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PRAISE FOR ALONE TIME


“More and more in the therapy space those of us who treat mental health conditions show that we are like anyone else. We all need alone time to reflect and make necessary changes. People relate to that and find the wisdom in what they read. This is a self-help book that relies on self: you can make a difference in your own life.


The people I treat often ask me when I am going to take time out for myself; to essentially follow my own advice. I can now answer that I am empowered to do so after reading Dr. Geldart’s book.”


DR. MARK CROSS, PSYCHIATRIST AND AUTHOR, CHANGING MINDS AND ANXIETY


“Dr. Sybil Geldart shares her clinical expertise using case studies and active techniques that show us how to embrace challenges, and the importance of solitude to reflect, self-regulate and quieten our busy lives. By doing so, we can connect with and enjoy the companionship of the person we know best, ourselves.”


DR. SILVIA PIGNATA, WELL-BEING, STRESS AND INTERVENTION RESEARCHER, UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA


“This timely and engaging book dispels the myth that alone = lonely. Dr. Geldart draws from her extensive experience as a clinician and a teacher to explain why ‘alone time’ is essential for our mental and physical health. As a researcher and teacher in the field of positive psychology, I appreciate that this book approaches the idea of solitude as something that everyone can benefit from.”


DR. JUDY EATON, PROFESSOR, PSYCHOLOGY, WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY, CANADA


“Post-pandemic, Dr. Sybil Geldart highlights the profound benefits of solitude. She masterfully contrasts pandemic-enforced distancing with the Eastern philosophy of voluntary solitude for spiritual growth, emotional regulation, and inner calm. Through her clinical experience and personal narrative, Geldart reveals how solitude fosters self-awareness and overcomes anxiety.”


KATHRYN HENDRICK, MA, HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS SPECIALIST
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For Don, whom I remember spent much of his adult life cultivating a serene personal space – which I reckon gave him a satisfying existence.  Because of his love for solitude I try not to fear it.











AUTHOR’S NOTE


My family members and friends described in this book gave full permission to have their stories heard. When they are named it is because they personally gave me their approval to do so. All clients from my clinical practice, current and former, who were described throughout this book also gave permission to have their cases shared. To maintain privacy and confidentiality of patients’ personal health information the actual names have been changed and identifying information about clients removed. Note that sometimes a case study presented in this book comprised the details of more than one client or was entirely invented in order to illustrate a concept or idea.
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I invite you to cultivate personal space and solitude and be happier in life. That’s a clear-cut and confident statement, but, wait: did I actually wish for you to be more alone?


As I entice you to embrace solitude, I am keenly aware of these past years’ sad reality of unwavering distancing and repeated lockdowns. At the time of writing my bubble of people witnessed the sixth COVID-19 wave affecting schools, workplaces and other public venues. You could say any teachings about carving out more alone time might turn you off completely from reading any further, something my 30-year-old daughter solemnly predicted after I casually mentioned the book proposal. She tactfully offered suggestions for a new topic altogether, and it chillingly resembled the humorless attitude of my daughter’s beau, her twin flame, who chimed in: “Don’t write about the pandemic. After everything we’ve been through the last three years, nobody wants to hear about social distancing.” Not that I paid any heed to her grim-looking face or to the boyfriend’s high-raised brows, as you can tell from the book’s title.


No: just to be clear, this book is not about the pandemic. It is about securing physical distance and some decent personal space for your own good. However, before you can appreciate the extent to which solitude and quiet is of value to you, first I ask you to contrast it with social isolation. Consider the fact that I live in a nation with the highest level of democracy and individualism, yet America recently took part in global social isolation in the form of quarantine. Social isolation equals stay-at-home orders. It is something we all had to deal with when so-called SARS-CoV-2 first came into human existence.


SOLITUDE DURING TRYING TIMES


Any proper introduction on the power of solitude should begin with a look at the effects of forced distancing, or quarantine. That is to say, we must acknowledge and validate adversity as a first step in the journey of discovery and healing, then we can truly move forward and talk about something positive and helpful – voluntary distancing.


Most readers will have been born after the influenza pandemic of 1918. You probably have little knowledge of the devastation caused by the Spanish flu on public health. Perhaps you have read one or more history books describing the 1918 pandemic but you didn’t actually live through it. Fast forward to late 2019 and you saw in real time how fast the coronavirus disease swept harshly into modern life. Now you have lived through a  pandemic. I’m going to make a few predictions here: my guess is you didn’t even give a moment’s thought to viral epidemics before COVID-19. On top of that, you had no reason to contemplate a global health disaster in this century. I qualify that last prediction: it is possible you’ve already seen the 2011 science-fiction movie Contagion, which mind-blowingly foreshadowed the coronavirus state of affairs.


I was not expecting anything like COVID-19; the coronavirus pandemic pulled to bits all I knew to be true. Before the coronavirus encroached our lives I considered myself nonchalant about health and survival. I was caught up in having a decent standard of living and motivated by a vigorous economy, and admit I took daily comforts and delights for granted. No different from the average middle-class person, I suppose. In the blink of an eye all of that changed when the first wave of COVID-19 appeared. Suddenly everyone around the globe needed to shield the body – or at least the delicate respiratory system – from an unruly virus. It meant taking stern steps to protect yourself and your family. You know the drill: put on your own mask before assisting others. Literally. And that was just the start of things.


The pan-doom-ic. The nastiness of the coronavirus showed itself by its damaging effects. The need to slow down the transmission of COVID-19 by staying far away from public venues propelled even the most laidback soul into shock. Confusion. Anxiety. Isolation.






Do you remember the ways in which quarantine measures affected your life?


How did lockdown affect your family and friends?


How did you cope with the up-and-down waves of Covid cases?





Perhaps I generalize and assume that everybody was affected badly. Surely plenty of people had bad feelings and unhappy memories. Think about the start of the pandemic for a moment: didn’t you feel sadness, nostalgia even, when social events suddenly shut down? My cousin Josie, widowed and living in a condo in metropolitan Toronto, was in utter disbelief with the quietness of downtown life. “It’s not what a lively downtown scene ought to look like,” she defended. Restaurants, theatres and markets were almost empty, though at one time they were quite the opposite: industrious and prosperous.


The famous Santa Claus parade, ordinarily zigzagging its way through town on a late November Sunday afternoon, was canceled during the pandemic to keep patrons from getting too close to each other. It meant that joyous children and their parents didn’t line city streets. Families weren’t found huddled together under blankets, nor did onlookers sip hot chocolate from corner cafes waiting for a memorable holiday event. By the tone in her voice I could tell my dear cousin greatly missed watching endearing events such as the parade. Josie longed for social connection of some sort.


I live in the suburbs about an hour and a half from the big city. Harvest funfairs were canceled in my county for two fall seasons counting. If you grew up near farmland you must have a good idea of the importance of country exhibitions for boosting the local economy and strengthening community. Local farm growers depend on annual parties to showcase their hard work: their best maple syrup, their largest pumpkins, their sweetest apple pies. They draw on city folk who, for at least one short season during the entire year, are thankful for the fruits of farm labor. Indeed, for years when my family was young I made a conscious effort every single Labor Day weekend to lead three impressionable youngsters to the fair and display my brood’s heartfelt appreciation. However, there was no one to thank in my township when autumn festivals were called off due to the  pandemic.


More than just social life was affected by quarantine. Workforce workers moved from office to remote work. Students switched from the bricks and mortar classroom to personal home computers and virtual classes. Perhaps you belong in one of these vocations: office worker, college student, webinar trainee, caregiver or perhaps the spouse of a learner. Maybe  you spent more time than you imagined possible dividing home and office items, configuring household furniture and learning to use technology properly. When all this was finally resolved, next was the burdensome task of finding an ounce of free time to sit quietly in work mode. Even if you had stamina to perform, it might have been tricky without the support from peers, special tools or high-speed internet. The job was compounded when, at the same time, you needed to care for significant others such as young children, an elderly parent, your beloved family dog or the standoffish cat.


Listen, I know how you feel about the harsh by-products of our pandemic. It hit me hard and fast in all the ways just described. I flip-flopped with emotions: one day just loving getting caught up in errands, trying out recipes and taking blissful walks in my neighborhood, but the next day feeling bored, lonely and pining for joyful visits to the local shopping mall. I really missed hanging out with friends. Truth be told, I even missed people whom I didn’t really care about until they stopped being in my sphere as a result of the pandemic. Extreme reactions are what I lived with. What a crazy time.


On a grave note, the fallout of the pandemic affected me badly. I sorely missed the chance to be with my father when he passed in 2020. The hospital minimized compassionate visits, allowing just half an hour of time with his wife, my mother. As his only offspring, I sat alone in the hospital parking lot while a sympathetic nurse from inside the building offered me an iPad to see my dying parent in virtual mode. It was a kind gesture all things considered, but it was a useless solution. My dad was in no condition to partake in a video exchange at his deathbed. And, of course, our facetime – mine from my parents’ SUV and his from the palliative care ward – was frustrating to say the least. Who would ever have guessed we would be saying final goodbyes this way? In all the years I have known the old man I never envisioned being forced to stay away when it was his time to depart this life. Along with grief, I was irritated with hospital nurses for enforcing new Covid-related policies. I was distraught with COVID-19 for making my father die alone and making my loss excruciating and surreal.


THE UPSIDE OF SOLITUDE


I brought up the pandemic and its ill effects so you can appreciate the difference between worldwide enforced distancing and what all of us should be aiming for: voluntary distancing. I wanted to showcase the antithesis between mandated solitude and voluntary personal space. The idea that personal space and distancing serve some good in this universe is not a new one. Practicing solitude has been wholeheartedly welcomed in Eastern traditions over time without end, wherein its purpose is to elicit self-reflection, gain self-knowledge and seek a better understanding of the world. It is for this reason that this book, Alone Time, taps into some well-known, modernized Buddhist-driven practices. Strategies and practical tips will help you understand your place in this world. Best of all, it will make you acknowledge your boundless potential.


That some solitude would be good for me personally struck me smack in the center of the forehead when, pandemic chaos aside, I saw that it was quieting, informative and not at all as scary as I had thought it would be. Doing my job in the absence of comrades and co-workers was mandatory at the start of the pandemic. Like other office employees I scrambled to move a boxful of belongings from the workplace office to a home office, a switch that caused a radical change in how I conducted my duties, both as a professor and as a therapist. I worried about how I and my students and clients would adapt.


The good news is that I managed the move to remote work better than expected, and even the most reluctant of clients adapted to teletherapy. What a relief! We all made it: we survived social distancing and the chain of technical issues that came with brand new e-tasks. I’ve been doing the Zoom thing for more than three years now – you could say I’m a Zoom virtuoso – and so have a great number of my students and clients mastered the new platform. More than that, I discovered mighty nice perks of doing work from home: dodging travel time and winter driving, saving costs from rising petrol prices, avoiding expensive purchases of dressy suits, skirts and designer shoes (whoever would notice the bottom attire on video calls anyway?) and being flexible and more available to my people and furry friends who need me on pretty short notice.


Being alone at home in the absence of social connections and external stimulation did more than just offer a number of practical benefits. It also meant that I necessarily paid less attention to the external world and closer attention to my inner thoughts and feelings. When I say that solitude has the effect of quieting the mind, what I mean is that it quickly changed how my emotions were experienced. In other words, without anyone advising me to do so I was able to take note of some very strong feelings such as fear, anxiety and sadness. We all recognize that fear and anxiety can take a pretty strong hold on the internal, physiological state. By paying more attention to high-arousal emotions it gave me the chance to gain control and actually begin to lower intense physiological arousal. What I described for myself about learning to lessen strong feelings of anxiety and sadness in the absence of outside stimulation has been backed up by research. Therefore, some solitude in your own life will bring you a range of benefits that you can discover on your own.


***


I asked myself whether a self-help book would be a worthwhile contribution to readers. After all, there are thousands of self-help guides available on the market. Books published 20 to 30 years ago beat me to the punch and advised lofty consumers and workaholics on why they should welcome more repose in life. Contemporary books teach otherwise inhibited folks the underrated benefits of introversion, introspection and independent thinking. In other words, there’s a lot out there already on the power of self-determination and mindfulness. From what I researched, though, not one self-help book has dealt with the relevance of personal space in a changing world.


The reality is that, for quite some time now, all of us have been living in a fast-changing world. Technology is moving along at a furious pace, too high-speed for baby boomers such as myself. Please know this kids: your elders are struggling with tech. People are multitasking, having difficulty focusing on one important thing at a time and trying to keep up with a barrage of stimulation and demands coming from all angles and places. And, regardless of age and status, every person on earth is grappling with trying times one way or another: supply-chain shortages, high inflation, and the idea of brand-new coronavirus variants disturbing people’s notions of global health and safety.


What I have gained over years of education, mental health training and lived experience is what I put forward in this book so that you can start living well in a changing world. First off, I am a mother: a devoted one at that. Second, I took too many years to count to ultimately become an expert, a professor of psychology. Years of caregiving, combined with scholarly research in child development not to mention numerous trials and errors, kept my significant others nicely treading above water and thriving. 


I am also a registered psychologist trained in cognitive behavioral therapy and third-wave therapies. I work tirelessly with children, adolescents and adults. I help individuals and families and people of diverse backgrounds with diverse matters. Students who come to hear my lectures and clients who seek counseling know well enough the importance I place on private space. I depend on it to help me and my people work comfortably on issues together. I promote well-being by practicing mindfulness and acceptance and by teaching clients and students the value of reflection and calm. Advice shared heartedly with my followers can be summed up as follows:








	O
	
You can change how you feel by changing the way you think about people and things.






	O
	
You can improve your mood by eliminating unhelpful behaviors and starting healthy ones.






	O
	
You can accept adversity as being a normal part of the life course yet remain strong and hopeful.









These words ought to be conveyed not only to  those who wrestle with mental health concerns but to everybody reading this now – a reminder that positive change originates from within. You can change yourself.


In the above three statements of wisdom, did you catch the word “You” in bold and italics? I want you to discover optimal strategies and practical tools to bring on positive thinking and better health. Sitting right before you, not too difficult to enrich, is your personal space. Personal space, or solitude, sets your mind to rest point and helps you think clearly about how to manage important tasks and sometimes difficult issues. It is paramount in a changing world.


Keep in mind that in this book I make a whole lot of recommendations via example: personal anecdotes, clinical case studies and empirical data in the scientific field of psychology. This way you will absorb ideas from various sources and more easily link them to your own life experiences as you see fit. If you’re a social worker, therapist or a friend of someone who you believe is in need of support, take advantage of the strategies in this book to help improve the other person’s quality of life. If you’re an educator with a passion for learning in spite of fast-changing technology, apply the material to foster good learning strategies in your pupils. In striving to help a loved one, parents and grandparents will benefit as well. Family has both devotion and resolve to tackle challenging situations faced by young people today. Sometimes you just need a point in the right direction. Maybe all you need is encouragement.


Personal space is worth it despite how much or how little outside stimulation you are accustomed to. Are you an outgoing soul? Do you happily gravitate towards comrades and gregarious events? If you are socially inclined then I fully understand how hard it must have been turning your back on fun gatherings during lockdown. Being a social butterfly myself, I appreciate how awkward it was to choose a distant wave and pantomimed big hug over tight bear hugs, firm high fives and warm kisses. Recall that this is what we had to do to circumvent transmitting the coronavirus. That was before, but even now you will see that there is a silver lining in embracing some alone time.


On the flip side, you might see yourself not as the outgoing type but as introverted in character. A shy person. For all I know, solitude may already be your beloved way of life. My point is: time alone allows you to take a slower, deliberate pace and explore inner strengths, set goals and overcome problems. It allows you to connect mind and body and connect your being with the outside world in a less daunting way.


This book gives a nod to the marvelous goal of self-improvement. You picked it up, so something tells me you have hope for a better future. Maybe it is your personality, know-how and luck even to use whatever means to remain resilient during trying times such as the ones recently experienced by all of us, and the ones that are ongoing.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Take a look at what is covered in this self-help guide. Chapter 1 helps you see what can be gained in your life by voluntary distancing and personal space. Chapter 2 details the concept of personal space: you will discover what personal space could look like for you. Chapter 3 highlights what distancing should not entail and when, instead, it may be optimal to enlist professional help. From Chapter 4 onwards you will learn to use your personal space effortlessly to help you in diverse ways – sometimes in profound ways.


The techniques outlined in chapters 4 to 7 activate your body and mind and improve your physical and mental health and your well-being. Physical exercise at home, monitoring and altering daily activities and mood, crafting and self-expression will make you healthy and happier. No more relying on public venues or other people to make you energized and satisfied with life. Rather, if it is your will you can use personal skills and self-soothing tools to improve you . . . by yourself.


Chapter 8 introduces the concept of mindfulness and techniques to bring about self-reflection and calm. Chapter 9 asks you to be grateful via methods such as crafting a letter of gratitude, using a happiness journal and practicing meditation to keep you centered on the here and now and allow you to accept present situations as they are. Chapters 10 and 11 focus on methods to better manage the painful experiences of anxiety, panic and other strong emotions. Emotion regulation is needed when life gets chaotic and unmanageable.


Once you gain new and wonderful ways to cultivate personal space for enhancing health and wellness, next consider how you would persist in seeking solitude into the future. To give you an example, alone time to complete work and schooling has become commonplace these days; now, more than ever, employees are doing job duties remotely. Chapter 12 shows you how to make a comfortable home base for work and how to create work-life boundaries, build in home ergonomics and develop other skills. These strategies, in turn, will make you satisfied and productive, and what businesses would not wish their employees to be both satisfied on the job and more productive? Chapter 13 offers tools for creating a home office for learning – whether you are a student, professional in training or lifelong learner. Remote learning is valuable in modern-day life because it makes you an independent learner. Be prepared to be active in your own learning.


Chapter 14 shifts gears from learning to extracurricular activities and asks you to persist in your fitness and nutritional goals. On the topic of exercise and body health, be cautious of social media influencers and be sure to seek trustworthy role models.


I recommend you read all of the chapters and strongly suggest you take in all the ways that personal space and solitude positively influence diverse areas of life you might not have considered before. However, there is no specific order in which to read this material: it is a journey for yourself and you may decide to read about overcoming anxiety or depression before tackling regular exercise or how to express yourself via crafts and hobbies. In the final chapter, Chapter 15, take the time to review strategies, practical tips and skills to enable success in work, school and home life. Analyze the methods and strategies to maintain space and solitude going forward but, first, find a good reason to want to be alone – at least some of the time. Chapter 1 explains what I mean by that.
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