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			Preface

			I used to be terrified of being alone. 

			Thankfully, solitude wasn’t really on the agenda. I grew up in a loving, nuclear family. I have a close-knit group of friends. Aged 24, I thought I’d found the missing piece of the puzzle: the man I believed would one day be my husband. We described ourselves as a ‘team’. We shared our social life, a Google Calendar and, on occasion, a toothbrush. When we spoke of the future, it would never be with the conditional ‘if’, but always the certain ‘when’. ‘Let me be your constant,’ he urged me. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ Our relationship was meant to be the long-term solution to my fear of loneliness. Except, after the initial honeymoon stage – of about 18 months – love wasn’t quite enough. Our peers were moving in together, getting married and having children. With every engagement announcement on Facebook and every talk we had about the future, it became painfully apparent that our relationship wasn’t built to last.

			We stayed together for a further eight months because neither of us wanted to be single and alone, talking into the early hours as we tried to piece ‘us’ together like a logic puzzle. But a week-long argument (about the most polarising issue in the history of heterosexual relationships: throw cushions) spelled the beginning of the end. As we reached rock bottom – a shouting row in Zara Home, our words like vomited-up acid, the check-out staff genuinely scared – we decided to call time on our team of two.

			Reader, it wasn’t about the throw cushions. 

			That day, we went home, empty-handed, and sat at opposite ends of the sofa, the gulf between us made up of so much more than teal upholstery: spite, resentment, recrimination. We were over; any one of our fellow customers in Zara Home could have told you that. Yet, even after Throw-Cushion Gate, ending the relationship was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. 

			Looking back, it’s baffling that we spent so long in denial; that letting all that negativity fester between us felt preferable to the spectre of lives apart. But I’ve since realised our situation wasn’t uncommon. It’s no coincidence that, as social scientists at the University of Toronto observed, the fear of being single is an all-too-reliable indicator of whether a person will stay in a failing relationship.1 Listening to my gut instinct – even in the face of all this fear – was a desperate last resort. Being alone, back then, felt like a punishment. 

			Alonement, the word that came to define my journey towards learning to appreciate alone time, was more like atonement for giving up my most co-dependent adult relationship in favour of – what exactly? I had no idea. The decision to end a relationship is, inevitably, a leap of faith – and, in my case, one I made when all other options were exhausted. Deciding to call time on what I once believed was the best thing that had ever happened to me felt like wilfully staying in a bad dream. In the wake of a break-up, you step, blindly, into the Great Unknown; having spent so much time focused on the magnitude of what you’re losing that you have little capacity to imagine anything else. 

			In ending the relationship, I waved goodbye to the conventional life trajectory I thought would fortify me against loneliness: cohabiting, marriage, kids. I chose sleeping alone instead of being tucked inside the cradle of his arms; I chose cooking for one; I chose living alone; I chose having no one to wake up to and no one to say ‘Goodnight’ to. I chose myself, and it felt like insanity.

			At the time, alone and lonely were inextricable concepts to me. I lived alone during a period when almost all of my closest friends were in relationships, and I felt my ex-boyfriend’s absence like a hole in the chest. Time alone was a bitter pill I had to swallow – a tax bill; a dental filling – the price I had to pay for saying goodbye to the wrong version of Happily Ever After. Yet, over time, the end of one relationship made way for another which was greater still: a relationship with myself. 

			If I could go back in time, I’d tell myself this. First of all, congratulations for making a bold decision to change your life for the better. I can’t fast-forward your pain, but I’m excited for your bright future, even if you can’t be. There is someone with strong, capable arms waiting for you on the other side, and that someone is you. 

			This is how alonement came to be my happy ending. 

			

			
				
					1  Stephanie Spielmann et al., ‘Settling for less than out of fear of being single’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (2013) 105 (6): 1049–1073. http://individual.utoronto.ca/sspielmann/Spielmann_et_al_inpress_JPSP.pdf
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			Introduction

			Your relationship with yourself is, by default, the most import­ant one you will ever have. Like it or not, you entered into a non-negotiable, lifelong commitment to yourself in the hospital delivery room. Unlike any other relationship you have throughout your life, there is no room for manoeuvre. No moving out or trial separation. No ‘taking it slow’ or accepting you’ve grown apart. Family, friends and romantic partners may come and go, but your monogamous partnership with yourself is the only constant, unalterable relationship status you’ll ever have. 

			I know! Deep breaths. 

			The opposite is true of our relationships with other people – the ones we spend our whole lives forming, refining and fighting for. These are inextricably connected with the certainty of loss. Statistically, half your existing friendships have a seven-year sell-by date.2 Around 39 per cent of cohabiting couples break up.3 Almost half of all marriages end in divorce. Even if you have the best of romantic relationships – the most rose-tinted of pairings, the ‘we’ve been together for 70 years and now we finish each other’s—’ ‘—sentences’ type – then I hate to break it to you, but (more deep breaths) 100 per cent of people die. I don’t say any of this to scare you, but to help you realise that, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, you and, well, you, are in it for the long haul. 

			Relationship status: Alone

			You are a single-person household within your own mind. This isn’t a radical thing to say. We’re all capable of daydreaming about the person sitting opposite us on the train without them ever knowing about it, or spending the bulk of an hour-long meeting thinking about what we want to eat for lunch. We have a perpetual choice to stay inside our own minds, or to engage with the world around us. What is radical is to actually acknowledge this essential ‘aloneness’ – that we all live, first and foremost, inside our own heads – because we typically invest a lot of time in trying to escape this home ownership, throwing out the mortgage agreement and losing the keys.

			Think about how you spend an average day. All those hours making small talk with your colleagues; WhatsApping your friends; swiping on dating apps; chatting to your mum on the phone; sweet-talking your Springer Spaniel; soothing your toddler; deciding what to have for dinner with your partner; calling British Gas (don’t let the bastards get you down); replying to your boss’s email out of hours; keeping up with the godforsaken Kardashians; falling asleep to an audiobook. Sound familiar? Trust me, you’re not the only one avoiding your own thoughts.

			As a society, we are regularly coming up with ingenious solutions to stop us looking inwards. In one well-known study conducted by Timothy Wilson, a social psychologist at the University of Virginia, a group of participants were given the option of sitting alone with their own thoughts for 15 minutes or administering themselves an electric shock. The majority went for the latter option.4 But that’s OK, you reason. People need people. We’re social animals. It’s about being connected. Nobody wants to be lonely. It’s natural. That might all be true – yet how natural is it to be so scared of being left in a room with your own thoughts that you’ll electrocute yourself, just for a distraction? 

			As a baby, introspection comes naturally. You are born at the centre of your own universe and, even in the presence of others, you are naturally in tune with yourself. You cry when you’re hungry, tired or cold. You stare in awe at a ceiling fan for twenty minutes or laugh unrestrainedly at your dad’s peekaboo. The world is laid before you, and you see it from your own saucer-eyed point of view, never stopping to second-guess your reactions, or getting distracted by the presence of someone else. You begin life intimately acquainted with your wants, needs and curiosities. Around the age of two or three, you become aware of how other people see you – and modify accordingly (i.e. a bit less throwing food and randomly getting naked in supermarkets). It’s not that you entirely lose your ability to behave in an instinctive way or to feel that all-encompassing sense of reverie; it’s just you’ll probably only act that way when no one else is around; when you’re alone. 

			Trouble is, from here on, opportunities to fly solo are pretty scarce. You follow an accepted pattern of life whereby you spend the bulk of it searching for meaningful connections with other people – from the family home to the playground to the nightclub to the workplace to the altar to the family home (again) to the old people’s home to the graveyard. 

			You begin your life as part of a family unit. A good childhood is considered to be a socially connected one where your parents are around a lot and you ideally have at least one sibling, for fear of being a much-pitied only child (despite the fact that the ‘only child syndrome’ myth has been disproved time and time again).5 You start school, where it’s expected that you will play with other children in the playground and develop social skills. Speaking up in class, working well in a group and excelling at team sports are all seen as key markers of achievement as you move through the school system. University begins with Freshers’ Week: a whole week (pandemic permitting) devoted not to academia but to meeting others at an accelerated pace, in drunken, sometimes regrettable set-ups. This continues into working life: open-plan offices; a constant stream of Slack messages; ‘morale-boosting’ mass emails from Kelly in HR; company meetings; presentations; networking evenings; Friday Happy Hour with your colleagues.

			Around this time, your parents take a keen interest in whether you’ve ‘met someone’, and once you hit your late twenties being romantically unattached is regarded as a problem to be solved. How’s dating going? Are you on any apps? Your coupled-up friends become well-meaning coconspirators (I have a single friend . . .). And then – praise be! – you enter into a relationship, with the standard tick-box milestones of cohabitation, lifelong commitment and eventually creating another human or two together. Any indication that you’re spending time apart – holidaying separately or not moving in together quickly enough – is considered to be a warning sign. From this point onwards, your greatest social approval comes in the form of a ‘she said yes!’ announcement, a confetti-dotted wedding snap or a baby bump reveal. 

			You start a family. You grow old together. But, as you become a partner, a wife, a husband, a parent and eventually a grandparent – throughout your life – you are defined by what you are to other people. At what point, during all of this, do you get back in touch with yourself?

			Alone: Heaven or hell?

			Today, we’re more surrounded than ever by other people’s voices. There are, God help us, over a million podcasts on the App Store, Twitter has 330 million monthly active users and you can download just about any book from the Great Kindle Library In The Sky. Should you wish to, you can avoid ever being ‘alone’ with your thoughts – save, perhaps, in the shower (and even then, there are waterproof Bluetooth speakers). And yet, despite all those other voices doing their utmost to distract you, the inconvenient reality remains: your #nofilter inner voice can never truly be drowned out (something I’ll discuss more in Chapter 2). 

			It’s intriguing that so many of us run away from the opportunity to intimately know ourselves by opting out of our own company. We might like to hear the candid, confessional, no-holds-barred voices of others – exemplified by the huge sales of Tara Westover’s Educated and Michelle Obama’s Becoming, books centred around inspirational people who have gone on a journey of self-knowledge – yet we regularly pass up the unique opportunity we all have to get to know ourselves. That’s a pretty strange decision, if you think about it; like having an access-all-areas, backstage pass to Glastonbury and choosing, instead, to stay among the screaming, beer-swilling, moshing masses.

			In his 1956 book The Art of Loving, psychologist Erich Fromm claims that we all occupy a ‘prison of aloneness’: the terrifying reality that, yup, you’re on your own, pal, and there is no escaping it. It’s not like Fromm was against this state of aloneness. He was actually fairly pro, claiming that ‘the ability to be alone is the condition for the ability to love’ (more on this later, in Chapter 10). But he considered the drive to escape ‘aloneness’ the most essential part of the human experience. He writes: ‘The deepest need of man, then, is the need to overcome his separateness, to leave the prison of his aloneness.’ Adding later: ‘Man – of all ages and cultures – is confronted with the solution of one and the same question: the question of how to overcome separateness, how to achieve union, how to transcend one’s own individual life and find atonement.’

			Were Fromm still alive today, I’d have good news and bad news for him. The good news is, we have, as a society, come up with the best solution yet to this so-called prison of aloneness: the smartphone. I mean, you can imagine the conversation. Hey, Erich, you know that mildly invasive landline phone that occasionally interrupts your workflow? You’re going to need to sit down for this one . . . I imagine Fromm would likely have revisited his views, had he been around to witness the invention of broadband in 1992, or the first 3G-enabled smartphone – from the Japanese company NTT DoCoMo – in 2001. Aloneness, he might have written, has become more like a drop-in centre than a prison. The bad news – not just for Fromm, but for all of us? The internet may have thrown open the gate and wedged a doorstop in front of our proverbial prison cells, but as a result we attribute little value to being alone. It’s as if we got so excited during the jailbreak process that we forgot to consider what we were leaving behind. 

			The ‘ability to be alone’ – that quality Fromm considered so inherently necessary to love another person – has become a lost art. We’ve become socially conditioned to see our phones as the solution to every challenging thought. Feeling anxious about your 10am meeting? Scroll Instagram. Putting off the gym? Text a friend. Don’t know whether to have boiled or scrambled eggs? Make a poll on Twitter! We’re able to avoid the reality of aloneness at the touch of a button, and returning to it feels, more than ever, like a prison cell. But what if we could make it a haven instead? What if we could, against all odds, learn to celebrate and relax into our aloneness, to recline into it; to exhale and feel safe, inspired; without shame or embarrassment or guilt?

			Alonement is the story you tell yourself 

			There are consolations to your essential aloneness:

			 

			
					As much as alone might feel like a scary word, it also means unique. You are alone in being you.

					To acknowledge aloneness is to embrace the gift of your uniqueness, your freedom, your capacity for self-knowledge. 

					Alone is when you are at your most authentic. You reconnect with that primal ability I mentioned earlier: to respond to your needs, desires and curiosities.

					It may seem isolating that you are the only person capable of hearing the voice in your head, but look at it another way. Isn’t it mind-blowing that you can intimately know yourself in a way that you can never know another person – that you can read your own mind? 

					Being alone means the freedom to act as an individual, not part of a pack.

			

			 

			When we avoid time alone, we fail to discover and capitalise on our superpowers. The change begins once you tell yourself a different story about your aloneness, and about what being alone represents. We all know that solitude can go one of two ways. Either it’s a positive experience: pleasurable, comfortable and associated with a longer-term sense of fulfilment. Or (as we’re socially conditioned to assume) it’s a lonely, excruciating experience to be endured rather than sought out. James R. Averill, a professor of psychology at the University of Massachusetts, has concluded that an individual’s ability to enjoy solitude is based on the narrative they construct around that time.6 Generally, we want these stories to involve a sense of choice. Averill writes: ‘What tips the balance between positive experiences of solitude and immoderate loneliness? This question can be answered in one word: Choice. What we call authentic solitude is typically based on a decision to be alone; in contrast, pseudo solitude, in which loneliness predominates, involves a sense of abandonment or unwanted isolation.’

			It’s exactly the reason why spending a sunny bank holiday relaxing in your garden might feel like bliss if you’ve made a proactive decision to give yourself some downtime; or hell, if you start second-guessing your lack of barbecue invitation (don’t Sanjay and Grace normally organise something for this bank holiday Monday?) and spend your day trawling Instagram for evidence of your dwindling social status. ‘Behind every choice is a story,’ Averill writes. To choose to spend time alone – for an hour, for a day, for a week – based on the benefits you think it might bring to you is a valuable step in enjoying alonement. 

			The author and founder of the School of Life, Alain de Botton, introduced a similar idea on my podcast, Alonement, which I launched in March 2020. Alain was the first of a brilliant line-up of thinkers, authors and media personalities I’ve interviewed about their own alonement. He said: ‘If we’re looking for how to cure or solve the problem of loneliness, what we have to start with is changing what being on your own means. In a way, at times, all of us can feel quite comfortable being on our own, but other times it’s anguishing.’ So, how do you change the narrative?

			Saying yes to time alone

			Ostensibly, there is a straightforward solution to learning how to be alone, and that’s simply (drum roll) spending time alone. Psychologist Carl Jung called the state of being alone ‘the animation of the psychic atmosphere’,7 because it’s where our physical solitude reflects our internal aloneness: alone in body, alone in mind. This can be an invaluable time for self-discovery. We’re at one with ourselves, and our surroundings. We acknowledge and process our feelings. Our inner voices become amplified. Our ideas are most authentic. Our imaginations wander. 

			. . . in theory, that is. 

			These days, most of us aren’t very good at spending time alone, so it has the potential to end up being a bit of a shitshow, not to mention the perfect breeding ground for loneliness, unhealthy habits or addictive behaviours. It’s no wonder that we fear what Michael Harris, the author of Soli­tude, calls ‘the bogeyman of our naked self’. For most of us, learning to be alone isn’t as simple as subjecting ourselves to isolation – first, we have to tackle the scary task of coming to terms with who we actually are, which is vital groundwork for alonement.

			If you think this isn’t for you, I get it. I spent the best part of three decades avoiding the bogeyman, thinking silence, introspection and solitude simply weren’t compatible with who I was and how I lived. Escaping aloneness felt easy and normal; facing up to it felt immeasurably harder. But just because something’s easy and normalised doesn’t mean it’s right for you, or that you won’t have to pay for it further down the line (after all, life’s a long song, as my father’s fond of saying). I understand all too well the discomfort that comes with facing up to your aloneness. I still feel that discomfort every single day, but, to a greater extent, I feel so many more things: strength, clarity, curiosity and a deep-seated sense of calm. Spending time alone may be your greatest fear now – as it was for me – but it could also prove your profoundest source of power. As this book explores, in a world full of ways to escape ever being alone, you will set yourself apart by embracing it. However, the answer is not simply being alone. It is alonement.

			Alonement: What is it?

			Alonement is a word I coined in 2019 to fill a gap in the English language (I’ll take that money via bank transfer, Oxford English Dictionary). Broken down, it means ‘the state of being alone’ – a state we should raise up and celebrate. Reverse the syllables, and you think about alone time as an intention: ‘meant to be alone’. The way I define it, alonement is quality time spent alone; it is to value and respect the time you spend with yourself. It means to be alone and absolutely own it. 

			The closest term, someone might butt in and suggest, is solitude; but even solitude (which, FYI, has its roots in Old French and Latin terms for ‘loneliness’) has an ambiguity to it: you have to qualify whether an experience is ‘positive solitude’, whereas alonement is, crucially, an inherently positive and valuable experience. Alonement is the direct opposite of loneliness. Think of it as a spectrum:

			 Loneliness < Alone > Alonement

			 

			As a dictionary entry, it would look a bit like this:

			 

			Alonement

			noun

			
					Quality time spent alone. I had some really good alonement this weekend.


					The experience of joy and/or fulfilment when you are by yourself. Alonement for me is a brisk walk first thing in the morning.

					Pleasurable solitude; also (of a solo experience) associated with a positive feeling. It’s been a hectic few months; I need an alonement holiday. 


					The value of cherishing the time you spend alone. Alonement is important for me and my boyfriend.


			

			 

			Without the word ‘alonement’, I struggled to speak about being alone in a way that reflected how I felt about it. While ‘alone’ is ostensibly a neutral word, saying ‘I feel alone’ is tinged with negativity. We’ve all seen the Insta-cliché doing the rounds, ‘Alone doesn’t mean lonely’; but, for me, it never went far enough. If alone doesn’t have to mean the same thing as lonely – what’s the alternative? When alone is good, what is it called? Enter: alonement. 

			Most people get what alonement – which is to say they can usually think of one time in their daily routine where alone time is pretty damn good, whether that’s the hot shower they take first thing or the satisfying ritual of chopping up peppers for dinner. Yet the importance of having an actual word to describe the positive feelings that being alone can generate cannot be understated. It’s like Ludwig Wittgenstein said: ‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world’. If you don’t have the word to describe something, it’s hard to give it value and validity. You can’t be what you can’t see, and you can’t practise what you can’t define. 

			New words bring to life phenomena that we may have long observed but never had the language to describe. This isn’t only the case for positive, empowering words; take, for instance, ‘gaslighting’ – in my view, one of the most important contributions to the conversation about abuse and control in relationships. Gaslighting is a form of psychological abuse where one partner attempts to make another question their own memory, perception and judgement, typically through denial or misinformation. The term first originated in Patrick Hamilton’s 1938 play Gas Light, about a woman whose husband manipulates her into thinking she’s going insane. It became part of psychological literature in the 1990s and has entered popular parlance over the last few years – most notably during an uproar when a recent Love Island contestant was accused by the charity Women’s Aid of gaslighting two of the women on the show, prompting a heated national debate and a slew of articles and op-eds. Clearly, simply having a word for something can begin a cultural shift.

			Alonement is my contribution to the English lexicon because I see it as embodying a necessary change in the way we acknowledge and value alone time. I’ve since trademarked it, and hope to one day get it into the dictionary. (If ‘chirpse’, ‘awesomesauce’ and ‘promposal’ all became dictionary-official last year, I like to think this isn’t an impossible goal.) Occasionally you’ll get someone who says you ‘can’t just make up words’. Of course you can (once again, see the surprisingly versatile ‘chirpse’); that’s literally how language was created. It’s designed to serve us, and we use it to navigate the vast and ever-evolving human experience. For instance, there are many words in other languages that we don’t have in English, like the Greek meraki, ‘to do something with soul, creativity, or love; when you leave a piece of yourself in your work’. Language is power, and having a word for something previously unidentified can unlock a little part of you, or your experience, that you never quite acknowledged. Alonement, in no uncertain terms, changed my life – and I have a sneaking suspicion it might change yours, too. 

			Incidentally, I really, really like identifying new language to describe the ‘alonement’ experience. Along that principle, sprinkled throughout this book will be other terms I’ve adopted to help navigate our relationship with being alone, which I’ve listed in a glossary at the back. Among these, there’s ‘rubbernecking’ – a term to define turning one’s head to gaze at something we shouldn’t, usually associated with drivers slowing down to look at car accidents.8 I find it an apt term to describe our tendency to look at the lives of other people when we should be focusing on our own lives, instead – like scrolling someone else’s night out on Instagram during your summer holiday. There’s also Only Me-ism – a term I invented to describe our tendency to deprive ourselves of basic comforts and considerations (a fresh cafetiere, a home-cooked meal) if it’s ‘only me’ – even though we should be our own priority.

			Why me?

			Learning to spend time alone isn’t always easy. Take it from me: as a writer, I have one of the most solitary professions possible. I also wrote a book on being alone. While living alone. As a single person. During a pandemic. 

			Before my life became a giant social experiment of my own making, I was a highly sociable person: I used to love the regular Happy Hours that came with a busy office envir­onment. Plonk me down at a first date or a large glitzy party where I know no one, and I’ll be absolutely fine. ‘If you’re such an extrovert, why did you decide to start a platform about spending time alone?’ asked comedian John Robins on an episode of my Alonement podcast. He had a point. The truth is, I started writing and podcasting about alonement because I didn’t want people to fall into the same trap I had. Up until the age of 27, I was too afraid to even contemplate time alone. For most of my life, I had pursued meaningful human company above all else, while alone time held next to no value for me. 

			Learning to spend time alone began as a challenge to myself, which took the form of a New Year’s resolution: ‘learn to be alone and enjoy it’. Initially, it went against everything I had ever believed in or valued – like the thirty-six hours I once spent following the Paleo diet. It felt as natural as writing with my left hand. I’d consciously avoid making plans on a Sunday and then panic about that empty window of time as the weekend grew closer. I’d book an Odeon ticket for one, then frantically Google whether it was refundable. Meanwhile, well-meaning friends and family grew worried, assuming my uncharacteristic Greta Garbo act was simply the bravado of someone who, newly single, lacked people to hang out with when I wanted company (luckily, this was rarely the case – despite losing some couple friends in the ‘divorce’). But I persisted with my resolution, despite everything (and everyone) telling me not to, and it transformed my life. Think of me, if you like, as a recovering social addict – someone who went so far towards one extreme, in my complete avoidance of alone time, that I can now speak with authority on what happens when it’s lacking. I hope to convince anyone reading that if I – someone who couldn’t spend so much as an hour alone – can learn to enjoy my own company, then you can too.

			Others who have written about being alone include Sara Maitland, who wrote the fantastic How To Be Alone. She lives in a remote, rural part of Scotland and purposefully distances herself from the likes of smartphones and television. There’s also Alice Koller, who wrote The Stations of Solitude while living alone in Nantucket Island during the dead of winter, and Henry Thoreau, who decamped to the woods for two years to write Walden. Do these writers have interesting backstories? Sure. Do they know a lot about solitude? No doubt, and Maitland’s book in particular has proved important source material for my own. But how many of us can realistically drop everything to go and live in the woods? I know I can’t. This is where alonement comes in – it’s something we can all benefit from and integrate into our existing lifestyles, whatever they are. I’m telling you now because I wish I’d been able to hear it from someone who was up to their neck in a busy, socially connected city existence, rather than living a lifestyle I couldn’t really relate to and didn’t want to emulate.

			I hope you can be inspired by my experience to go on to create your own alonement. I’m not someone who has always instinctively spent time alone, nor do I intend to spend long periods of time alone without the mitigating influence of another person. I still consider myself an extrovert who regularly ‘powers up’ through other people – my close friends and family are among the primary blessings of my life. But, despite all this, my eyes have been opened to the very real consequences of a fear of being alone, and I can’t go back. 

			Alonement is about moderation

			We don’t really ‘do’ moderation in British culture. We’re weekend warriors; we’re crash dieters; we’re intermittent fasters; we’re ‘work hard, play hard’. Media representations of being alone are typically extreme. We read about national loneliness epidemics, people getting married to themselves, and during the coronavirus lockdown, there was a particular appetite for stories of solo mountain climbers and around-the-world sailors and island hermits. Headline-grabbing, yes. Relatable? Not so much. 

			Looking to history for solitary icons, you might think of artists or composers, like Mozart, Kafka and Wordsworth. Through romanticising the reclusive genius – obsessive, cut off from society and almost exclusively white and male – and imagining theirs as the only way to be alone, we’re left with something that’s completely removed from our everyday lives. How could we ever emulate this intense behaviour? Would we even want to? To be honest, just the word ‘solitude’ has a loftiness that I kind of resent. That’s where learning to appreciate alonement comes in: quality time alone, often for short lengths of time, like a quiet afternoon or a languid weekend. 

			While for a select few, being alone for an extended period of time might be a failsafe recipe for an epiphany (see Taylor Swift and other geniuses – yes, the folklore album is a work of genius – who created masterpieces during lockdown), for others this might not work out so well. I was certainly challenged by the long stretch of alone time while living alone during the first coronavirus lockdown – four months without a hug is tough – even though I spent it writing a book about spending time alone. Did I mention I was essentially living in a social experiment of my own making? 

			‘Just eat a balanced diet’ is possibly the least marketable weight loss advice, but long term it’s the most rewarding, and this analogy equally applies to spending time alone. According to Michael Harris: ‘Solitude and connection are elements in a larger social diet. We need both – just like we need carbohydrates and fats – but we can do damage to ourselves by consuming too much of either.’ Rather than undertaking long periods of solitude, most of us benefit from a balance of regular moments of retreat from others. Social connection and alone time require a delicate balancing act, and alonement is a word that acknowledges the importance of both. 

			As I mentioned earlier, simply being alone is rarely a magic bullet for any sort of self-growth. We all know – some more than others – how alone time can devolve into our most destructive tendencies and addictive behaviours, including everything from obsessively checking social media and the news to eating and exercise disorders, drugs and alcohol dependency. Or else, alone time can be spent in a sort of relatively harmless, hedonistic way: binge-watching box sets, mindlessly snacking, idly scrolling Instagram. You might be alone – but you sure as hell won’t be reaping any bene­fits typically associated with solitude. Alonement means thinking proactively about how you can turn this time into a positive experience.

			It’s about quality – not quantity. By focusing on alonement as a value used to inform your day-to-day life, you’ll find it easier to settle on a version that works for your situ­ation. Because, while alonement can be a solo trip to another country, it’s more often the ten minutes before work you spend making coffee and sitting down to savour it, or the hour of phone-free time you give yourself before bed to journal or rearrange your sock drawer or simply stare into space. Taking this time may not seem like a particularly big deal, and you may question whether it’s enough to really impact your life. Bear with me. One thing you can be certain of with alonement is that you get back more than you put in. Try making a little space for it in your life, and you’ll begin to see just how powerful it can be.

			What counts as ‘alone’?

			As I write this, sitting by myself in a one-bed flat, I am alone in perhaps the most obvious way. My phone is on Airplane mode, the radio is off and – given that I live by myself – I’d be shocked if someone else walked in through the front door. The only way I could be more ‘alone’ is if you were to relocate this set-up to the Outer Hebrides. Or maybe Mars. Yet, this is far from the only way to be alone. I consider alonement to be in action when I write in the café down the road. On holiday with friends, I seek out alonement by going for a walk alone on the beach, or swimming far out into the sea and looking out into the horizon. When I worked in an open-plan office, alonement was disappearing off to a different floor and hiding in a booth, or else it was wearing noise-cancelling headphones at my desk. Sometimes alonement is when I let my mind wander, the way I used to get lost in my imagination during maths lessons. Alonement is, actually, all around (that sounds even better if you imagine Hugh Grant saying it) – and I’m going to show you how to find it and get the most from it. 

			The multi-textured joy of being alone

			Alonement isn’t just about having a good time. Don’t get me wrong – it totally lends itself to joy. As you become more and more comfortable with the idea of spending time alone, alonement can simply be a comfy night in watching Friends in your flannel pyjamas, with fish and chips and a glass of rosé (now there’s a plan, I’ll be doing exactly that later on). That’s the kind of evening that can be all sorts of fun whether or not anyone else is there. Plus, there’s often a deliciousness inherent in choosing exactly what you want to do, right down to the precise volume of the television. That said, alonement offers another type of satisfaction; a more meaningful, life-affirming type of pleasure.

			Aristotle termed this ‘eudaimonic’ happiness: a loftier sort of satisfaction derived from living with meaning and purpose. Your pyjama-clad night in watching Friends looks more like what the ancient Greeks called ‘hedonic’ pleasure: a more straightforward, fleeting pleasure-based kind of happiness. Basically, alonement is when time alone is positive, and this might be because it’s enjoyable, or because it’s valuable, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be both. Sure, you can experience hedonic pleasure as a person alone, and often that happens in a much purer and authentically ‘you’ way than it might with another person: tucking into a meal you love, dancing like no one’s watching (because no one’s watching). But other times alonement serves as a space of regeneration and self-growth: writing in a journal, or going to bed early rather than staying up again to binge-watch Netflix with your housemates. Both are worth practising, for different reasons. 

			When it comes to hedonic pleasure, it’s crucial for us to acknowledge to ourselves (and indeed to others) that it is valid to do things alone purely for your own pleasure (and I don’t just mean a night in with your vibrator). As an extrovert, I used to draw almost all of my hedonic pleasures from being around other people, where there’s a momentum and an energy which is harder to find in solitude. Yet, it is still possible with the right planning to have a fun (and in no way highbrow) evening alone. Some of my happiest times have been spent reading fiction or watching trashy TV. That said, while fleeting pleasures are all well and good, alonement is fertile ground for finding meaning and purpose in your life. As I’ll discuss in Chapter 5, spending time alone is not only a key ingredient for productivity and creativity, it’s also a space where you can reflect on where that meaning and purpose lies. 

			Who is this book for?

			For me, living alone as a single person – latterly, during a pandemic – has been an incubation state for getting to know myself very well. But this is by no means a book aimed solely at ‘single’ people or those who live alone. Whether you’re single, in a relationship, married, or ‘not putting a label on things’ with Greg, 34, from Plenty of Fish, your relationship with yourself is the only one guaranteed to be lifelong. 

			Certainly, being single, divorced or widowed can present opportunities for working out who you are as an individual, in a similar way to how other major life changes – career shifts, moving house, parenthood, a worldwide pandemic – force us to re-evaluate who we are. That said, having been in multiple serious relationships, I’ve established that being one half of a couple in no way immunises you from loneliness or suppresses a need for self-knowledge; in fact, it’s all too often the opposite. 

			Learning to thrive alone – whether that’s travelling solo or simply learning to relish the nights your partner or flatmate is away from home – is something we can all work on. Being alone is how we come into the world and how we die; we will all at some point in our lives be alone. Of course, there are times when we lean on kindness from others, and interpersonal relationships will play a huge part in our lives. But alonement will fortify you in a deeper way than your relationships with others ever can.

			This book is for anyone who struggles to spend time alone.

			This book is for anyone who is naturally good at spending time alone but worries deep down that it’s a bad thing. 

			This book is for those worried they will never meet ‘The One’.

			This book is for those who have met ‘The One’ and wonder why they still don’t feel happy with their lives.

			This book is for those whose friends have all coupled up and they’re sick with envy, secretly hoping a right-swipe on Tinder could make all the building blocks of their life fall into place.

			This book is for couples who struggle to maintain their independence.

			This book is for anyone who’s ever struggled with their identity outside of their friends, family or wider community.

			This book is for anyone who avoids pursuing their passions, because they can’t find someone to take along with them. 

			This book is for everyone in a relationship with themselves.

			This book is for, well, everyone.

			How this book works 

			It’s almost time for you to go forth and conquer your alone time; but first, a little about how I put this book together. I’m well aware – as someone who never ‘got’ alone time – why you might need a little convincing, so when writing this book, it felt important to balance the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of being alone. I wanted to give a bit of theory to debunk the way we, as a society, see alone time and shift the stigma, but also to provide plenty of practical tips for actually making alonement happen. As I’ve already mentioned, alonement isn’t just being by yourself – it’s proactive quality time that requires work, just like any relationship – so I’ve packed each chapter full of ways to harness your alonement and make it work for you. From self-care to making time for your passions and physically carving out your own space wherever you are, I want to show you how to make the world your alonement oyster. 

			As for actually reading the book, I’d advise starting at the beginning (groundbreaking, I know) and reading the first two chapters before you skip ahead to anything else, as they are essential for understanding the concept of alonement. Ideally, from there, you’ll just keep on reading as nature (I’m nature, in this instance) intended. But if you’re looking for specific advice – say you’ve got an upcoming solo holiday or are feeling the need for some breathing space in your relationship – feel free to jump ahead to the relevant chapter (that’s Chapter 7 and Chapter 10 in those cases). 

			A quick disclaimer: I want to stress that this book won’t change your life by itself. Yes, you did read that correctly. Think of this initial investment simply as a leaping-off point – because the work goes beyond your bookshelf. You don’t just follow @dailyselfgrowth104 on Instagram in Janu­ary and, hey presto, you’re a self-actualised human having scrolled through 23 post updates. It doesn’t work like that. The only way you can discover the value of time alone is experiencing it first hand yourself, by integrating it in both little and large ways into your regular routine. There may be some discomfort and doubt along the way, but I guarantee that it will snowball into something that is truly life-affirming. Once you understand the value of alonement, it’s self-sustaining and will stay with you your whole life. Your ­practice will ebb and flow (in the face of relationships and work ­pressures, for instance) but you will regularly feel the pull to return to yourself, like a beloved friend, and make that time and space for alonement. As I say, this book won’t change your life. But you can. 

			Lastly, whatever you do, I suggest you read this book when you’re alone: phone in a drawer and/or on mute, partner or housemate also on mute (or at least politely requested to respect your reading time) and your full attention. No social media (plenty of time to post the cover on the grid later). For now, this is your time. 

			Welcome to alonement. 
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