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I’ve always felt happiest surrounded by 
people, whether it was tagging along 
everywhere with my older sister or 
sharing a place with two other girls 
in college. Even when I got my own 
apartment in my 20s, I was never really 
alone. My days were spent in jammed 
New York City subways, a bustling 
magazine office, and packed restaurants; 
at night I got home just in time for bed.

I loved it. Not only am I hugely 
social—in a room full of strangers, I’m the 
one going around introducing myself—
but having constant company also gave 
me a built-in sounding board for any deci- 
sion I was mulling over. From the trivial 
(whom to invite to a birthday party) to  
the life-changing (which grad school  
to attend), I relied on crowd-sourcing to  
make things feel manageable. When 
opinions varied, I went with the majority. 
All those people couldn’t be wrong!

Then, around my 30th birthday, a 
few friends started making changes, 
moving out of the city, switching careers. 

Each time I read a glowing update on 
Facebook, I thought, “Why not me?” 
Encouraged by the approval of the dozen 
friends I polled, I headed to Chicago to 
try my hand as a freelance writer.

Once there, I encountered something 
very unfamiliar to me: solitude. My 

it back to my editor, feeling like I  
was flying on a trapeze without a net.

When I got good news back, I was 
surprised at how satisfied I felt. It dawned 
on me in that moment that while it’s risky 
making decisions on your own, the payoff 
is having ownership over the end result. 
This time, the credit was all mine!

That day marked a turning point. 
As the months went by, I became more 
confident each time I made a choice on 
my own. Should I say yes to a second 
date? Is Chicago right for me? Do I want 
salmon for dinner? On matters large and 
small, I now check in with myself first.

Yes, I still love silly gossip and going 
out, but I’ve made my peace with the long 
quiet hours. After all, the silence makes  
it easier to hear what my gut is telling me.

alice oglethorpe is a freelance 
writer living in Chicago. 
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soundtrack went from the chatter of 
friends and coworkers to the tapping of 
one keyboard in an empty room. I missed 
far more than rehashing last night’s Girls 
episode; I craved the daily infusion of 
certainty from my chorus of advisers. 

Without their reinforcement, I was 
consumed by self-doubt about the move, 
my abilities, my future. Panicked, I 
headed outside to my neighborhood’s 
busy sidewalks, hoping that seeing other 
humans would ease my isolation. At 
night I upped my Skyping with friends  
to record levels. Nothing really helped.

I knew something had to give, but I 
wasn’t sure what. Then one morning an 
editor asked me to revise a story I had 
written, and I started reaching for the 
phone to call a friend—and then stopped. 
Why not try to work it out myself for 
a change? I sat there, slowly thinking 
through how to reword the problem 
passages. I finished the rewrite and fired  

“Without my 
friends’ 

reinforcement, I 
was consumed 
by self-doubt.”

I had always followed the crowd— 
but it took going it alone to finally  
find my way.  by Alice oglethorpe

Can Skype be a 
substitute for  

a social life?  
I was about to 

find out.


