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At every moment in time, next to the things it seems natural to do and say . . . are the other things that society hushes up without knowing it is doing so. Thus it condemns to lonely suffering all the people who feel but cannot name these things. Then the silence breaks, little by little, or suddenly one day, and the words burst forth, recognised at last, while underneath other silences start to form.

ANNIE ERNAUX, The Years


Living Alone

We sat around the back of the house on rickety folding chairs, drank coffee, enjoyed the last warm rays of the late summer sun and looked out over the overgrown plot that had once been a large allotment. Sylvia and Heiko had built the house near a lake, Liepnitzsee, in the countryside outside of Berlin. It had taken a few years to complete everything, but they had now moved in with their little daughter Lilith and had finally turned their backs on their lives in Berlin. I had mixed feelings about their move. I wasn’t sure what this new physical distance would mean for my social life and, in particular, for my long-standing friendship with Sylvia.

No one had taken care of the garden in years. In front of us lay a dishevelled field of dry grasses, milkweed and stinging nettles, surrounded by huge, densely packed thuja conifers. In the middle of the garden, three great pines towered up into the sky, with a few scrawny cherry laurels and rhododendron bushes peppered in between, their branches bulky, their leaves sparse. The only plants able to hold their own were a few surprisingly drought-resistant purple rose campions, some pink cranesbill and bright amber heliopsis. On the spur of the moment, I asked Sylvia if she wanted me to help her redesign the garden. I couldn’t say exactly why this felt right in that moment. It was something to do with the hope that working in nature, with plants, might help ground me. Perhaps a part of me saw my own life mirrored in the disastrous state of that garden: disastrous despite the many touches of beauty. In the months leading up to that moment, I had increasingly been feeling as if something had gone wrong; as if, in my youth, I had succumbed to some kind of dreamy misconception about adult life. And that the effects of this misconception were only just becoming apparent.

I NEVER MADE a conscious decision to live alone. On the contrary, for the longest time I had assumed that I would share my life with someone and that we would grow old together. I have always been in relationships – shorter, longer, very long; relationships that often merged into one another. I lived with two of my partners and, with one of them, spent years planning a future together. During that phase of my life, the weeks in which I was single often felt like an eternity; an eternity that I filled with affairs and one-night stands, with romantic obsessions that I only think back with reluctance. But at some point in time it all ended. Months passed, then years, in which I wasn’t in a relationship, in which I had fewer and fewer affairs. Having been unable to be alone, I suddenly found myself seeking out solitude.

When I talked to my friends about this change, I explained to them that, when I was younger, I was more open-minded and more willing to take risks. Sometimes I would say that the world of gay love and desire was characterized by a mercilessness that, after a certain age, made you invisible. But I also wondered whether I was simply too psychologically overburdened to have another relationship, whether I even had room for it in my life. A life in which I had to work so hard just to keep my head above water and in which I needed so much time for my real passion: writing.

This was all true, of course, but as an explanation it fell short. Because on some days I also thought that I was by myself because I lacked a kind of fundamental optimism. Ultimately, I didn’t feel as if I had a good or promising future ahead of me, a future worth sharing. This helplessness was by no means limited to my private life. The consequences of insurmountable economic inequality, the growing influence of autocratic regimes, climate change that was almost certainly irreversible – I felt that humanity had lost the will to confront the catastrophes it was facing. Instead, we seemed to be surrendering to them with an oddly cheerful fatalism. Every drought-filled summer, every tropical storm that destroyed whole swathes of land and whole island states, every forecast of another refugee crisis stoked by famine and the subsequent political collapse, every news item about the inaction of the world’s governments made me feel even more hopeless. Whenever I read about the surprising successes of political disinformation campaigns, the warnings of cyberattacks and bioterrorism, of new viruses and global epidemics about to catch us unawares, this feeling of hopelessness intensified.

Perhaps what I felt could best be best described as a ‘moral injury’. The term comes from studies on war reporters suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and describes a violation of one’s inner understanding of reality. It occurs when one has to witness horrific events but one is unable to intervene.1 Although most of our lives are, of course, not comparable to the lives of those who report from the front line, they are shaped by a similar dilemma. We follow the horrors of what is happening in our world and we are largely condemned to inaction. For a long time now, it has seemed to me to be almost impossible not to experience this as a painful attack on my moral compass, on my understanding of myself and the world.

I LOVE GARDENS. Even as a small child, I asked my mother – a passionate gardener – to tell me the names of plants and I would lose myself for hours playing among the huge fruit trees and feathery asparagus. I have been regularly going to Bornim near Potsdam to see the beautiful historic garden of Karl Foerster, the legendary nurseryman who bred perennial plants. In Versailles, I can walk for hours through Jean-Baptiste de la Quintinies Potager du roi. I am always blown away by Sissinghurst Castle, the country estate and sprawling gardens of Vita Sackville-West, in which plants are arranged by the colour of their flowers. In recent years, I have been particularly fascinated by the work of the Dutch garden designer Piet Oudolf. His gardens are wildly beautiful. They resemble rhythmic seas of prairie plants, native perennials and grasses, in which something is always in bloom and which, due to the distinctive shapes of some of the plants, are inviting even in winter.

Oudolf’s gardens spoke to me in a way that was difficult to put into words. They not only satisfied my need for sanctuary, they also gave me the feeling that something could be done about the adversities we face in the world today. They revealed to me a way to make the world, at least within the confines of a single plot of land, a little more beautiful and to lay in a small way the foundations for a better future. They seemed to reveal a possibility of living with and in a world that we struggle with.

INSPIRED BY OUDOLF and his gardening philosophy, I suggested to Sylvia and Heiko that we redesign their garden around their house on a much grander scale. I got my hands on all of Oudolf’s books and worked through them methodically. The goal was to create an ecologically sustainable garden that, year on year, would require less work because the plants were so well matched that they would form a kind of mini ecosystem. A garden that only needed a minimum of watering, even during hot summers.

Little by little, we set to work. I had a key to the house. Whenever I needed to travel up, or even just when I wasn’t feeling great, I would get on the local train and go up to Liepnitzsee. When I was there, I would get up early, make myself a coffee and go outside. Working with my hands also entailed a kind of psychological work; the tilling of the space of the garden was accompanied by an expansion of my mental space. Or at least that’s what it felt like to me.2

THAT AUTUMN, I often found myself thinking about Jean-François Lyotard’s famous thesis on the ‘end of grand narratives’. It was a notion that Lyotard had put forward in the late 1970s in his book The Postmodern Condition. Lyotard’s ‘grand narratives’ were not literary narratives; instead, he was describing the ways in which our society had suffered from a fundamental loss of credibility. The ‘narratives’ that he had in mind were those of politics and philosophy. In his opinion, these fields could no longer lay claim to any kind of authoritative ‘rationale’.3

I had the impression that we were only just beginning to experience, in real life, what the end of these great narratives actually meant; that we had, in fact, been able to follow it in real time for some years now. It was reflected in developments that were sometimes welcome, sometimes deeply threatening. The end of unchallenged patriarchy and rigid notions of gender, for instance. But also the apparent end of collective responsibility, of social action underpinned by science, of a shared belief in democracy.

For Lyotard, the collapse of our grand narratives also called into question the ‘autonomous subject’ able to rely on self-evident certainties and to say what is right and what is wrong based on universally shared truths. Instead, he saw the emergence of an individuals who were left to cope alone, who had to navigate their own way through a multiplicity of ‘little narratives’. They became searching selves who confronted the fundamental changes of our age by living a life of lost certainties, craving new beliefs. This idea of the searching self was something I could completely identify with.

Perhaps the last grand narrative to have survived these shifts is that of romantic love. Or at least its rudiments. It is true that we are slowly leaving behind the ‘divine’ and ‘natural’ order of the sexes that, for a long time, were part of this grand narrative. It is of course also true that what we conceive of as ‘love’ has fundamentally changed. Sociologists like Eva Illouz have written compellingly about how our notion of love is affected by the commercialization of our feelings, the capitalization of our bodies, the whole emotional attention economy – always searching for something more, something better.4 And yet, the idea of love has lost hardly any of its allure. It continues to be the focus of our collective fantasies. Its place in our personal horizons remains fixed. It is still what most people desire and what they hope for. It is, perhaps, the most essential component of what they understand happiness to be. For most of us, a life without the intimacy of love is incomplete, unfulfilled – a life that is fundamentally missing something.

These days, our unhappiness is often understood as a result of individual failure, despite the fact that unhappiness can represent a completely appropriate reaction to the world and the society we live in. The lack of a romantic relationship is generally seen as a kind of personal failure in the same vein, as the consequence of a lack of attractiveness, a lack of professional success, a lack of physical fitness. When you live alone, you are constantly stumbling into these free-floating assumptions, not least in the faces of other people, in their pity, their projections of shame, sometimes even in their secret joy that they are better off than you.

PERHAPS THIS PERCEPTION is one of the reasons why we still know so little about the everyday lives and mental health of people who live alone. As the psychotherapist Julia Samuel points out in her book This Too Shall Pass, up until now the focus of psychological research has always been on romantic partnerships, on the lives of people living in a couple. Remarkably, there is barely any research on how people cope with living alone.5 After all, now more than ever, we are encouraged to put ourselves in the centre of our own life plan. ‘Individual autonomy’ and ‘self-realization’ have become collective ideals.6 The great array of different ways of living has become so much wider; traditional family ties have loosened. Marriages and conventional romantic relationships have become shorter and more unstable than they once were. More people live alone now, in fact, than at any other time in history.7 People like me. Many of us have not found a partner, have not started a family, even if those were things that we once desired. Many of us, willingly or not, have said goodbye to the grand narrative of love – even if some of us still believe in it.

Whether we are in a relationship or not, we all still have a need for a sense of intimacy that has to be fulfilled. Without being able to put it into words, I felt, when I was with Sylvia and her family at Liepnitzsee, that I was not as caught up with myself and my life alone as I normally was. Contrary to my fears when they first moved, we were in fact spending a lot of time together. At the weekends, when we devoted ourselves to the big jobs in the garden, we would sit around a fire, pleasantly exhausted, or would retreat to their large kitchen, cook, eat, try to convince Lilith to eat the odd vegetable, play cards with her. To calm the waves surging within, it helps to spend time in the company of people one knows well and whom one trusts.8

In a sense, our work together in Sylvia’s garden represented a new chapter in our friendship; the continuation of a long story that we are both still writing, a story with highs and lows, intensive phases and new beginnings. I have known Sylvia since I was twelve. We prepped for our physics and history exams together, headed out to the lakes or went out together in town. She was the first person I told that I was gay. When we were nineteen we travelled through Italy for six weeks with camping equipment strapped to our backs, smoked joints on the beaches of Calabria, had laughing fits and both flirted with the same cellist – a man who gave us a private concert in his parents’ house, surrounded by orange and lemon trees. We lived together in our first flat in Berlin. After I moved to New York, I would stay with her in Kreuzberg when I was visiting Germany. A few days after Lilith was born, I held her in my arms and, later, became her godfather.

Sylvia is one of the few people who not only knows who I am, but also knows who I was ten or twenty years ago. We change, we change all the time. And we forget, forget even when we don’t want to, who we once were. We need people around us to remind us, to keep us from forgetting.

WHEN YOU LIVE ALONE, it is friendships, like the one I share with Sylvia, that often form the centre of your life. The relationships that I have with many of my friends have lasted longer than my longest romantic relationships. These friendships are the source of my greatest conflicts as well as my greatest joys. Some of my friendships are based on common interests, on shared season tickets to the Berlin Philharmonic or the Berlin State Opera, on exchanging reading and exhibition tips. I’ve been friends with some of these people for so long that, when we’re asked how long we’ve known each other, we just laugh in embarrassment. Other friendships are more recent. My oldest friend is over seventy, my youngest in her mid-twenties. It is friendships that structure my life. It is friends with whom I share it.

So much is written about the grand narrative of romantic love, so many films are made about it and so many theories are developed to explain it that we often disregard other narratives of closeness and intimacy, or do not afford them the importance they deserve. Even if we don’t form long-term romantic relationships, even if we don’t have kids, even if we go through life alone: we almost always have friendships. And for many of us, as the philosopher Marilyn Friedman points out, they are among the most uncontested, enduring and satisfying of all of our close, personal bonds.9

Friendships are the only relationships we have that are entirely voluntary, based on two people mutually agreeing to share ideas, spend time with each other and be there for each other, to varying degrees. Unlike family relationships, with their rituals and obligations, you are not born into friendships. And they are rarely based on the same kinds of rules of exclusivity that govern romantic relationships, nor are they beholden to the same agendas of desire. We choose our friends based on who they are, and we, in turn, are chosen on the exact same basis.

NOWADAYS, friendships often have a different urgency than romantic relationships. It is something that the sociologist Sasha Roseneil has uncovered in her research. Modern friendships, she writes, are part of our ‘practices of self-repair’. They can help us ‘heal the wounds of the self’ and confront ‘mental distress, disappointment, psychological suffering and loss’. They can ensure that our lives are not completely dominated by emotional distress or the fallout of failed relationships.10

Yet, what we talk about when we talk about friendship is different for each and every one of us. In fact, when it comes to those relationships that we describe as friendships, it is striking how diverse the forms they can take are.11 According to the most recent sociological research, friendships should not, in fact, be understood as a single type of relationship, but rather as a ‘family of abstract forms of relationships’, a ‘gradiated web of related social forms’.12 These can range from short-lived acquaintances to long-term, intimate relationships. There are people with large circles of friends and those with small ones. While some people fill their lives with intense friendships, making a clear distinction between ‘real friends’ and ‘acquaintances’, others have many different types of friends and try to ‘balance’ their relationships according to their needs. Some people rely on their friends for the long haul; others change their circle of friends at each new stage of their lives.13 The secret of friendships lies in their great diversity, in the fact that they are able to encompass so much more than any one of us can imagine.

Perhaps it is our difficulty in clearly defining friendships that causes us to attach less importance to them than to family relationships and romantic relationships. Only love is able to claim a grand narrative for itself. Friendships revolve around small narratives, countless small narratives unwilling to follow preordained patterns or contractual characteristics.

I NEVER DREAMT of being alone. I never dreamt that friendships, rather than a relationship and a family, would be the most important spheres of intimacy for me. But I still like my life; I like the many people I am close to; I like my flat, my balcony overflowing with plants; I like the time I have to travel, to cook for people, to wander around town sometimes for hours on end. I like that there is room in my life for projects like the garden at Liepnitzsee. Even without a romantic relationship, my life often feels fulfilled. And yet, despite everything, there remains a void, a trace of longing. Every now and again, briefly, I wish I had a partner, someone to spend a relaxing weekend with, someone to wake up next to me in the morning, who asks me in the evening how my day was, someone I can tell what time I’ll be home, someone who holds me when I’m sad. I wonder whether I’m missing something fundamental but can’t admit it to myself. Whether I have become so good at living alone that I no longer notice my loneliness. Whether the fragile balance of my life is grounded in me unwittingly repressing my longing, repressing my desire.

Reflecting on Joan Didion’s famous phrase, ‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live’, essayist Maggie Nelson writes that it is stories that ‘may enable us to live, but they also trap us’. ‘In their scramble to make sense of nonsensical things,’ Nelson writes, ‘they distort, codify, blame, aggrandise, restrict, omit, betray, mythologise, you name it.’14 I’m not sure how right she is. But I do believe that we have to keep returning to the stories we tell ourselves to make sure that they still ; that we sometimes have to discard them in order to be able to retell them afresh or find new stories that do fit.

The reason that all of these explanations for my solitude felt wrong was the pervasive assumption of my own passivity. Again and again, I framed it as something that had ‘happened’ to me. But couldn’t it also be the case that I had sought out this life alone? Or at least a part of me had, a part that I didn’t want to acknowledge? The part of me that was afraid of the hurt that would inevitably come with a relationship, that wanted to avoid the long depressions that would follow a potential break up, that couldn’t stand the necessary compromises, the frictions of everyday life. The part, then, that didn’t let many people get close to it. Maybe I lived alone because I wanted to live alone.

But can you really live a good life alone, without a romantic relationship? Can our need for intimacy be satisfied by friendships? How sustainable is a model like that? And how does one deal with those moments in which, at some point, most of one’s friends have found partners and one finds oneself even alone in living alone? In other words, how do you learn to live with being alone without it hurting, without lying to yourself ? These were the questions that I didn’t know the answers to.

WE CONTINUED TO GARDEN until the onset of winter. We cut down the thuja conifers, cleared large parts of the plot, created a lawn and flower bed, raised beds for vegetables and areas for fruit trees. We cultivated the soil, planted fragrant hawthorn, lilac bushes, weigelas, snowy Mespilus, red-leaved elder, black cherry plum trees and old-fashioned mock orange along the perimeter. We put countless bulbs in the ground – wild tulips, old pheasant’s eye, striped squills, snowdrops, crocuses and winter aconites – and planted hellebores and Lenten roses, largeleaf Brunneras, grasses, ferns, wild fennel, profuse perovskias, shade-loving astilbes and many other hardy perennials.

The effort felt good. People, says cultural historian Robert Harrison in his book Gardens, were not created to ponder the turmoil, the death and the endless suffering of their history. They create gardens to find refuge from the tumult of the ages. It is, in fact, Harrison argues, precisely because we are thrown into this history that we have to cultivate our own garden. So that we can discover the healing power within us, so that we can preserve our humanity.15 When you cultivate a garden, the future is uncertain.
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