Brea, a young woman living with chronic fatigue syndrome who was bedridden for eight years. In the documentary Unrest, which she produced and directed, she talked about being sustained in solitude by her fantasies of travel. ‘I stayed sane because I can do lots of things with my mind,’ she said. ‘I go to many different places all over the world in my mind.’

         Think of Australian academic Kylie Moore-Gilbert, who was incarcerated in an Irani prison for more than two years, including twelve months in solitary confinement. She stayed strong by retreating into her mind and wandering through her memories of the past. ‘You have to develop a coping mechanism,’ she told The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘like slowing everything down and closing your eyes and just inhabiting your memories.’3 210

         Think of Keith LaMar, who has been in solitary confinement on death row in the United States for twenty-eight years. He listens to music, reads books, paints, does yoga and meditates. ‘Not to distract myself from myself,’ he said in an interview with Mother Jones, ‘but to take me deeper into myself.’4

         If these people can delve into their own minds for years at a time, you can do it for a few minutes a day. Try daydreaming and just let your mind wander where it will. Or search for a memory – of an event, a conversation, a trip, or an interaction – and do your best to recall the details of the experience.

         Alternatively, if you don’t know where to start, try to remember one of your dreams. A dream is a direct missive from the secret world of your mind, a metaphorical communication from your subconscious to you. Try figuring out an interpretation for your dream to bring you closer to understanding yourself. There are websites and ‘dictionaries’ that offer the meanings of dreams, but what is important is what your dream means to you. Yes, there are some common anxiety dreams – sitting for an exam without being prepared, being naked in a public place, feeling your teeth fall out, and so on – but these dreams reflect ingrained cultural fears rather than mystical, universal symbols. A dream about an owl might speak of ‘wisdom’ to some people, but if you’ve been looking at photos of cute baby owls, it will probably mean something far less profound to you.

         To work out what your own dreams mean, try reflecting on how they make you feel. What emotions do they evoke? What does the imagery remind you of? How did you feel when you woke up? The answer won’t be right or wrong; it is simply a key to help you unlock your mind and allow you into your inner space. 211

         It takes practice to learn to delve into your thoughts and memories. As author Van Badham tells me, ‘You have to put some work in to make aloneness work.’ She spends time on her own every day, drawing on the storehouse of material she has from her many solitary travels and excursions. ‘It’s revisiting films I love in my head, and books I love in my head, and memories, and plot details,’ Badham says. ‘It’s asking myself why I love particular things. I try to do some private contemplation every day to give my brain some structure. I take a break, have a wonder, have a think.’

         Badham has always enjoyed her own company. When she was a child she had imaginary friends, constructed things, played with Lego and taught herself how to play chess. She is endlessly curious and can sit for hours just taking in a scene. When her mind is engaged, being alone isn’t a problem. ‘There are moments and experiences that can be silent and still, and that is really important,’ she says.

         Some people, like Van Badham, are naturally curious about themselves. Others are forced to become curious about themselves when they are deprived of outside stimulation. You will (hopefully!) never experience solitary confinement or be isolated in your bedroom for years at a time. But developing curiosity about yourself will help you to get to know who you are and to better understand how to live your most satisfying life. It will give you the inner resources to sustain and entertain yourself when you are alone. And it will make your solitude, and your life, so much more rewarding.
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         212You can practise curiosity about yourself by:

         	asking yourself questions

            	figuring out your own opinion before you ask others

            	writing down your thoughts.

         

            Instead of keeping a gratitude journal, try keeping a resentment journal. Write down your grudges, your disappointments and your betrayals, or write letters that you will never send to people who have hurt you. Resentment journaling can help you to manage feelings of anger, find a sense of closure and even move towards forgiveness.
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            CHAPTER 16

            Self-Care (It’s Not Just Bubble Baths)

         

         
            ‘Almost everything will work again if you unplug it for a few minutes, including you.’

            Anne Lamott
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         Self-care isn’t indulgent

         One of my favourite things in the world is my morning coffee. I am not being flippant! I genuinely love my cappuccino. I wake up looking forward to my coffee, and I prepare it with a little ritual. I use a special mug that is just the right shape (wide, with a thin rim and a nice chunky handle), and I warm it by filling it with boiling water. I heat and froth my milk, pour the coffee, add the milk and sugar, and sprinkle it with a bit of chocolate powder. And then I sit down in my favourite chair, and I savour every drop. I don’t distract myself with my phone or computer; every sip is far too precious. Those few minutes of coffee drinking are a tiny daily joy.

         Joy is important in life, and to enjoy alone time, you need to prioritise self-care. There is a weird attitude in our culture that self-care is an indulgence you have to earn. You only deserve self-care if you have worked really hard, or if you have devoted yourself to caring for others, or if you have pushed yourself to be the best you can be.

         This is nonsense. You deserve self-care because you are human. You deserve self-care like you deserve food, or water, or warmth. You deserve self-care because life is challenging, and you need moments of pleasure to make it all worthwhile. You deserve self-care 215because you are alive for a short time, and you should enjoy that time as much as humanly possible.

         ‘Self-care’ has been commercialised and memeified on social media. It is used as a hashtag under photos of pedicures, or chocolate sundaes, or bubble baths. And these are all examples of self-care activities, but self-care as a philosophy is much more than that. Self-care is looking after your physical and emotional health.

         Still, engaging in self-care may be unfamiliar and unsettling if you are not used to prioritising your own wellbeing. You may not even know what you enjoy, or what makes you feel happy or relaxed. If this is the case, start by recalling a time when you felt good in the past. What were your favourite hobbies as a child? When have you felt most elated or calm? What would you do if you had no obligations? Is there any activity you have wished you could try?

         You won’t always be able to give yourself exactly what you want (I often want to lie on the couch with a bag of liquorice bullets when I need to be working at my computer) but recognising your desires can help you to nurture yourself as much as possible within the parameters of your daily life.

         You can also commit to testing out new solo activities that might bring you pleasure. I went through a mad knitting phase during the pandemic and gained tremendous joy from buying yarn, browsing through patterns and knitting wonky jumpers that I rarely wore. These days I love going for walks, pottering around my house, reading books, browsing through op shops, sitting in cafés with the newspaper, and lying on my couch and daydreaming. 216

         But this is what works for me. Other people have very different sources of joy. My younger daughter spends hours melting wax to make candles. My friend Kylie swims laps in an ocean pool. A friend on social media paints for relaxation and stress relief. ‘I can lose myself for several hours in art,’ she says. ‘I get so lost in my thoughts that sometimes it’s hard to resurface.’

         Craig Harper has his own form of meditation. ‘I’m relaxed and joyful when I ride my motorbike,’ he tells me. ‘You need to work out what is meditative for you. When do you feel the most connected and the most joy?’

         You might feel most connected when you are playing the piano, or perfecting your homemade sourdough, or reviewing your stamp collection. Perhaps you get into a meditative state while cleaning your house, or practising your Tuvan throat singing, or crocheting a hat. Or maybe you get into the zone while building Lego constructions, or solving word puzzles, or studying ancient Egyptian art.

         You might find your happy place when you are doing a bit of exercise. Doing any sort of exercise can be deeply meditative; there is something about the repetitive motion and the physical exertion that can lull you into a state of calm. And, of course, exercise produces endorphins, the neurotransmitters in your brain that trigger feelings of wellbeing, even elation. It took me until my forties to learn to love exercise, but now I cannot get by without my morning walk. It clears my mind, helps me to destress and energises me for the day ahead.

         ‘I find running to be a form of quiet meditation,’ says Andrew via social media, ‘and that effect intensifies the harder I run.’

         ‘Swimming is my only mindful activity,’ messages Rae. ‘Because you drown if you don’t concentrate!’ 217

         Romanticise your life

         One of the most effective ways to engage in self-care is to bring more beauty into your daily life. Music, literature and visual art are profound sources of beauty and can elevate your mood when you’re all by yourself. I will play hip-hop when I want to feel motivated, eighties music when I feel nostalgic, and soundtracks from television and movies when I want to evoke memories of those shows. I don’t know much about the visual arts but I have a couple of paintings in my house that I really love, and I can sit and look at them for minutes at a time.

         And, of course, reading is a powerful way to bring beauty and pleasure into your day. Whether you’re reading non-fiction to expand your mind or a novel to escape into a different universe, you can be genuinely transformed by the power of words.

         ‘As a reader of fiction, I like to spend time thinking about the story, the characters and just the words and phrases,’ tweets Jo. ‘When I finish a book, I let it wash over me for days. It is my way of sorting out my perspective on life.’

         ‘I need to be immersed in something,’ writes Susie. ‘That’s why I love reading. You’re immersed in another world. It’s an opportunity to fully be consumed by something, to be in that moment.’

         Music and books and paintings can stir all sorts of powerful emotions. They can make you feel joyful, or excited, or melancholy, or relaxed; they can give you chills or calm your nervous system down.

         But art does more than that. Art, in all its forms, is a way of connecting with other people when you’re alone, which is why books can be a literal lifeline to some during long periods of 218solitude. A song, a book or a piece of art is a product of another person’s imagination. Their creation gives you access to their ideas, feelings, beliefs and vision of the world. When you read a novel, listen to a popular song or look at a painting or sculpture, you are not just consuming the art itself. You are engaging with another person’s mind.

         Art can also serve as a shortcut into your own imagination. Engaging with art can act as a sort of psychological and emotional prompt. It can spark long-forgotten memories (I hear ‘Come On Eileen’ by Dexys Midnight Runners and am immediately back in year nine at school, giggling with my friends) or generate new ideas or fantasies. Art can help you to connect with yourself by connecting you with the work of another person.

         But you don’t need to consume other people’s art to engage with beauty: you can bring tiny moments of beauty into your own life. I call this ‘making things as nice as possible’; the internet calls it ‘romanticising your life’. There are millions of posts on TikTok and Instagram with the hashtag #romanticizeyourlife, all encouraging people to savour life’s small pleasures. The posts show beautifully plated breakfasts, glasses of champagne, bunches of fresh flowers, brightly coloured bath bombs, gorgeous views and cups of tea in dainty crockery.

         Whatever you call it, adding small pleasures to your day doesn’t need to be expensive or arduous. It can be as simple as wearing your favourite clothes instead of saving them for special occasions, or making your bed every morning so you can slip between smooth sheets at night, or savouring your coffee each day as I do.

         Being thoughtful about mealtimes also has the potential to add pleasure to your alone time. Food can be life-enhancing 219as well as life-sustaining, and eating can be a truly joyful experience. If you’re like me, you may not bother to make mealtimes enjoyable when you’re on your own. When I eat with other people, I sit at the table, use proper cutlery, take my time over the meal and comment on what I am eating. But when I’m by myself, I often make little or no effort to create a decent meal. I might eat toast, or cereal, or three-day-old leftovers, or – my favourite – a packet of instant noodles. I don’t always set the table or use decent flatware, and sometimes I don’t even sit at the table at all. I might eat standing up in the kitchen, or in the car, or sitting on the couch in front of the TV. Even when I do choose to sit at the table, I might scroll through my phone or read the news as I eat. If I am not careful, I can distract myself so thoroughly that I barely notice the food going into my mouth.

         Not putting effort into meals is another way of rushing through life and not being present with yourself. I’m not suggesting you need to prepare a three-course meal and sit for an hour at the table when you’re on your own. (I deeply dislike cooking and quite like instant noodles, so I’m certainly not getting on board with that.) But I am suggesting you should take the time to fully enjoy your meals. Try whenever possible to eat mindfully, without distractions, and to truly engage with the process of eating. At the very least, put your food on a plate, sit down at the table and focus on what you’re eating. And if possible, make the effort to create a meal that you’ll enjoy, whether it is instant noodles, a full roast dinner for one, or something in between.

         If you don’t, you are robbing yourself of a little moment of pleasure. And you deserve those moments of pleasure, even when – no, especially when – you are alone. 220

         Think for pleasure

         Yesterday afternoon, after a few hours of writing, I lay down on my couch near the window. I like my couch; it’s very deep and extremely comfortable. I closed my eyes and imagined being at my book launch. I imagined what I’d wear and what I would say. I imagined the guests milling around with drinks in their hands and my feeling of satisfaction as I looked at my book. Twenty minutes flew by. When I got up from the couch, I felt quite positive and excited.

         Researcher Timothy Wilson calls this ‘thinking for pleasure’, the act of controlling your daydreams to have positive and enjoyable experiences. You might fantasise, as I did, about a future pleasurable event, or replay a joyful memory. You might imagine yourself in a completely improbable but exciting scenario, like winning an Academy Award or getting married to your celebrity crush. Or you might conjure up your favourite place in the world and think of yourself walking along a Parisian street, or lying by a Caribbean beach, or sitting at the kitchen table in your childhood home.

         When I am stressed, I often think of my late grandparents’ home in Melbourne. In my mind I walk through the different rooms, look through the wardrobes and pantry, and take a stroll in the gardens outside. I try to recall as many details of the house as I can and remember the family dinners at the big table with the green upholstered chairs. It soothes me and makes me feel happy. It is my imaginative touchstone.

         A 2021 study conducted by Wilson and his colleagues found that most people do not know how to think for pleasure. Even when asked to think joyful thoughts, they struggle to focus and 221create meaningful and pleasurable scenarios.1 This may be, the researchers speculate, because thinking for pleasure requires people to be both a ‘script writer’ and an ‘experiencer’. ‘That is,’ they write, ‘they had to choose a topic to think about (“I’ll focus on my upcoming summer vacation”), decide what would happen (“Okay, I’ve arrived at the beach, I guess I’ll lie in the sun for a bit before going for a swim”), and then mentally experience those actions.’2

         But thinking for pleasure is a skill you can practise. You can learn how to direct your thoughts to have pleasurable and fulfilling daydreams. Remember, you are already extremely good at fantasising – you may simply fantasise about the wrong things. You have probably entertained worst-case scenarios, imagined yourself failing and relived various mistakes that you have made. But self-care means engaging in fantasies that make you feel good instead of ones that make you feel unhappy. You need to deliberately imagine best-case scenarios: imagine yourself succeeding and replay the most pleasant moments from your life.

         Worry and rumination is often a sort of superstition: if you play out in your mind all of the terrible things that might happen, you’ll prevent them from actually occurring. And if you let yourself imagine good things happening, you’ll prevent them from occurring too! But this, of course, is magical thinking. You can’t possibly prevent things from happening merely by thinking about them – if this was the case, there would be no global warming or coffee. (I think about coffee a lot.) And thinking for pleasure can be hugely entertaining, even exhilarating.

         ‘I have enormously elaborate daydreams that last for months at a time,’ writes Jen. ‘I do it because it makes me happy!’ 222

         ‘I think about what my superpower would be,’ Mila tells me. ‘Lots of artists think about stories.’

         ‘The fifteen minutes after I buy my lottery ticket are possibly the most joyous fifteen minutes of my week,’ tweets Andy. ‘I plan how I would spend it on my children and “set the world right”.’

         You have nothing to lose by thinking for pleasure and all sorts of enjoyable fantasies to gain. Your capacity to daydream will improve over time like any other skill. Try recalling a happy memory, or generating a fantasy for the future, and let it play out for a few moments. Try taking a mental tour of a place where you have felt safe and happy, or imagining a conversation with a person you love who makes you feel good. Or do what Andy does and think of winning the lottery. I’ve tried that one myself and it is very pleasant indeed.

         Be compassionate

         Self-care requires you to be kind to yourself, and a huge part of being kind to yourself is talking to yourself with compassion.

         Being alone means engaging in conversation with yourself, and the way you speak to yourself will determine how you feel. You would not feel safe with a person who constantly criticises or attacks you, and you will not feel safe on your own if you do the same to yourself.

         But as a human being, you are likely to criticise yourself simply because you are hardwired to be negative. Humans are subject to a negativity bias, the tendency to pay more attention to the negative than the positive. You are likely to remember traumatic events more sharply than enjoyable events, to focus on painful feelings more than good feelings and to internalise criticism far 223more than praise. There is a strong evolutionary reason for this negativity bias because in early human history, a sensitivity to danger was vital for survival. Innocuous things like flowers were very pleasant, but bad things like marauding beasts could kill you.

         But you are not a cave person, and the negativity bias does not always serve you. You need to notice the way you are speaking to yourself and catch yourself when you are being negative. This does not mean that you should embrace toxic positivity and refuse to acknowledge your painful emotions. You do not need to believe you can achieve anything you wish, or that you don’t have limitations. And you certainly don’t need to pretend that you haven’t messed up when you have, or to tell yourself that everything is fine when it is not.

         You simply need to remind yourself that you are valuable and lovable, with all of your flaws and fallibilities. And you need to remember that you are as deserving of kindness as anybody else on this planet.

         Being kind to yourself means challenging the negativity bias. It means noticing your most catastrophic and critical thoughts and asking yourself whether they are true: ‘Do I really look awful?’ ‘Am I genuinely a terrible parent?’ ‘Was that actually a disaster?’ And it means asking yourself if your most dire predictions are really going to happen: ‘Am I truly going to get fired over this?’ ‘Is it likely I will go broke and become homeless?’ ‘Am I actually going to lose all my friends?’

         Finally, it means allowing for the possibility that things will go well instead of assuming that everything will go badly. It means asking yourself ‘What if everything goes right?’ instead of just considering everything that can go wrong. 224
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         The self-care industry is often focused on learning to love yourself. But you don’t need to love yourself to engage in self-care any more than you need to love a stranger to treat them with compassion. You can start acting in a thoughtful and considerate way towards yourself whether you feel particularly loving or not. You don’t need to earn self-care, nor do you need to do anything to deserve it. Your right to enjoy your alone time and to treat yourself with kindness isn’t conditional on you being anything but alive.

         As long as you are breathing, you can and should seek out moments of joy. And if that includes a pedicure, or a chocolate sundae, or a bubble bath, you can have one of those too.

         
            Write down a list of ten solitary activities that bring you pleasure. It might be drinking tea in bed, tinkering with your car, reading a book in the sun, going for a run, rearranging your closet, driving with your radio blaring, building model trains, taking yourself to the movies, playing patience, cooking … or it might be something completely different.

            Then try to do one activity at least two or three times a week. You deserve to have joy!
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            CHAPTER 17

            Use Social Media Mindfully

         

         
            ‘He who thinks little, errs much.’

            Leonardo da Vinci
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         Are you being served?

         One of the lessons I’ve learned from having three kids is that lecturing someone on their social media usage doesn’t work. I’ll say to my teenage daughter very gingerly, ‘Darling, do you think you’re spending too much time on YouTube?’ and I’ll see her grip on her phone tighten as the justifications begin. ‘It’s fine, Mum, I’ve hardly watched anything today – it’s just one thirty-minute video, okay?’

         And so I will not suggest that you cut down your social media usage. I will, however, gently suggest that you consider this question: is social media serving you well?

         Technology should be enhancing your life, not making you anxious or holding you hostage. And to figure out whether technology is serving you well, it is useful to scrutinise your social media usage.

         It can be a little bit scary to audit your time on your devices. It is tempting to bury your head in the sand (or in your phone) and tell yourself that you are in control, that you are not in thrall to technology, and that you can stop whenever you want to. Maybe that’s true and maybe it isn’t, but if you want to maximise your wellbeing and enjoy alone time, you do need to be honest with yourself about how you are spending that time.

         A good place to start is seeing how long you can last without checking your phone. I ran this little experiment for myself when 227I started writing this book. I resisted and resisted, feeling proud of how long I could stave off the urge to look at my messages or check out the latest reunion video on Instagram. When I finally gave in and picked up my phone after what felt like aeons, I was shocked.

         Only twenty minutes had passed.

         However long you last offline, it is worth considering what apps you use and what you are using them for. Are you using your devices to have meaningful chats with friends? Are you losing hours of your life to cat videos or TikToks? Are you looking at posts that make you laugh and feel uplifted, or are you reading posts that make you angry or depressed? Do the accounts you follow enrich your life, or do you put down your phone feeling anxious or diminished? Do you find yourself stuck on an app longer than intended or do you always remain completely in control?

         Social media can certainly be a force for good. I’ve met many people through the online world, including two of my closest friends. I use social media to share my writing and to communicate with my readers.

         But I don’t always use social media to socialise, and I don’t always use social media for work. Sometimes I use social media to zone out, to escape from the world, and to escape from myself. There are times when I do this mindfully, making a conscious decision to unwind for a bit with stupid memes and funny videos. But there are also times when I get stuck on an app – usually Instagram – and find myself scrolling mindlessly for minutes, even hours, unable to break the spell, snap out of the trance and return to myself.

         This is a problem. To have meaningful alone time, I can’t just go numb. I need to be present with myself. And to do this, I need 228to use social media mindfully. I need it to serve me instead of me serving the algorithm of the apps.

         What are you trying to achieve?

         To use social media mindfully, you first need to ask yourself why you are using it. What are you trying to gain from the apps? Is social media giving you something that enhances your life, or is it distracting you from living fully?

         What constitutes a distraction is different for everyone. To determine whether an activity is a distraction or worthwhile, you need to decide what is valuable in your life, what is good for you, and what you want your life to be. And this is an ongoing process, says philosopher Damon Young, author of Distraction: A philosopher’s guide to being free. Whether or not an activity constitutes a distraction depends on what is important to you at any particular time. When you’re being distracted, you are wrenched away from what is important. But what is important to you is fluid and changeable. Your goals and motivations will change over time, and so your definition of a distraction will change too. ‘In any situation,’ Young explains to me, ‘you need to be asking: does this increase my capacities or diminish them? Am I more or less lucid? Am I more or less honest with myself? I am constantly asking myself, “Is this good for me?” Good is something I need to define.’

         To Young, freedom and autonomy are profoundly important, which is why he is mindful of how much social media he consumes. ‘The apps try to replace my needs with theirs,’ he tells me. ‘Their need is for you to keep creating drama, to keep being hooked in. They are serving their own interests. Being 229autonomous and free is contemplating your own interests as opposed to theirs.’

         Of course, you need time and space for contemplation just to answer those questions, and it is difficult to get that if you are constantly attached to your phone. To help break the cycle, it can be helpful to remove some of the triggers that keep you in thrall to the apps: the notifications, emails, messages, pings and alarms that are designed to constantly draw you in.

         In Indistractable, author Nir Eyal asks the reader to consider whether a trigger is serving them or whether they are serving the trigger. He suggests that readers ‘hack back’ the triggers that don’t serve them by using the unfollow and delete functions liberally. Delete platforms that make you feel bad or that you use compulsively, unfollow people or publications that are not good for you, unsubscribe to emails you don’t really need or want, and switch off notifications for non-essential apps.

         I’ve tried this, and it is surprisingly effective. Without those constant reminders, the lure of the phone becomes much less powerful. The online world still exists, but I dip in and out of it at my discretion instead of repeatedly being pulled out of real life and back into my device.

         ‘I need to remind myself why I don’t need to be on my phone,’ says Damon Young. ‘I remind myself that I am the centre here. I need to create, not just be spoonfed amusement by someone else. So often Twitter is just a momentary diversion from whatever it is I’m refusing to experience.’

         Journalist Ginger Gorman agrees. ‘I notice that when I delete the apps from my phone or turn off my phone, I’m far less anxious. It affects the entire quality of my life, not just that single moment in which I turn away from it.’ 230

         Check your intentions

         When you do use social media, it is useful to be clear about your intentions before you log on. Do you want to be entertained for an hour? Do you want to make plans with your friends? Do you want to check out what people in your social circle are doing or see what is going on in the world? Do you want to post something and get lots of attention, or are you seeking a reaction from one particular person?

         There are no right or wrong answers, but having a specific purpose when you use your devices can help you to manage your time and avoid falling down internet rabbit holes. Set a goal and then, when you have met it, try to log off and do something else. Of course, you may not get the outcome from your social media engagement that you desire. You may not be entertained, or have a satisfying interaction, or get a response from that special person whose attention you seek. And that has to be okay. You have to be okay with it. And if you’re not – if a less than ideal outcome will leave you feeling worse than before – you should consider not using social media at all.

         You should bear in mind, too, that social media can be a great adjunct to human interaction but should not be used as a substitute. Part of being okay alone, and avoiding loneliness, is having meaningful connections with other people. The excessive use of social media can undermine your connections and increase your sense of isolation.

         Text messages, for example, can diminish rather than enhance your feelings of connection. Texts are a low-effort, low-commitment and low-stakes form of communication, which is why so many people use them instead of speaking to each 231other in real time – it is so much easier to tap out a text than to have an actual conversation. But text messages are fraught with misunderstandings and can fail to convey tone, emotion and nuance. It is hard to appreciate sarcasm in a text. It is easy to mistake brevity for anger.

         Most significantly, text messages don’t allow for vulnerability, which is the cornerstone of real connection. Vulnerability comes when you allow yourself to be seen – or at least heard – by another person. Writing text messages and pressing ‘send’ is a way to avoid being vulnerable and to avoid venturing into genuine connection. It isn’t solitude, and it isn’t communion. It is just words on a screen.

         Text messages are fine for those brief interactions that are purely an exchange of information: ‘What time are we meeting?’ ‘Did you buy bananas?’ ‘Can you pick up the kids from school?’

         But for real conversations, it is far better to meet in person or, at the very minimum, to speak on the phone. And if the text exchange isn’t meaningful or enriching, you should practise walking away. You do not need to respond to every message that comes your way. You do not need to get into long text exchanges, you do not need to reply to every comment on your social media, and you do not need to argue with every person online who criticises you or disagrees with what you say. You can literally just ignore messages or – even better – delete them and pretend they never existed.

         The world is full of people with strong and diverging opinions, and many of them are on social media. Much of the online world consists of people arguing with each other, or people preaching to the converted, or people concurring with others who share their beliefs. There is very little changing of minds, very few sincere 232apologies, and almost no subtlety or nuance. You do not have a sacred obligation to participate in this world. You are certainly not required to educate people who disagree with you, or to react to everything you see online.

         Of course, this is easier said than done. The online world feels hugely important when you are immersed in it. I used to regularly say to my family, ‘I just have to respond to this comment,’ and then ignore my kids, or ignore my work, or ignore myself, until I finished my online argument. I realised eventually that this was a waste of my emotional energy, and that my time is far too precious to spend on pointless social media battles.

         Yes, it is uncomfortable when someone doesn’t seem to like you. Yes, it is maddening when someone has a different opinion. But once you shut down the app, or close your computer, or block that person, the discomfort very quickly passes. There will always be people who enrage you online, but they don’t need to impact your life. You should save your energy, sanity and time for yourself.

         It can also help to have sacred times and sacred spaces in which you do not look at your devices. Human beings used to have regular moments of alone time during the day, but in this constantly connected world, you need to consciously opt in to solitude by putting down your phone.

         You might go for a walk and leave your device at home, or download an app that takes your phone offline for periods of time during the day. You might follow Raymond Kethledge’s lead and work in an office with no internet or mobile phone coverage. ‘So I don’t have part of my brain wondering if I’ve gotten some email or text,’ he explains in his TED talk. ‘It’s like having all the cookies taken off my brain.’1 233

         You might do as Orthodox Jewish people do and not use technology for twenty-four hours each week. Rabbi Jeffrey Kamins tells me that he finds great joy in disconnecting from his devices every Sabbath, which lasts from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday. ‘People focus on what you can’t do on Shabbat,’ he says. ‘You don’t drive, you don’t spend money, you don’t use your devices. But think of what you can do: eat, drink, sing, learn, love and just simply be.’

         The Jewish Sabbath is tied up in the story of creation, in which human beings are said to be created in God’s image. ‘We humans are divine,’ Rabbi Kamins says, ‘and I deeply and completely believe that you need time to stop to sense your inner divinity. To get in touch with your inner being, you have to stop. It really works.’

         I ask him what he does on a Saturday. ‘I can sit in my garden, or read a book, or walk in the neighbourhood,’ he tells me. ‘I can walk through the markets, I can go into a gallery or museum, I can be out in nature. I can appreciate beauty! There is so much in life that is absolutely magnificent, but we don’t see it because we’re rushing by.’

         Just allowing his brain to have a rest for one day a week is transformative. ‘The busyness of the week, the constant input, stops, and I absolutely love it,’ Rabbi Kamins says. ‘I just want to hold on to it as long as I possibly can.’

         Delay

         The addictive nature of social media makes it difficult to put down your device, but technology isn’t entirely to blame. Human beings are highly susceptible to distractions; life is hard, and it is 234normal and natural to want to seek respite from the challenges of the world and from yourself. Still, if you want to have meaningful time alone, you need to resist these distractions, at least for periods of time.

         In Indistractable, Nir Eyal explains that people turn to distractions when they are uncomfortable or in pain. To become less distractable, we must learn to notice the discomfort that precedes our distraction and then sit with that discomfort until it passes. When you are on your own and feel the urge to pick up your phone, scrutinise yourself to figure out what led to that urge. Were you bored, or anxious, or lonely, or sad? Was there a thought that triggered the desire to escape, or are you simply doing what you have always done before?

         Often just realising your motivations can help you to ward off the diversion. But if you still long to pick up your phone, Eyal suggests that you try to delay for ten minutes. This will help you to learn to manage your triggers and wait out the impulses that lead to distraction.

         Having said that, it is much easier to replace an urge with something else than to try to resist it – this is why people trying to quit smoking use nicotine gum, why nail biters use fidget toys, and why weight watchers munch on carrot sticks when they’re craving sweets. And being offline can be genuinely unsettling for people who are used to being constantly connected. I know that when I misplace my phone, I run around as frantically as if I have lost my own child.

         It can be helpful to have a list of solitary activities to do instead of picking up your phone. You might read a book, do some exercise or knock over a household chore that has been pending a while. You might reorganise the pantry, write in a journal, plan 235a meal or hug the cat. You might walk around the block, water the plants, do a craft project or (my favourite) take a nanna nap on the couch.

         And if you do cave and find yourself on social media, you mustn’t give yourself a hard time: sometimes you just need to zone out for a bit. Life is tough. The apps are addictive. Tomorrow is another day.
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         Before you pick up your device, ask yourself:

         	Is social media serving me well?

            	What do I hope to achieve from logging on right now?

            	Can I hold out for just ten more minutes?

         

            Many tech moguls, including the late Steve Jobs of Apple, Bill Gates of Microsoft and Susan Wojcicki of YouTube, have publicly stated that they limit their kids’ access to technology and to social media. If the insiders are acting to protect their families from the online world, perhaps we should as well?
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            CHAPTER 18

            Look at a Tree

         

         
            ‘I never really understood the word “loneliness”. As far as I was concerned, I was in an orgy with the sky and the ocean, and with nature.’

            Björk

         

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      238
          

         Nature heals

         As I write this, I am sitting at my kitchen table looking out the window at a bunch of trees. The trees belong to my neighbour, and they’re extremely tall. If it wasn’t for those trees I would be able to catch ‘ocean glimpses’ from my balcony (if I craned my head to the left and stood on tiptoes and squinted). The real estate agent who sold me the apartment advised me to get the trees removed in order to maximise my view and possibly increase the value of my home.

         I’m no horticulturalist – I don’t even know the names of the trees – but I love them. I love looking out at greenery. Those trees are what makes my view valuable to me. Looking at trees soothes me and cheers me up.

         A few years ago, I travelled to the Northern Territory and met some Indigenous leaders. The way they spoke about their connection to the land – their ‘mother’ – felt deeply moving to me. I realised that I, a city girl born and bred, am also connected to the land. All human beings are. We are genetically programmed to find natural environments soothing. Being in nature increases our feelings of wellbeing and reduces anger, fear, depression and stress.1

         If you are struggling with spending time alone, or even if you are not, try spending some time in nature. Nature can help you to 239manage physical and emotional pain, it can lower blood pressure and reduce nervous system arousal, it can enhance immune system function, and it can speed rates of healing. On the most basic level, having something pleasant to look at – a tree, a flower, a butterfly, a bird – can distract you from negative thoughts or feelings and help to cheer you up.

         Being in a natural environment doesn’t just elevate your mood, it can actively reduce feelings of isolation.2 People simply do not feel as lonely outdoors in nature as they do when they are inside. There is a feeling of connection that comes from being surrounded by living things: trees, flowers, birds, insects, sunshine beating down or rain falling on your face.

         Poets have been writing about the healing and restorative powers of nature for generations. I remember as a schoolkid reading about Wordsworth wandering ‘lonely as a cloud’ and being profoundly unimpressed, as teenagers are wont to be. Who cared about ‘golden daffodils’ beneath the trees, ‘fluttering and dancing in the breeze’? And yet there I was, every afternoon after school, rollerskating in my street under blue skies, surrounded by trees and shrubbery. There I was every school lunchtime with my friends, sitting under the branches of our favourite tree eating sandwiches. There I was each weekend at Bondi Beach, spending entire days on the sand and in the sea.

         I was constantly enjoying the natural environment. I just took it completely for granted.

         My kids do not have the same exposure to nature as I did growing up. My kids don’t spend hours rollerskating or hanging at the beach; they spend hours on their computers and phone. And this alienation from nature can be detrimental to their health. Back in 2005, author Richard Louv coined the term 240‘nature deficit disorder’ to describe the cost to human beings of being alienated from nature. Nature deficit disorder can result in a diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses.3

         It can be hard to notice nature deficit disorder until you are actually immersed in nature. When I visited the Northern Territory and spent ten days in the bush, I realised how disconnected I was back at home in the city. I don’t consider myself to be spiritual at all but I felt a great sense of calm walking through the dense forest, looking around and seeing nothing but a vast expanse of trees. I felt the earth beneath me, breathed fresh air into my lungs, listened to the buzzing of the insects and felt a connection to the land and to myself that I’d never felt when walking on layers of bitumen.

         Go outside

         You may not be lucky enough to spend time in the Australian wilderness but you can spend more time in nature. You can take up what the Japanese call shinrin-yoku or ‘forest bathing’: immersing yourself in nature to increase your health and happiness. You don’t need to take off your clothes and you don’t even need an actual forest; your backyard, local beach or park will do just fine. The key to forest bathing is to use your senses to absorb yourself in the experience. Look at the trees or water, touch the grass or sand, smell the air. Listen to the sounds of the birds, the rustle of the leaves, the swish of the waves.

         Journalist Suzi O’Shea tells me she spends a lot of time just looking at nature. ‘I can sit in my backyard and watch the trees swaying in the wind,’ she says. ‘And when there’s a storm, my kids 241come on my bed, we open the windows, we turn off the lights and watch.’ She calls it ‘nature’s television’, a brilliant metaphor if ever I’ve heard one.

         One of the easiest ways to be in nature and experience solitude is to go for a walk. Walking – alone or with a dog – is one of the most common ways that people report spending time with their thoughts. You don’t need to do a Cheryl Strayed and hike the Pacific Crest Trail, simply take a turn through your neighbourhood. Any exercise will produce endorphins and enhance your wellbeing, but walking is also a brilliant way to gain clarity, insights and creative breakthroughs.

         ‘All truly great thoughts are conceived while walking,’ said Nietzsche, and I concur. I do all my best thinking while walking. Whenever I am struggling for inspiration or stuck on a particular creative problem, I close my computer and go for a walk around the block. Almost without fail, the solution will come to me. The repetitive, meditative movement of walking triggers the default mode network that is responsible for creative thought. Walking boosts lateral thinking and the generation of new ideas, and the effects will last even after you sit down.4

         If you struggle to sit with your thoughts, try walking with your thoughts instead. There are things to look at, sounds to listen to, and other people, animals or wildlife to keep you company.

         ‘Every day I walk our dogs for an hour or so and just think,’ writes Carlos on Twitter. ‘It could be free-flowing and random or trying to work out an issue with my latest story or something else related to work or family.’

         ‘I try and walk once a day along the waterfront,’ messages Ren. ‘It helps me to connect to Country and also to escape the constant noise of modern life.’ 242

         ‘It’s amazing how much one can solve life’s problems while walking without distraction,’ messages Jude.

         When you do go out for a walk, try to pay attention to your environment. I have walked the same route around my neighbourhood hundreds of times and am still occasionally surprised by an interesting house, or a hidden path, or a huge tree I hadn’t spotted before. Being observant is a form of mindfulness; it grounds you in the present. Pay attention to the feeling of the pavement under your feet, or the springiness of the grass as you walk through a park. Notice the different landmarks in your environment: the trees, the houses, the benches, the stairways, the lanes. Notice the way shadows fall across your path, or the different shapes of the clouds, or the particular blue of the sky. Notice the other people walking by and the dogs who are accompanying them. Notice your own breath. Notice your thoughts.

         Spending time outdoors in nature is ideal for boosting your mood and helping to relieve stress. And when you can’t get outside, you can still reap some of the rewards of being in nature simply by listening to nature sounds. I know that it’s counterintuitive to connect with the natural environment by downloading an app, but nature sounds are an effective tool to calm your nervous system and promote creative daydreaming.5 I often listen to bubbling brook sounds on a white noise app when I need soothing, or a virtual thunderstorm when I want to feel invigorated. Occasionally I switch to the sounds of a crackling fire and I can almost smell the smoke as I listen.

         If you’re learning to spend time with your thoughts, look at a tree. Look at the water. Listen to the sounds of the ocean, or the roaring of the wind. Go to the park, or to the beach, or to a river, 243or into a forest. Remember that you are part of an ecosystem, like the birds and the flowers. You might be solitary, but in nature, you are never truly alone.
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         We are all programmed to be soothed by the natural environment. Take a walk outside, sit in the sun, look at a tree, mow your lawn, plant some herbs, smell a flower, watch the clouds or just listen to nature sounds.

         
            Plenty of people say that gardening makes them happy, and they are actually right. Soil is a natural antidepressant: a bacterium called Mycobacterium vaccae found in soil can stimulate serotonin production and increase feelings of wellbeing.
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            CHAPTER 19

            Have a Purpose

         

         
            ‘I myself am best when least in company.’

            Shakespeare
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         Finding the why

         After I had watched several series of the reality TV show Alone, I noticed a fascinating phenomenon. In the show, ten survivalists are dropped into remote wilderness with minimal equipment, with the goal of surviving on their own for as long as possible. They build their own shelters and hunt and gather their own food, and the last contestant remaining wins the (very substantial) cash prize.

         Many participants drop out early in the contest because of a lack of aptitude. Some cannot find enough food to keep themselves alive, some eat the wrong animal or berry and give themselves food poisoning, some fail to build a decent shelter, and some cannot keep themselves sufficiently warm. Those who get past those difficult early weeks have the skills and physical strength to stay in the wilderness indefinitely. They can hunt and prepare game, they can make and maintain fire, and they can build solid shelters to sustain them over the winter months. But something odd happens once these incredibly capable survivalists manage to meet all of their basic needs.

         They start to fall apart.

         After their shelters are built, after they have collected plenty of food, and after they have ensured that they will be warm through the winter, they suddenly lose motivation. They forget 247why they are on the show in the first place and start fantasising about going home. They begin to miss their families and talk about how lonely and isolated they feel. They become depressed and tearful and agitated, and, eventually, they tap out of the game.

         When these men and women have an urgent purpose – to survive in the wilderness – they deal with the psychological hardships of being alone. But when all of their basic needs have been met and they have nothing important to do, they dramatically decline.

         A sense of purpose is vitally important to give meaning to your life, and to your days. It will give you a feeling of satisfaction and fulfilment, and provide you with motivation and drive. It can help you to ward off despair and anxiety and give you hope for the future. Viktor Frankl, Holocaust survivor and author of Man’s Search for Meaning, believed that finding meaning in life literally gives humans the will to live. A sense of meaning and purpose can help you to endure any suffering, even the horrendous suffering of profound grief. His philosophy is encapsulated in Nietzsche’s famous quote: ‘He who has a “why” to live can bear with almost any “how”.’

         For academic Kylie Moore-Gilbert, finding a sense of purpose was crucial to her surviving incarceration in a Tehran jail for over two years, much of that time spent in solitary confinement. When Australia’s then ambassador to Iran, Ian Biggs, gave her an English–Farsi dictionary, she resolved to learn Farsi. ‘It became a reason to get up in the morning’, she told The Sydney Morning Herald. ‘It gave me a goal, and something to do.’1

         Most people will agree that having a good and fulfilling life requires them to have some sense of purpose. For many, that 248sense of purpose can be found primarily in relationships: in being a loving partner, a good friend, a caring child to their parents, a nurturing parent to their own children. I gain a huge amount of satisfaction and meaning from parenting my own three kids and from my relationships with my own parents and my friends. But while relationships can be tremendously fulfilling, they cannot be your sole source of meaning. Every relationship will have its challenges, and you need other meaningful pursuits in your life to sustain you through those times. And, of course, you will sometimes be alone, so you need a sense of purpose outside of your interactions with other people.

         Having interests and hobbies is an important way of deriving meaning and satisfaction when you are on your own or when you feel disconnected from others. Psychiatrist Anthony Storr believes that interests can be as important to human happiness as relationships: they help to define your identity as an individual and add meaning and colour to your life.2 I know that my love of writing and reading sustained me during very dark periods when my kids were challenging, I didn’t have a partner and I spent a great deal of time on my own. Writing gives me a sense of pride and satisfaction, which means I require less validation from other people. What’s more, having deadlines and goals – even self-imposed – gives structure and meaning to my days in an otherwise quite unstructured life.

         I feel incredibly lucky to have a passionate interest, and I’m even luckier for being able to make it my job. My life goal outside of raising happy, well-adjusted children is to create a solid body of published work. And this aim keeps me motivated and engaged. A big life project like a career goal or a quest can sustain you over years, if not a lifetime. But not everyone has a passionate interest 249or an all-encompassing life mission, and that is perfectly okay. Even casual hobbies or small goals can reduce depression and stress, and greatly enhance the time you spend alone.

         The key to finding a satisfying hobby is to reflect on what is meaningful to you as opposed to what is meaningful to your family, your friends and the wider culture. It can be helpful to imagine what you would do with your time if you had no responsibilities and unlimited resources. Perhaps you would travel the world, or become a gardener, or learn an instrument, or adopt seventeen dogs.

         From there, consider what is practical within the parameters of your life and obligations. You may not have the resources to travel the world, but you can learn about different cultures or study a second language. You may not have the space for a garden, but you can grow some pot plants, or cultivate a herb garden. You may not have the talent to become a full-time musician, but you can learn to play an instrument in your spare time. You may not be able to adopt a dog, but you can volunteer at a dog shelter. And you can start to write a book right now. You can just sit at your computer and begin.

         ‘I can lose myself in practising piano,’ writes Vanessa.

         ‘I do woodworking,’ messages Philip. ‘I like the quiet contemplation, I like the ability to let my body do things by muscle memory, leaving my mind free to coast. It saves my sanity.’

         ‘I taught myself to crochet in lockdown,’ says Lisa, ‘and it gives me a break from screens and groundhog day. It challenges my brain, and completing even a row gives me a sense of achievement when the outside world is crazy and out of control.’

         During lockdown, I started knitting again after a break of around thirty-five years. (Having said that, the only thing I had 250knitted before was a very uneven scarf.) Knitting and crocheting made a huge resurgence during the pandemic, for good reason. Arts and crafts can be incredibly soothing and even meditative. Doing any sort of handicraft allows you to work towards a tangible goal while freeing your mind to wander and daydream. This is the exact opposite of online games, which produce no tangible outcome and sedate – even deaden – your brain.

         Knitting during lockdown gave me a sense of purpose at a time when I felt extremely lost. I had very little freelance work, I couldn’t leave the house and I couldn’t socialise, but I could get up in the morning and work on my knitting projects. I made two scarves, three jumpers and four blankets in just a few months, and – despite their rather aggressive mediocrity – I am extremely proud of my creations.

         I never felt that knitting was my life’s calling (and if you saw my jumpers, you’d know why) – it was just an enjoyable hobby to see me through a bleak time. You don’t need to wait to find your ‘passion’ to pick up a hobby; you can just start with something small that might bring you some satisfaction. Plant a seed. Cook a new meal. Research a topic. Practise an instrument. Paint a picture. Take some photos. Write a poem. Do a puzzle. Anything that gives you a feeling of fulfilment. Anything that gives you a goal.

         And remember, it is not about the end product; most of my knitting creations have never left the house. It is about the process, and the quest, and the sense of purpose. It is about how you engage with yourself while you are creating. It is about trying new things and exploring your interests and capabilities. And if you can wear your creations, or eat them, or hang them on the wall, well, that’s just a bonus. 251

         Have a routine

         Even without a larger quest or goal, a routine can give your days meaning and purpose. A routine, like a to-do list, provides you with a series of minor targets to hit during the day: get up, get dressed, do some exercise, clean the house, read a few pages of a book, and so on. This gives you opportunities for satisfaction and fulfilment, brings a sense of stability to unstructured time, and helps to ward off anxiety and depression. And this is especially important when you are experiencing extended periods of solitude, as many people discovered during the pandemic.

         During lockdown, coping with isolation became an important skill. Many people were quarantined at home for weeks or months at a time, and others were confined to a single room in a quarantine hotel for up to three weeks. Those who imposed a routine on themselves, sticking to regular sleep times, mealtimes, work schedules and an exercise regime, tended to manage the experience better than those whose days were completely unstructured.

         Mental health specialist Professor Ian Hickie talked to CNN about the dangers of day-sleeping and binge-watching TV in hotel isolation. ‘That is very unhelpful,’ he said. ‘Travelers are surprised at how quickly their mood deteriorates after a few days of this.’ Hickie recommended that people in quarantine spend at least six hours a day ‘doing something purposeful’ to give meaning and structure to their time. ‘Just by engaging in complex activities, which may be work-related or other things that engage you deeply, you’ll feel like you’ve achieved something.’3

         This certainly proved true for the participants of Alone, stuck in solitude in the wilderness for weeks at a time. The contestants 252who managed to stay psychologically strong were the ones who set themselves tasks every day to stay busy and focused. Some carved jewellery or musical instruments from wood, others fashioned solitary games out of rocks, others made accessories out of fur or built furniture for their shelters. One contestant even composed songs about his experience. The results were about as aggressively mediocre as my knitted jumpers, but it helped to keep him sane and motivated.
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         You need purpose and structure to make sense of your days, and to make sense of your life, and this is especially true if you wish to enjoy alone time. It doesn’t need to be anything profound or all-consuming, just activities that bring you pleasure or satisfaction and give you a reason to get up in the morning. And if you don’t know what your purpose is, make it your purpose to find out.

         
            Think of when you have felt a sense of meaning and satisfaction. It might be through work, or reaching an exercise goal, giving to charity, raising kids, helping a family member, being a good friend, cooking a fabulous meal, making a craft project, doing some volunteering or something completely different.

            Knowing how you derive meaning and satisfaction can help you to find purpose in your days and in your life.
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            CHAPTER 20

            Connection Versus Connectivity

         

         
            ‘If we don’t know the satisfactions of solitude, we know only the panic of loneliness.’

            Sherry Turkle
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         Intimacy

         This book is about learning to be okay on your own and developing a meaningful connection with yourself. But you don’t just need alone time to live a rich and rewarding life – you also need meaningful relationships with other people. As Stephanie Dowrick writes in Intimacy and Solitude, you need both intimacy (your connection with other people) and solitude (your connection with yourself) to develop resilience, self-awareness and a strong sense of self. Your connection with yourself and your connections with others are inextricably bound. The more comfortable you are in your own company, the more likely you are to have satisfying relationships with other people. And the more satisfying your relationships with other people, the more these relationships will sustain you when you are by yourself.

         Our culture of extroversion places a great value on the quantity of your connections: how many Facebook friends you have, how many LinkedIn connections you can accrue, how many likes you can gain on a post, how many messages you receive in a day. But connectivity is not the same as connection. Social media provides you with entertainment and diversion, but it does not provide you with intimacy. A bunch of Instagram followers might seem validating, but it won’t make you feel less alone. A 255thousand likes on Facebook might make you feel popular, but it won’t make you feel loved.

         Intimacy arises from high-quality connections, not from the numerous shallow interactions you accumulate online. And you need intimacy to ward off loneliness and to enhance your relationship with yourself. What’s more, intimacy can help you know yourself better by giving you the opportunity for reflection and introspection. As William Deresiewicz writes, ‘Introspection means talking to yourself, and one of the best ways of talking to yourself is by talking to another person.’1 When you articulate your thoughts, feelings and challenges to a trusted confidant, you learn about yourself as you explain these to them.

         If you want to connect deeply with yourself and others, you need to cultivate connections in which you feel seen and heard, and in which you can be your authentic self. You need connections that arise from a positive choice to be with the other person rather than from a desire to escape being alone. Most importantly, you need connections that nourish you, that sustain you, that fill your emotional cup, so that you can take those stores of love and intimacy and use them to fuel your solitude.

         Every human being needs meaningful connections with others, even when they are committed to spending long periods of time in solitude. In Wild, Cheryl Strayed wrote of the enriching interactions she had with other people as she hiked the Pacific Crest Trail: the friend who sent her care packages and letters, the other hikers who gave advice and assistance, the strangers who offered lifts. In the reality series Alone, contestants speak constantly of their love for their families, and how the support and care of their partners, kids and parents give them the strength to survive by themselves. And the honjok – the ‘tribes of one’ from 256South Korea – have online resources and virtual communities that offer validation, support and a sense of shared identity.2 They are connected to each other, even in their solitude.

         Cultivate genuine connections

         So how do you cultivate genuine connections? Well, the first step is to understand that there are different types of connections and to be selective about the people to whom you give your time. You need to save your limited emotional resources for the connections that enrich your life and help you to stave off loneliness.

         Of course, it’s fine to cultivate friendships on social media that don’t ever translate to real life. I have many online friends who provide me with amusement and distraction, and whose lives and opinions I find genuinely interesting. If you are isolated because of illness, disability or remote living (or a global pandemic), online relationships can offer a sense of community and connection that can be genuinely transformative. My daughter has a group of online friends who share her passion for anime, and they chat every day. I have several writer friends online who have given brilliant advice and support over the years, and who help ease the isolation of working from home. A friend of mine is in a Facebook group for parents of kids with disabilities, and she tells me that they have been an invaluable resource.

         Online communication can certainly lead to real-life friendships; my daughter’s online friends now speak via telephone and FaceTime, and I regularly meet members of my writers’ group in real life. But online communications are not equivalent to real-life meetings. They can be a path to genuine intimacy, but on their own they provide only a limited form of connection. 257

         For one thing, instant messaging isn’t really instant. You edit yourself in text communications in a way that you can’t in real-life interactions. You think about your responses, you curate yourself, and you put your best foot (or words) forward. And for this reason, online communications do not always reflect a person’s real-life character. I have met many people in real life who I initially connected with online and have frequently been shocked by how different they seem. I exchanged Facebook messages for many months with a fellow female writer who was dry and witty and quick in her texts. But when we finally met for a coffee, halfway between our two homes, the conversation crashed and burned. She was extremely quiet and very dour, and we didn’t connect at all. I couldn’t reconcile the rather gloomy person before me with the upbeat woman I had been messaging.

         Real-life interactions provide you with a myriad of visual and aural cues that are not conveyed via the written word, no matter how many emojis you use. You interpret meaning and intent through eye contact, body language, facial expressions, voice pitch and changes of tone. You can pick up emotions such as anger and delight, and devices such as sarcasm and irony, far more easily in face-to-face interactions than in text. And it is this richness of information that facilitates your understanding of the other person and deepens your connection. What’s more, face-to-face interactions activate the part of your brain associated with mentalising, or imagining the thoughts and emotions of another person. You need to see another person’s face, and hear their voice, to elicit feelings of empathy.3

         Sending messages and memes back and forth is enjoyable, but it does not involve emotional vulnerability. And without shared 258trust and emotional vulnerability, there can be no true intimacy. And real-life interactions require an investment of effort and time, whereas online communications require virtually no effort at all. You can be texting and watching TV, texting and working, even texting and talking to another person. Texts are so effortless they are virtually inconsequential, which makes text communication deeply unfulfilling as a form of connection.

         As digital minimalism advocate Cal Newport explains, ‘What we have evolved to crave is to actually be in the real world, sacrificing our time and attention on behalf of relationships that matter to us. Actually having some friction: I had to get up, I had to go to your house, I’m giving up hours to be here, I’m sacrificing time and energy on your behalf to strengthen this relationship.’4

         This is why a visit from a friend will enrich you in a way that a text will not. It is why a telephone call on your birthday means so much more than a Happy birthday! (or worse, happy bday! – or even worse, hbd) post on Facebook. It is why a hug from one person is so much more nurturing than a hundred likes on a post.

         There is nothing inherently wrong with low-friction interactions on social media, but they still eat up your time and energy. Worse, they can provide a disincentive for you to do the work and go out and socialise in person. If you focus too much on online communications, and not enough on real-life relationships, you can deny yourself opportunities for deep and genuine connections. Do you want to spend twenty minutes chatting with a random person on Twitter or spend that same twenty minutes having a conversation with a friend on the phone? Do you want to exchange messages in a WhatsApp group for an hour or use the hour to meet two of the group members for lunch? 259

         Show interest

         Contrary to whatever Facebook would have you believe, you don’t need a huge number of friends to feel fulfilled and happy. Researchers Suzanne Degges-White and Marcela Kepic found that people with only three to five close friends report the highest levels of life satisfaction, and that being someone’s best friend is hugely important, regardless of the total number of friends.5 Of course, not everyone is fortunate enough to have a group of three to five friends, or even one close friend. There are, however, things you can do to cultivate meaningful real-life connections.

         The first thing you can do is to show interest in other people. You can be like my friend Marnie, one of the most popular people I know. I regularly meet Marnie for a coffee or lunch, and whenever we are in her neighbourhood, people call out her name and say hi. I have never been out with Marnie without her being recognised by a friend, a person from her gym, her local butcher, or even the barista making our coffee.

         Marnie is a lovely person, but her defining characteristic is her genuine interest in other people. Marnie chats to people because she likes them. She finds everybody fascinating. She is interested in them, and so they are interested in her in return. And Marnie is so friendly and engaging that they can’t help but remember her. She befriends pretty much everyone who crosses her path.

         In your daily life, you will have opportunities to talk to other people: fellow passengers on the train, your neighbours, the cashiers in your local supermarket, the postman, passers-by on the street, other customers in shops. And these casual interactions can be surprisingly uplifting, even when they don’t lead to 260ongoing relationships. They can elevate your mood, enhance your emotional wellbeing and increase your feelings of connection.6

         Author Kio Stark gave a wonderful TED talk about the benefits of talking to strangers. When you connect with people you don’t know, she says, ‘You’re making beautiful interruptions into the expected narrative of your daily life, and theirs.’7

         I love this idea of beautiful interruptions. I have had brief but tremendously enriching exchanges with strangers, from waitstaff to Uber drivers to people on the street. I have discussed religion, child rearing, romance and politics, or just shared a joke or a complaint. These tiny moments of connection – what Stark calls ‘fleeting intimacy’ – make me feel less alone and give me intriguing glimpses into other people’s lives.

         Not everyone is naturally comfortable talking to strangers, but there are a few simple strategies you can try. Firstly, make eye contact with the other person. If they look back, you can smile at them, and if they smile back, this is your opportunity to begin a conversation.

         You can try complimenting the other person or expressing interest in something they are doing. ‘I like your bag, where did you get it?’ ‘Your baby has the most beautiful eyes.’ ‘I was thinking of buying that book. Is it any good?’ Alternatively, you can comment on something going on in the environment. ‘I hate these self-serve check-outs, don’t you?’ ‘Is this plane ever going to take off?’ ‘Do you think that dog is lost?’ If you are with a service provider – a driver, a barista, a hairdresser – you can ask about their life. A simple ‘So how is your day going?’ can pave the way to a fascinating conversation.

         It is important, too, to pay attention to their answers. It is easy to focus so intently on what you’re going to say next that you 261forget to listen to the other person. But the more you practise, the easier it becomes. And it can make your life, and their lives, just that little bit better.

         Be vulnerable

         Connection begins with listening, but there is another component to intimacy. If you wish to connect genuinely with other people, even in fleeting moments, you need to open up and share. Being vulnerable and authentic is the key to intimacy. You need to be honest and say what you think and feel. You need to share your challenges as well as your triumphs. You need to allow your private you to be seen.

         Now I’m not suggesting that you share your darkest secrets with your Uber driver (though I have done that, and it was very cathartic). I am suggesting, rather, that you let other people see you for who you really are.

         Of course, being vulnerable comes with risks. You might reveal your true self to another person and be rejected. But if you don’t take that risk, you deny yourself the opportunity to be liked for who you are. If you are constantly putting on an act, trying to be a particular version of yourself to be accepted, then you will never feel truly seen. And it is far better to be rejected for who you are than to be liked for someone you are not.

         Create anchors of connection

         You can further deepen your connections with other people by sharing good times with them. Baya Voce, host of ‘The Art of Connection’ web series, believes that rituals are essential to 262the creation of intimacy. Rituals are any repeated action that has intention and meaning. In this case, they are the periods of quality time you schedule with people you value. Voce dubs these rituals ‘anchors of connection’: they are your weekly family dinners, your Wednesday date nights, your monthly catch-ups with your group of friends. These rituals enhance your feelings of intimacy with other people, they help to decrease your loneliness, and they increase your overall happiness and fulfilment.8

         I created an anchor of connection with the five other women in my mother’s group. We began meeting weekly when our first babies were just six weeks old to debrief and support each other through parenthood. We continued to meet after we all had our second kids, and after several of us had our third. We met weekly for over a decade, along with family dinners, weekend picnics and the odd group holiday. Those regular gatherings bonded us for life. The ritual gave us the space to share our problems, celebrate our wins and exchange tiny intimacies about ourselves. Our commitment to each other throughout those turbulent early parenthood years was genuinely transformative. More than twenty-three years later, we are still best friends and meet most Fridays for lunch.

         To create intimacy, you need to intentionally spend time with people. You can’t just give people the scraps of time in which you are not doing something else: you need to block out time specifically for them. It can be a regular walk and talk, a lunch or dinner, a morning phone call or an evening catch-up on the couch after the kids have gone to bed. Having regular scheduled time gives a framework in which connections can deepen. It demonstrates to the other person that they matter to you, and that you are invested in the relationship. It provides consistency 263so that you are in each other’s lives in a predictable way. And it gives you time and space to talk, to occasionally be vulnerable, and to offer each other care and support.

         Have realistic expectations

         Finally, and importantly, to create and sustain intimacy, you need to have realistic expectations of the other people in your life. You cannot expect your relationships to be perfect, or your connections to always be satisfying and deep. This doesn’t mean that you should be indiscriminate about who you allow into your inner circle, and it certainly doesn’t mean that you should maintain relationships with toxic people. It does, however, mean that you should expect intimacy to wax and wane, even in your closest relationships. No person is perfect, and no two people are always on the same wavelength. Moods change, feelings can fluctuate, and life experiences can change people. Your most beloved friends may sometimes annoy you. Your siblings may sometimes make you feel judged. Your partner may sometimes be distant or disengaged and make you feel alone.

         It is tempting to believe that good relationships should be good all the time. But connection occurs in moments, not in perpetuity. You can have fleeting moments of intimacy with another person, or long periods of intimacy interspersed with periods of detachment. If you have reasonable expectations of other people – if you can aim for moments of connection rather than constant connection – you are more likely to feel fulfilled in your relationships. And if you are comfortable in your own company, you will be better able to cope with the inevitable ups and downs. 264

         Focus on others

         If there is no-one with whom you can develop a ritual or be vulnerable, there are still ways you can feel more connected and less lonely. One of the most powerful shortcuts out of loneliness is to be of help to other people. ‘Service shifts the focus from ourselves to someone else and reaffirms that we have value to bring to the world,’ says Dr Vivek Murthy, author of Together: The healing power of human connection in a sometimes lonely world.9

         There are so many ways in which you can help other people. You can become a volunteer for a charitable organisation. You can offer to help your elderly or vulnerable neighbours. You can work in the helping professions, or mentor someone in need, or join an advocacy group. Being of service allows you to step out of your own bubble, to feel connected and valued, to gain pride and satisfaction, and it just feels really good.

         Another shortcut out of loneliness is to join in a collective assembly, an emotional experience shared with strangers. A collective assembly can be a moment of joy (such as a rock concert, football match or graduation ceremony), a moment of pain (such as a funeral) or a moment of protest (such as a rally or march). It can generate a sense of community, belonging and solidarity, and it can make you feel part of something bigger than yourself.

         A collective assembly doesn’t need to involve a huge crowd: it can be a group of parents watching their kids perform in a concert, a roomful of exercisers doing step classes at the gym, or a small gathering of mourners saying goodbye to a friend. Big or small, these shared moments of joy, grief or anger can be deeply moving, even when you’re not particularly invested in the 265purpose or outcome. I have been stirred by rapturous applause after a play, even when I didn’t particularly enjoy the play itself. I have been carried away by the crowd at a football match, even though I didn’t barrack for either team. I have enjoyed services at my local synagogue, even though I’m an atheist. And I have felt elated at a kids’ Pokémon concert when the audience began to sing, even though I didn’t know any of the words.

         One of the toughest parts of lockdown was being unable to come together in collective assemblies. I deeply missed the shared rites of passage, performances and gatherings that helped me to feel more connected and less isolated.

         If you wish to permanently enhance your alone time and your life, you can look to the animal kingdom and adopt a pet. Pets have been proven time and time again to improve mental health and wellbeing, reduce stress, and boost resilience and life satisfaction. I adopted a rescue cat shortly after my separation, and for many years she was my sleeping companion and cuddle buddy. (Eventually I got tired of Penny waking me up several times a night kneading my face, and she was relegated to a yurt outside my bedroom door.)

         Cuddling a pet will give you a boost of oxytocin, just as cuddling a human will. A pet will love you unconditionally, it will make you feel needed, and it will give you a sense of purpose and connection. If your pet is a dog, it can also help you exercise as it will need to be walked every day. And I am assured by my dog-owning friends that dogs facilitate connection with humans too, as dog parks are full of people wanting to have a chat.

         Media personality Sami Lukis shared her life with her fluffy dog Lolli for many years. ‘Lolli Lukis is my fur child, my bestie, my roomie and my undercover angel,’ she told me, shortly 266before Lolli died of old age. ‘The companionship she gives me is priceless. She’s also my longest relationship. We’ve shared almost sixteen years of loyalty, laughs and unconditional love (and I’m pretty sure she’s also saved me thousands of dollars in therapy). Having Lolli in my life has truly been a gift.’

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         You are not an island, nor do you need to be. You need a meaningful connection with yourself and meaningful connections with other people. But when you focus on connectivity instead of connection, you can feed your loneliness and isolation. As well as online interactions, you need to get out into the world, talk to people, join in gatherings, create rituals with friends and family, and allow yourself to be vulnerable.

         
            Next time you are out in public – in a queue, in a waiting room, on public transport, at the shops – try smiling at a stranger. If that goes well, try starting a conversation and see if it enhances your day.
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            CHAPTER 21

            A Note on Being Single

         

         
            ‘You don’t have to be part of a couple to be happy, you know.’

            Phyllis Reynolds Naylor
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         Singledom isn’t a problem

         In the years after my divorce, my single status was a source of tremendous interest to other people. Friends and acquaintances felt free to comment on my dating life and to offer unsolicited observations, advice and even critiques.

         ‘How is a person like you still single?’ they’d ask, as though I had somehow been overlooked by the hordes of fabulous eligible men just waiting to nab a partner.

         ‘Don’t worry, you’ll meet someone one day,’ they’d say, as though being single was a shocking misfortune from which I would, eventually, be blessedly rescued.

         ‘It’s because you’re so fussy,’ they’d tell me, even though I didn’t recall asking them for their opinion. ‘You need to give people a go!’ The gist of this one, of course, is that it is better to compromise and get into a relationship – really, any relationship – than to remain in the blighted state of being unpartnered.

         Being a single person in our relationship-focused society can be extremely challenging because of the cultural stigma attached to singledom and because of the biases and prejudices of other people. Being unpartnered is seen as a problem to be solved, and the solutions are varied and contradictory. You need to try harder and get ‘out there’ more, or you need to stop trying so hard and just let it happen. You need to lower your standards and be less 269picky, or you need to fix yourself and become more appealing. You need to sort out your baggage and become psychologically healthy, or you need to accept other people baggage and all.

         Well, I’m here to tell you that none of this is true. There are no ‘reasons’ that you are single other than that you haven’t found the right relationship, if you even want one at all. And there is no ‘solution’ for being single, because being single isn’t a problem. Being single has nothing whatsoever to do with your attractiveness, your likeability, your psychological health or how hard you try to meet someone. I have met people who are quite unpleasant who have been in relationships their whole adult lives, and I have met people who are attractive and interesting who have been single for many years. Many people who have considerable ‘baggage’ are partnered, and many people who are psychologically healthy are single. And there are people who date assiduously for years without finding the right person, while others stumble upon their life partner purely by chance.

         Not only is singledom not a problem but being partnered isn’t the ideal that our culture claims it to be. Being in a relationship does not guarantee happiness, nor does being single preclude it. You can be happily single or unhappily partnered, and you can be lonely or content no matter what your relationship status.

         Unpack your beliefs

         If you are struggling with being single, or if you are in the wrong relationship and you are frightened of becoming single, it is really important to distance yourself from the cultural stigma. Your attitude towards being single helps to determine your wellbeing: if you internalise the social bias against singledom you are likely 270to be less content, lonelier and more anxious than those who do not.1

         Try to unpack how it actually feels to be single as opposed to what (you believe) other people think about single people. Do you want a partner because you are craving the intimacy that comes with romantic love, or are you tired of turning up to parties by yourself? Do you want somebody with whom to share your life, or do you long to tell other people that you’re in a relationship? Do you want to sleep next to another person every night, or do you want to be freed from the sense that you have failed at dating?

         Try also to separate your fears about the future from the reality of the present. Are you scared of being alone at some unspecified moment in your future, or do you actually feel lonely now?

         There are no right or wrong answers, and many things can be true at once, but it is helpful just to clarify your feelings. And whatever you are feeling, it’s important to give yourself permission to feel it. Sit with your pain, or your discomfort, or your grief. There may be times when you feel sad that you don’t have a significant other. There may be times when you feel exhausted from all the unsolicited advice. There may be times when you miss intimacy and long to be held by another person. And there may be times when you just want someone to share the household chores.

         Observe those feelings, name them and allow them to wash over you. And then remind yourself that, like all other feelings, they will eventually pass. Life is full of good moments, and bad moments, and moments that are mundane. In this moment you may feel lonely, disappointed or sad. Soon, in another moment, you will feel interested in a new show on TV, grateful to have 271your bed all to yourself, or glad not to have to deal with anyone’s problems but your own.

         Accept your feelings, but try to be aware of any toxic thoughts about being single, the kinds of thoughts that come directly from our culture’s bias towards romantic partnerships. When you notice these thoughts (‘Something is wrong with me because I’m single’; ‘I’m a failure because I don’t have a partner’; ‘I live alone therefore no-one loves me’), observe them, sit with them a moment, and then challenge their veracity. Are those beliefs demonstrably true? What if a close friend was saying that about themselves? Would you believe them or tell them vehemently that they were wrong?

         When you constantly challenge old and toxic beliefs and replace them with new ones (‘There’s nothing wrong with being single’; ‘I can be perfectly happy on my own’; ‘I have plenty of people who love me whether or not I have a romantic partner’), you can rewire your own brain. You can change your own mind. You can alter how you feel.

         While you’re at it, challenge the belief that you can’t ‘find’ a partner. This is very rarely true. Partners are pretty easy to find if you are willing to lower your standards and settle, as many people are. But you don’t wish to lower your standards, and you don’t wish to settle, and frankly, neither do I. You prefer to be single than to be with the wrong person, as you absolutely bloody well should. You are not single because you can’t find a partner. You are single because you haven’t met a person who makes losing singledom worthwhile.

         Remind yourself, too, that romantic partnerships are not the key to happiness. No-one’s life is perfect, not even those who are contentedly married. Even the most harmonious of relationships 272require compromise and the occasional sacrifice, and there are inevitable disappointments and stresses. There are many people in relationships who are depressed, anxious, sad, frustrated or unfulfilled. Every person in the world struggles with something, and your struggles will not end if you fall in love.

         There is no doubt that the early stages of a romantic relationship are terribly exciting. Falling in love triggers the release of oxytocin and dopamine in your brain, and this generates feelings of euphoria. We are programmed to feel good when we fall in love; it is an evolutionary need, necessary for the propagation of the species.

         But once the honeymoon phase is over, we settle back down and return to our normal levels of happiness. Even marriage provides only a temporary boost to happiness; people experience a slight increase of happiness around the time of their wedding and then revert to their pre-marriage state. And it is a very bad idea to marry the wrong person: those who marry and then divorce are unhappier during the marriage than they were when they were single.2

         It’s important to remember, too, that marriage is not a shield against loneliness. Married people can get lonely, sometimes horrendously so. I had many moments of loneliness after my divorce, but never any as intense as in the final years of my marriage. There is nothing lonelier than being with a partner from whom you feel disconnected, an aching chasm in place of the intimacy you once shared.

         Of course, you will never see this truth played out on social media. Instagram and Facebook show dreamily filtered photos of loved-up couples doing aspirational things: going on weekends away, sitting at restaurants with champagne glasses 273clinking, drinking Sunday morning coffees dressed in matching athletic wear.

         Don’t be fooled by the highly curated images. People always put their best faces forward on social media, both metaphorically and literally. You can’t possibly know what goes on behind closed doors without the Instagram filters or edits. Sure, some couples you know will be genuinely content, but many others are just limping along. Half the couples you see will eventually break up, sometimes within days or weeks of posting public displays of affection. At any given time, some of your married friends will be unhappy, or actively fantasising about being free.

         Single and content

         Happiness is not dependent on you cultivating a relationship with one special person. Happiness is far more dependent on you cultivating relationships with many special people. Yes, you need intimacy, and companionship, and affection, but you don’t need to get it from one primary source. You can get it from your friends, family members, communities and networks. And if you are concerned about growing old without a partner, rest assured that elderly people who have strong friendships are just as happy and healthy as elderly people who are married.3 Possibly more so as they don’t have to pick up anybody else’s dirty socks.

         Remember that you are not alone in your singledom. Many people are single, and many more people will eventually become single. Think of the honjok, the quirkyalones, the various celebrities who are single, and all the single people you have met along the way. If you are surrounded by people who are in romantic partnerships, try also to cultivate some friendships 274with people who are not partnered. You can find them online, by joining social groups for singles, or simply by asking your friends for connections. Forming a tribe of singles who understand your lifestyle and challenges can help enormously in normalising single life.

         Finding a partner with whom you are truly compatible is largely a matter of chance. You can put yourself out there and maximise your opportunities to meet people, but the timing is out of your control. Developing friendships and social ties with many different people is far more feasible and attainable. You may not ever find one great romantic love, but you can definitely find people with whom you enjoy spending time.

         Remember, too, that there are many ways to get physical intimacy without being in a relationship. Skin hunger is real, and touch is important. You do not need to forgo touch, hugs or physical affection just because you don’t have a romantic partner. There will be friends and family members you can embrace, there will be people who will be happy to hold your hand or rub your shoulders, and there will be pets who will be delighted to sit on your lap and let you pat them. And if you want sex, there are plenty of apps that offer connections for casual hook-ups. No, it’s not always easy, and yes, casual sex can be complicated, but so can sex within a long-term relationship. Many couples have different sexual appetites, and many others are touched far more or less than they desire. If you are honest with your partners and mindful of safety (always do background checks, always let someone know where you are and who you are with), there are likely to be opportunities for sexual encounters.

         And please, stop waiting to be rescued from singledom. Being single is not an aberrant state, it is not a problem to be solved, 275and it is not just a waiting room on the journey to Coupletown! Being single is a destination in itself. It is a perfectly valid state of being.

         When you wait to be rescued from your single state, you relinquish control of your happiness now. You are outsourcing your contentment to an unidentified person who may or may not actually exist. You are placing yourself on hold for a person who may not show up for years, or who may never show up at all. As Sami Lukis says, ‘What if you knew from the minute you were born that you were never going to find the so-called one? How would that affect the decisions that you make, the choices that you make, if you’re not constantly living your life looking for someone else to bring meaning into it?’

         Live like that.

         Invest in yourself

         There can be joy and fulfilment in being single, just as there can be joy and fulfilment in a relationship. But you need to invest in yourself as a single person, just as you would invest in a relationship if you were partnered. Relationships come and relationships go, but you will be your companion forever. Spend time with yourself. Learn who you are and what you need. Learn what makes you happy and seek more of that.

         Alita Brydon runs the enormously popular Facebook pages ‘Bad Dates of Melbourne’ and ‘Bad Dates of Australia’ and writes regularly about the joys of single life. ‘I love feeling my tired legs melt into the mattress and being surrounded by silence,’ she posted on Instagram. ‘These are the wonderful peaceful moments that single people regularly get to enjoy on their own. I love being 276able to have rituals to myself like this. It is calming. I might be single forever or I might not. But right now, I am grateful to experience this quiet and special moment. In my own company, with no-one beside me. Just me.’

         As a single person, you get to control your own life, control your own finances, and control the TV remote. You don’t need to put up with anyone else’s irritating moods, or irritating habits, or irritating friends. You can rest when you want to rest, go out when you want to go out, and see whoever you choose. You can sleep spreadeagled in the middle of your bed, eat cake for breakfast and cereal for dinner, and decorate your home however you wish. And you can make your own rituals and have beautiful moments all by yourself, in your own glorious company.

         It’s not at all a bad way to live.
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         Being single is not a problem, nor is being partnered the solution our society claims it to be. If you can push past the stigma associated with singledom, you will learn that there are many different ways to live a good life, and many different ways to be content.

         
            Marriage is supposedly so aspirational, but sharing a bed certainly isn’t the joy society says it is. A study in 2018 of two thousand Americans who live with a partner found that nearly half – half! – wished that they could sleep alone.
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            CHAPTER 22

            Helping Kids Enjoy Alone Time

         

         
            ‘Respect the child. Be not too much his parent. Trespass not on his solitude.’

            Ralph Waldo Emerson

         

         
            [image: ]
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         Hold off devices

         When my son was about eight years old we gave him a blue Nintendo Game Boy, a small, handheld console which played a variety of electronic games. Before that day, my son would play for hours with his train set, with his Lego, and with his Pokémon trading cards. But from the moment he was handed that Game Boy, he defaulted to playing electronic games whenever he was on his own. In hindsight, it marked the end of most of his imaginative play. I wish now that we’d waited for a few more years to give it to him.

         The capacity to be alone is one of the greatest gifts you can give your kids. It will help them to become more resilient, more self-aware, more emotionally regulated, and more thoughtful. But to do this, you need to mindfully protect their solitude. In our constantly connected world, kids are only ever alone by design.

         A good start is to withhold electronic devices from young children for as long as humanly possible. I’ve raised three kids, and I understand the lure of technology. Parenting is relentless and exhausting, and the smartphone is a highly effective babysitter. And really, why should you have to entertain your kids all the time? Aren’t you ever allowed to have a break?

         Well, yes, you are allowed to have a break, and no, you don’t have to constantly entertain your kids. You should, 279however, give your kids opportunities to learn how to entertain themselves.

         When you put devices in the hands of young kids whenever they are idle, you rob them of opportunities to be bored. And young kids need to occasionally be bored, because that is when they access their imaginations and develop their inner resources. It’s important that kids develop these resources before they hit their teenage years and have access to social media. Trust me: it is much, much harder to undo a social media addiction than it is to take steps to prevent it in the first place.

         ‘I am really strict with the screens,’ journalist Suzi O’Shea tells me. ‘I say to my kids all the time: your boredom is where your imagination is born. If kids never have time to be bored, they never get a chance to make shit up. They need time to go and explore in their heads.’

         So do my kids. So do yours.

         Of course, I’m not suggesting that you sit your kids in an empty room and tell them to spend time in quiet reflection. (You can try, but if my kids are anything to go by, this will not be a fruitful experience.) I am suggesting, however, that you offer analogue toys, games and experiences instead of technology. Let your kids run around outside, or look at a book, or play with a doll, or a train set, or Lego. Give them some crayons and paper, or some miniature figurines, or a set of keys, or a small puzzle or game. And encourage them to engage in pretend play whenever possible: chat to a baby doll, make a figurine perform action sequences, ‘fly’ a toy aeroplane, turn a block into a car. When your child engages in pretend play, they are engaging with their own imagination. It is one of the primary ways that kids reflect and process their thoughts. When you hear your child 280talking to a toy, or talking for a toy, you are hearing them have a conversation with themselves.

         Once kids do have access to devices, put strict limits around their internet and social media usage. Our kids’ use of technology can seem overwhelming and inevitable; I have heard countless stories of parents who feel helpless in the face of their child’s online addiction. ‘She’s up all night on YouTube,’ they say, or ‘He sits in his room all weekend playing Minecraft.’

         But parents aren’t helpless. You can and should impose limits on your kids until they are old enough and experienced enough to regulate themselves. You are the one in control of the wi-fi. You are the one who pays the bills. Download one of the many parental control apps and make it a condition of your child having a phone. Physically remove smartphones and laptops from your kids’ bedrooms, or at least remove them after a specific time every evening. Change your internet password regularly if necessary, or turn off the wi-fi at a set time every night. Yes, your kids might protest, but this is a fight worth having. You are doing your kids a favour. You are helping them develop their internal resources.

         As a parent, you can also help by modelling healthy social media usage for your kids. Give your children periods of focused attention without interruptions from devices. Ban phones during mealtimes and when playing games together. Show your kids how to be fully present with another person without constantly glancing down at a phone.

         Respect their private spaces

         You can also help your child to enjoy alone time by being respectful of their privacy and private spaces. Not every child 281can have their own room, but they are all entitled to spend time alone with their thoughts. If they don’t have their own space, you could put a curtain around their bed so that they can enjoy solitude in their shared room. You could give them some time on their own in the bath, or some quiet time in which to read or play undisturbed. Psychologist Andrew Fuller stresses the importance of facilitating private time for imaginative play, especially when kids are stressed or sad.

         ‘Say a kid has had a tough day and comes home and wants to play with a toy they played with years ago,’ he tells me. ‘As a parent you should allow that and protect them from the harsh gaze of their siblings. It is play therapy.’

         You can also help your kids to be alone by encouraging them to have comfort objects. A comfort object is any blanket, toy, teddy bear or other item to which a child is deeply attached. These items – also known as ‘transitional objects’ – provide psychological comfort to children. They give kids a sense of security when they are away from their caregivers and help them to develop independence. Comfort objects are normal, and helpful, and can greatly ease a child’s transition into solitude.

         I had a comfort object when I was a child, a white fluffy dog I used to caress as I sucked my thumb. His poor little legs were so mangled by my constant fiddling that my mother had to repeatedly stitch them back together. He was pretty manky towards the end of his life (and grey, and not at all fluffy) but I adored that little dog. I can still close my eyes and recall his smell and his texture. I wish he was still around.

         My own kids had muslin wraps (nicknamed ‘bye-byes’) that they used to cuddle for comfort. The bye-byes were soft and 282smelled of me, and they made my kids feel as though I was with them even when I was not. They were my kids’ most precious possessions. To this day, we have a little square of a bye-bye saved in a drawer.

         Some parents try to wrestle away their kids’ comfort objects to encourage them to grow up. This is unhelpful and completely unnecessary; your kids will eventually separate from their comfort objects on their own. Your son will not be clutching his teddy bear when he starts his first day of work; your daughter will not be cuddling her security blanket when she attends her university lectures. But if the object brings them a sense of reassurance and peace throughout their childhoods, that is something to be welcomed and supported.

         As your kids get older, you can encourage them to get out in nature by themselves and to take risks. As soon as they are ready, allow them to climb trees, wander around a park, walk down to the shops on their own, or ride their bikes around the block. Taking risks allows kids to develop new skills, gain a sense of achievement and learn to navigate their environments. Being on their own – even if it is just at the top of the slippery slide or sitting on a tree branch – helps them to gain self-confidence and build resilience. I know how tricky it is to walk the line between protecting your child and encouraging risks. I spent half my kids’ childhoods wishing that I could wrap them up in that muslin and keep them safe forever. But denying kids the opportunity to engage in risky play denies them opportunities to grow. Kids who are allowed to take risks learn to trust in their inner resources, which is essential to developing the capacity to be alone. 283

         Reframe alone time

         As children get older, try to avoid using alone time as a punishment. When kids are punished by being sent to their rooms, it creates negative connotations around solitude and constructs it as something to be feared and avoided. Try to present it instead as something pleasant, even as a privilege. Being alone is time to be with yourself, to answer to no-one else, and to engage with your imagination. It is time to read, to play, to rest and to not be bothered by your parents. Ideally, instead of threatening kids with time out, parents should be rewarding kids by allowing them to be on their own.

         You can say things like, ‘Put on your pyjamas and then you can go hang in your room and play with your toys,’ or ‘Help your brother to put away the Lego and then I’ll take him into the kitchen so you can have some time on your own,’ or ‘I’m going to lie down for an hour and you get to have the whole room to yourself!’

         And if your kids enjoy spending time alone, don’t discourage them or, worse, pathologise their behaviour. That doesn’t mean you should encourage them to hide themselves away if they’re unhappy; if they are isolating due to social anxiety, or because they feel they don’t have any friends, they clearly need support. But making a positive choice to spend time on their own is not a red flag for depression or social isolation, even though it may be confronting for parents who are extroverted or very social.1 Some kids instinctively turn to solitude to recharge and reflect, and this is perfectly normal and beneficial. If your child spends time alone with their thoughts (as opposed to being physically alone but constantly online), be proud that they have such a rich secret world. 284

         And finally, one of the best ways to encourage your kids to be comfortable in their own company is to learn to be comfortable in your own. Allow your children to see you lying on the couch reading, or sitting out in the sun without a device, or pottering around your home in silence. Let them know that you regularly take time out for yourself, perhaps to sit in a café, read a book in the sun or go for long walks without your phone. Explain to your kids that adults like to spend time alone, and that sometimes you need to go to your room to have time in your own company.

         Do it for your children. Do it for yourself. It all starts with you.
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         	Hold off on giving kids devices for as long as possible and then put strict limits on social media use.

            	Respect their private spaces and give them freedom to take risks.

            	Reframe alone time as a positive experience.

         

            When kids tell you that they’re bored, give them a chore to do around the house. Either you will get a little helper or they will miraculously decide that they are not bored and find something with which to entertain themselves.
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            CONCLUSION

            On Being Alone

         

         
            ‘Her own thoughts and reflections were habitually her best companions.’

            Jane Austen

         

         
            [image: ]
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         Me time

         Over my career as a columnist and author I have written about hundreds of topics, and some generate more interest than others. Sometimes the subjects that get people riled up are surprising; I once wrote a jokey column about how much I hate board games and was inundated with angry comments for days.

         But few topics seem to touch a nerve as much as solitude. Almost everyone has an opinion about spending time alone. Some people become quite defensive and question why anyone would want to sit with their thoughts. (‘Dude, have you met my thoughts?’ asks Jess.) Others express dismay and regret that they can’t put down their phones long enough to think. (‘Social media is evil, and it distracts me. Pretty sad, eh?’ comments Cath.)

         But those who love solitude light up when they talk about it. They tell me that they can’t live without their ‘me time’, that it’s how they stay sane, that it ‘untangles the knots in my brain’. They tell me about getting lost in their daydreams, about revelling in silence, about ‘letting my thoughts go for a wander to see what comes up’. They speak about clarity, and mindfulness, and relaxation, and peace. They seem almost wistful when they talk. They seem calm.

         I am now one of those people. I light up when I talk about solitude. And when I think back to my old self – the one who was so terrified to be on her own – I feel sad. I think of all the 287mistakes I made, and the wrong turns I took, simply because I was frightened of being by myself. I think of the relationships I stayed in for way too long because the prospect of being on my own was incomprehensible. I think of all the bad behaviour I put up with when I was dating because I was so desperate to escape being single and alone. I think of the hours I lost to endless scrolling on social media because I didn’t know how to stop and just sit with my thoughts. And I think of the anxiety that accompanied so many of my interactions because of my frantic need for connection and intimacy.

         I feel sad, but I also feel extremely proud. I’ve come so far since then.

         Learning to be okay in my own company was a process. It felt like finding my inner strength, gaining my equilibrium and learning to support myself. It also felt a lot like pottering around my house, and wandering through my local shopping centre, and taking long walks alone with my thoughts. And it looked like lying on the couch staring at the ceiling, putting my phone in a drawer so I wouldn’t be tempted to touch it, and spending hundreds of hours writing this book.

         There were moments when I really struggled, particularly in lockdown. There were moments when I felt incredibly lonely, despite the presence of my children and the regular contact of my friends. There were moments when I felt a mad craving for a partner, or for touch, or to be looked after by someone else. There were moments when I was at home and wished that I was out among people. There were moments when I panicked, thinking I’d never fall in love again.

         I breathed through them. I reminded myself that I was safe, and that I would be okay. I reminded myself that the bad feelings 288would soon pass, and that they would be replaced with something else. I went for a walk, had a shower, read a book or took a nap. I went to my local café and chatted with the barista, or called my mum, or phoned a friend.

         I took myself off the dating sites and deleted all my dating apps. I didn’t close myself off to the possibility of a partner, but the search for love had become way too taxing. And I was content on my own. I was happy in my own company. I was becoming a friend to myself.

         Around a year after my last date, eight and a half years after I separated from my husband, I met a male friend for lunch. That lunch led to a coffee, which led to another coffee, which led to a few more coffees, which eventually led to a dinner, which eventually led to a romantic partnership.

         But this story isn’t a lesson in karma. A partner didn’t magically appear because I learned to be okay on my own. And I reject the old tropes that ‘It happens when you least expect it’, or ‘You find someone when you stop looking’, or ‘Everything works out in the end.’ It was luck that I met someone I really liked who liked me back, and not everyone gets that particular kind of luck. Plenty of people are single for extended periods of time, and plenty of people are unpartnered at the end of their lives. Luck, like life, is random and unpredictable.

         Having said that, the work that I had done on myself allowed me to create a great relationship with the right person when he did come along. Advice columnist Dan Savage calls this ‘being in good working order’: if we want to have good relationships with appropriate people, we need to make sure we are emotionally healthy. I was able to create a wonderful relationship with my partner because I was, finally, comfortable in myself. 289

         Our relationship was a very slow burn and developed over a period of months. In the past, that would have made me highly anxious because of my intense desire to find a partner. I would have tried to push the relationship ahead quickly, tried to push for some kind of certainty and progress. And that might have driven my partner away, because a desperate person is not very attractive. But I was, thankfully, quite happy on my own, and I was content to let things play out in their own time. And if nothing at all romantic had eventuated, well, that would have been disappointing, but okay.

         It did eventuate, and now I have a loving and supportive relationship that has enriched my life enormously. And I could not have had this kind of relationship back in my twenties, or in my forties, or even three years ago. I have this relationship now because I am in good working order. I am robust now, and I know myself well. I have the confidence and resilience to give my partner space, to trust in our relationship, and to roll with the occasional disagreements. I love my partner very much, but I don’t panic in the rare moments we feel disconnected. I understand that we are separate people and that we won’t always think alike. And as much as I value and welcome his praise and approval, I still value my own praise and approval more.

         Your secret life

         When you find something that greatly enriches your life, it is hard not to proselytise. I want everyone to experience the benefits of a bit of alone time. Meaningful solitude can expand your life, improve your relationships and enhance your wellbeing. It can help you to become more resilient, self-aware and emotionally 290regulated. It can increase your creative thought, boost your empathy, and strengthen your moral courage. Alone time won’t fix everything, of course; life is challenging, no matter how robust you are. It will, however, enable you to better manage the difficult times and to enhance your appreciation of the good.

         Ultimately, though, learning to be okay on your own will help you live a richer life. You exist in three worlds: the real, tangible world that is all around you, the online world that is in your devices, and the secret world that is in your own head. When you focus almost entirely on the outer worlds, you miss the richness of your inner world: your thoughts, your fantasies, your imagination and your memories.

         The digital age has spawned the ‘content creator’, the person who makes money by providing material for the online world. But you, too, are a content creator, generating endless material in the secret world of your mind. You don’t need to rely on other people to be entertained; you have the capacity and the means to entertain yourself. You can revisit old memories, have imaginary conversations, replay scenes, sights and sounds, create hypothetical situations, fantasise about the future, identify and solve problems, analyse yourself and others, and figure out what it is you think. If you are never on your own, you will miss out on so much content tailored specifically for your own personal tastes.

         Of course, you don’t need to be alone all the time, and you don’t need to be alone with your thoughts every time you are all by yourself. There will be times when you just want to zone out and go numb, when you will want to jump onto an online forum, watch a crappy rom-com on Netflix, scroll through Instagram stories about cats or play games on your phone for an hour. And 291that’s okay! You have the right to remain distracted. Sometimes you won’t want to be in anybody’s company, including your own.

         But you are the protagonist in your life. You are the main character in your story. And when you can stand in that role and spend time with the person who is central to your existence, something pretty special happens. You stop worrying as much about what other people think. You stop needing as much from other people and the world. You start living according to your own values and beliefs. And you start prioritising the one person who will walk beside you for the rest of your life.

         You.
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