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Nicola Slawson is a freelance journalist, writer and public speaker who has written opinion pieces and features focusing on single life for the Independent, the i paper, Refinery29, HuffPost and Positive News. Her award-winning newsletter The Single Supplement has been featured in the Guardian, HuffPost, the Evening Standard, Women’s Health, Stylist, Mashable, the Irish Business Post and the French edition of Slate. In 2020, she was chosen by the i paper as one of 14 women who have changed the conversation about issues that affect women. Single is her first book.




Praise for Nicola Slawson

‘Nicola Slawson is the authority on building the single life you deserve – and she’s written the book that every single woman needs.’

Rebecca Reid, author of Rude

‘Nicola manages to do a rare thing: she shows compassion for single people without pitying them. She celebrates their narrative while also understanding that they might change how they feel about it from one month to the next. And she helps them to search for connection in many different places, as well as to understand themselves better. I wish Single existed when I was single.’

Natasha Lunn, author of Conversations on Love

‘Single made me feel better about my life – and I’m not even single right now. It’s a warm, joyful book full of solidarity and lots of new ways of looking at single life. I’ll be thinking about this book for a while!’

Radhika Sanghani, author of 30 Things I Love About Myself

‘Nicola is a trailblazer. Her work is a vital and necessary contribution to the evolving conversation about relationships.’

Vicky Spratt, author of Tenants




About the Book

In Single: Living a Complete Life on Your Own Terms, leading journalist and advocate for singles Nicola Slawson shares her insights and experience from a decade of single life.

Taking an open and honest look at the challenges of singledom, but just as keenly celebrating its joys and opportunities, the book will bring companionship, insight, succour and inspiration to its readers.

Around 40 per cent of UK adults are single at any one time. Far from being a transitional state between relationships, singledom can offer freedom, self-discovery and self-determination. At the same time, there are challenges, from social to economic. How do you handle cancer treatment if you are alone? Who do you call if you’re stranded out late at night? If you don’t find the right person to have a baby with, should you become a parent alone?

Nicola explores being single in a world designed for couples, and how to make the most of life in the face of stigma and misunderstanding. If you are newly single, long-term single, avowedly single, reluctantly so, considering leaving your current relationship or just wondering what to say to your aunt when she asks if you’ll ever get married - this book is for you.

Chapters cover all aspects of single life, from dating apps to navigating friendships when it feels like everyone is coupling up except you, and from parenting after divorce to the rise of incels in society. Along the way, Nicola interviews the key single voices of her generation, as well as the lives of iconic singles of the past. With thorough research, lived experience and wry humour, this book is an essential guide to living a complete life on your own terms.
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Introduction: Redefining the Single Experience

One evening around five years ago, I was sitting out on the patio of a beautiful twelfth-century stone coach house in the South of France, looking into the eyes of a woman – a mother – who had just asked me a question that made me falter. She wanted to know what advice I would give to her daughter, who was in her mid-twenties, and who was feeling really sad about being the only one in her friendship group who was single. Her question hit a nerve.

Over the course of the yoga retreat we were both on, I had spoken about being a thirty-something single woman and how I wanted to be a mum and yet didn’t really want to date. For a number of years prior to that moment, that question, I hadn’t really let myself think about how I truly felt about my relationship status and, until I’d joined that retreat, I had been trying my hardest to avoid questions about how long I had been single whenever it came up in conversation – which it invariably did. I’d only booked the trip – a combination of yoga and group coaching – because I’d had no one to go on holiday with that year, which I’ve since learned is a common problem for singles over the age of thirty, as those in relationships are more likely to spend their money on family holidays rather than going away with their mates. When I say that I only realised it was a common problem afterwards, this was because my oh so charming inner critic had been telling me that the problem was me and that I was probably just too annoying to go on holiday with. The yoga retreat, however, ended up being a brilliant decision. It was the perfect space to open up and be vulnerable – and I didn’t realise how much I’d needed that until I was actually there. Yet when this kind-hearted woman asked me what I’d say to her daughter, I hesitated. What could I possibly say that could provide any comfort?

I remembered how I had felt in my mid-twenties. From ages twenty to twenty-two, I had been in an incredibly toxic relationship. When that ended, I then jumped into a relationship that led to my ditching my fledgling arts management career and moving to the other side of the world, changing the course of my life for ever. When that too ended, I quickly fell head over heels for a man who couldn’t love me back. The back-to-back heartbreak of all this had felt like too much to bear. I couldn’t understand what I was doing so wrong when others seemed to find romantic love and relationships so easy. As I contemplated this mother’s request, I knew that, if I could go back in time and tell twenty-something-year-old me that, so many years on, I still couldn’t be more single if I tried, I would have been gutted.

But, I wondered, would I go back and take all those years away? To my surprise, I realised I wouldn’t. At some point during all those years I had been single, it had become more of a choice than a last resort. Although I’ve had flings and flirtations and weird ‘it’s complicated’ situationships, I haven’t had a proper boyfriend since 2013. Another thing I was surprised to realise was that I’ve actually been happier than ever. This isn’t to say I haven’t had moments of feeling down about my relationship status, but my life was – and still is – great.

So I took a deep breath and answered the mother in front of me. I told her that while I would like a partner in the future, some of the absolute best times of my life had happened while I’d been single. My life now was completely unrecognisable from what it had been when I had last used the word ‘boyfriend’. I had moved countries, changed careers, completed a master’s degree, won two prestigious scholarships and smashed professional goals. From spontaneous nights out to travelling around Morocco for a month by myself, to moving to Berlin for three months, I had prioritised adventure and having fun. I was healthy. I was surrounded by supportive family and friends. I had my dream job, an active social life and lots of big dreams and ambitions.

I told the woman to tell her daughter exactly that; that I wouldn’t go back and take this time away. I’m so grateful for everything I have learned, and she should use this time to take charge of her own happiness and be completely and authentically true to herself.

Why Do We Feel So Bad About Being Single?

The conversation with the mother on the yoga retreat stayed with me, however. I thought about it for months afterwards. The question that kept coming back to me was why someone so young should be feeling so bad about being single. Of course it can be painful and lonely to want something you don’t have, but if we lived in a world where being single was more acceptable and more celebrated, maybe this girl, who was in the prime of her life, wouldn’t feel so bad about being ‘out of sync’ with her friends?

I was older than her, but I related to how she felt, because even though I knew I had a lot of things going for me in my life, I still had this sense that I was somehow doing everything wrong. That my life was wrong. Unnatural, even. Surely it’s part of human nature to want to find a mate? Everybody should want that. And yet even though, at the time, I wasn’t exactly thrilled about my relationship status, I was also not doing anything to change it. I wondered whether my feelings about being single were more to do with what I thought I should feel as someone without a partner, rather than how I actually felt, and nothing to do with what I actually needed at that time. I’ve been through the full spectrum of feelings about being single, from sadness to anger to delight and empowerment – but, by and large, society makes us feel like we should only ever be feeling negatively about it, and like it’s something rare and different.

Although it can sometimes feel like everyone but you is shacked up with a partner, only around 60% of the UK population reported living in a couple in 2019, according to data from the Office for National Statistics. The majority of these couples were married, while around one in five were cohabiting. It’s worth pointing out that this data focuses very much on living situations and official marital status (i.e. so even those who are in long-term relationships are counted as single if they haven’t got married or entered into a civil partnership and aren’t cohabiting either), which does make it hard to put a figure on how many of the remaining 40% are completely single. We do know, however, that around one in four people are not living in a couple and have never been married or in a civil partnership. More than 7 million Brits live alone. Meanwhile, the data shows that there were also 2.9 million single-parent families recorded that same year, which represents 14.9% of families in the UK.

The fact is that all around the world things are changing. Globally, marriage is in decline while single living is on the rise, according to the 2019 report ‘Families in a Changing World’, released by UN Women. Their research found that female attitudes are changing when it comes to monogamous commitments, and are shifting towards a focus on career goals, self-love and personal growth – and this has led to there being more single women than ever before. So what is all this data telling us? In short, it demonstrates that being single is actually pretty normal. It’s certainly not some rare, freakish state.

If being single is not a problem to solve, though, why do so many of us feel like it is? One of the reasons is that, despite the data showing that being single is perfectly normal, society’s attitudes haven’t yet caught up. We still live in a coupled-up – and very heteronormative – world, where those in monogamous straight relationships are favoured and celebrated, while attitudes towards single people or anyone living outside the status quo are mostly negative, with people still expressing a mixture of pity, fear and judgement when finding out someone is unattached.

A scroll through social media while the hit reality-TV show Love Island is on air can give us an insight into the way some people feel about those who are single. ‘There must be something wrong with her if she has never had a boyfriend’, one 2019 tweet read. Another said: ‘He’s too picky. This isn’t Friend Island!’, while another wrote: ‘You can tell she is just settling. She isn’t even trying to hide that she’s not into him.’ And someone else said: ‘Why are they taking love advice from the one guy who is single? What would he know?’ You don’t have to be the star of a reality-TV show to recognise those attitudes. I have often been told that I’m being too picky, while also, conversely, being told I should never settle for less than I deserve. Sometimes both these phrases are even uttered in the same conversation by the same people, who don’t seem to register that they completely contradict each other.

The media perpetuates the problem too. Before starting my newsletter, The Single Supplement, I noticed that content for single people – whether it was books, articles or TV programmes – usually centres around dating and trying to stop being single, rather than exploring what it is really like to be unattached in this day and age. All of the articles I came across seemed to assume all single people were miserable and desperate. This just didn’t reflect my life.

All too often we single folk are simply forgotten about. A while ago, for example, I read an article that suggested tips for self-care if you were having a bad time. The first thing on the list was to cancel on your friends and ‘have a cosy night in with your significant other’. The writer had obviously not considered that many readers of the magazine would not be able to follow this advice. Not long after, I saw an article in a different magazine featuring tips for saving money, and the first tip was almost identical. It was actually after reading one of these articles – and throwing the magazine across the room in frustration – that I first had the idea for The Single Supplement.

The government also plays a part. In the UK, successive chancellors have spoken about ‘struggling families’ and ‘hard-working families’ when announcing new policies. This was particularly hammered home during the pandemic and recent cost-of-living crisis. Yet there are myriad practical concerns, from housing to personal finances, that can be considerably harder to deal with when you’re single, and it can feel that the government simply doesn’t realise that single people exist. Despite there being millions of single people in our society, those who are not in relationships are often left on the margins. We deserve better.

Reframing Our Single Status

Whether you end up being single for a day or a lifetime, or aren’t even single at all, we all deserve to be liberated from toxic and deeply embedded attitudes towards our relationship status, and what that does or doesn’t mean about who we are and what our value is. I also believe the shame people feel about being single and the narratives around what it means to live happily ever after mean that many of the issues that affect single people are overlooked. It stops people from living to their fullest potential, because they can have a tendency to put things they want to do on hold and feel like they are waiting for their lives to properly start. Worse still, it drives others to make terrible decisions, either to stay in toxic relationships or settle for less-than-ideal partners. The recent rise of the incel movement is also a nasty development – these disaffected young men believe that being single is the very worst thing a person can suffer through.

Meanwhile, and more encouragingly, the so-called single positivity movement has exploded in the last few years, and each time I see a single person standing in their own power and shouting about how liberating it is to be single, and how they’ve realised it’s possible to be both single and happy, it feels like I’m part of a beautiful rebellion. I want that for more of us, but, equally, I’m also not one to sugar-coat the challenges nor force any toxic positivity down people’s throats.

For me, the single positivity movement isn’t even about being happily single. It’s about smashing the stigma that single people are sad, pathetic individuals. It’s about demonstrating that being single doesn’t automatically equate with being miserable. It’s about emphasising the idea that we have the right to enjoy our lives as much as possible without feeling like we are ‘in waiting’ or ‘behind’ or ‘on the shelf’.

After I began owning my own singleness – first with an opinion piece I was persuaded to write by the HuffPost Lifestyle desk, and then with my newsletter, I noticed things begin to shift. My confidence grew, and after years of shame and secretiveness, I finally felt like I was being my most authentic self. For a long time, I hadn’t acknowledged my single status and felt mortified about the idea of talking about it on social media, where ex-boyfriends and potential love interests might see it, as though it was a dark and shameful secret. But when I first began talking about all this, about my feelings about my relationship status, it quickly felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders, like I had whipped off the mask I’d been hiding behind. I also began making decisions that were best for me, such as leaving London and moving back to my hometown. Prior to this I had put off making big decisions, perpetually postponing them until an elusive point in the future when I would theoretically ‘settle down’, which, of course, I assumed would happen with a partner.

Who Is This Book For?

As I was editing the first draft of this book, I realised I’d been single for a decade. When I first became single all those years ago, I never would have guessed I would ever feel confident and comfortable enough to write just how long I’ve been single anywhere, let alone in an actual book, which feels somewhat akin to tattooing the word ‘single’ on my forehead. But I’m motivated by a desire to change things so no one else feels embarrassed or ashamed of their single status – and I can only do this by leading by example and writing about my experience.

Over the last few years I have also spoken to hundreds of single people about how they really feel about their own unattached lives. My goal has been to truly explore the single experience in all its guises, from those who are newly broken up to those who have been single for decades. From those who lost their loved ones through death and those through divorce. From those who have always been single to those who are experiencing it for the very first time. I have also spoken to a few coupled-up people about the transition from single life to being in a relationship. But there are so many ways I could have approached this book. It could have been a political and feminist manifesto, or an examination of social and historical context, or many other things besides. But I decided to focus on people’s stories – my own and others – as a way to shine a light on the highs and lows of being single, and so that, hopefully, you, my reader, feel less alone.

I could have also focused on all single people, but instead chose to focus on single women and non-binary people in the main. This was partly because, otherwise, the book would have to be double the size, involve a lot more interviews, and would have taken even longer to write than it did, but also because I don’t believe I’m the best person for the job. I’d absolutely love to see a similar book in bookshops covering the single male experience from the perspective of a man. Nevertheless, men are welcome here – just as they are in the Facebook group I run: I hope you find some comfort in these pages.

Whether you are long-term single, recently single, keen not to be, happy to be, considering becoming, voluntarily, involuntarily, and so on, I want more than anything for this book to help you feel confident about talking openly about being single without feeling shame, and also help you get to a point where you genuinely don’t care what other people think of your relationship status. I think that by releasing some of that shame around it, we’d all be a little more at ease.

Sometimes being single has been tricky for me. Sometimes I’ve wondered what’s ‘wrong’ with me. Sometimes I’ve felt lonely. Sometimes I’ve longed for romantic love. But I also know that I have built a beautiful, colourful, vibrant life for myself. It’s a life I didn’t sit around waiting to make happen until I found a partner to do it with. While not perfect, it’s the kind of life we all deserve, and one that I hope you will feel is within your reach whether you are single for a couple of months or for the rest of your life.




ONE

Getting Over Heartbreak and Learning to be Newly Single

The worst heartbreak of my life happened when I was a long way from home. I was twenty-five years old, living in South Korea, and my boyfriend, James, and I had broken up for the first time. It was a sudden and acrimonious breakup. One September night, while out drinking, we got into a blazing row. Overnight, we went from living in each other’s pockets to not speaking to each other. In fact, James assured me he would never speak to me ever again. The breakup, unfortunately, also coincided with several other things that were happening in my life at the time – friendship falling-outs and my granddad’s death – and so it felt like my whole world was imploding.

The reason I was in South Korea in the first place was because James had asked me to go. We had met in England a couple of years before and had become best friends, until one night when we kissed. We’d only been seeing each other for a couple months when he suggested that we find jobs in South Korea, teaching English at private academies, who would pay for our flights and our apartments. We didn’t even need any qualifications. I’d been desperate to see the world – having not been able to afford a gap year – and was head over heels in love with him, so it seemed like a no-brainer.

After the breakup, and despite everything that happened, I really did not want to leave South Korea. But in order to stay, I had to hang on to my visa, which meant I had to keep working. There were definitely no mental health days available to help me through.

The fact we were so far from home was also what made the breakup so hard. In South Korea, James felt like family. We were each other’s link to home. Now, we weren’t even talking. I felt broken. I had thought he was the love of my life. How often do you meet someone you’d be willing to move to the other side of the world for – after just a couple of months seeing each other – I would reason.

I was a nervous wreck in the weeks that followed. I was a ball of jittery fearful energy. I felt raw, as if my skin had been peeled off. I was twitchy. I missed him so much and felt like I couldn’t survive without him. All the usual clichés. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I cried constantly, and sometimes the tears would be flowing and I’d only notice when I realised my pillow was sodden or my face was wet.

The nervous feeling was the worst part. I couldn’t sit still. Anytime I was home alone, I’d find myself dwelling on what had happened and obsessively refreshing Facebook – the social media du jour at the time. I ended up going to the gym a lot. I’d sit for ages on the exercise bike, crying my eyes out while all the gym regulars worked out around me. None of them paid me much attention and I didn’t really care even if they did. I just sat there absolutely hammering the pedals as the front of my t-shirt became increasingly damp through a mixture of sweat and tears.

One evening I was in my tiny flat, having what I now know was a panic attack, when Helen, a friend of mine, called. I grasped my phone like it was a life raft. She’d been calling to arrange going for dinner, but heard my raggedy gasping breath and knew immediately what was happening. She gave me advice that has stuck with me ever since. She told me I just had to make it through the next hour. She suggested I make a note of what time it would be in one hour’s time and just remind myself of that time when I was struggling. When the clock hit that time, I could repeat the activity and just try to make it until the hour after that. If I was really flat-out panicking, as I had been when she called, I could even break it down further into minutes instead.

For the next week or so, I followed this advice. At work, where I taught English lessons to children aged two to eighteen, I marked the time in fifteen-minute interludes on the edge of my lesson plans. If I started to feel like I might cry or panic, I would look down at the time and see how long I had left. When I reached the allotted time, I’d congratulate myself that I’d made it without breaking down. As I began to adjust to life without him, the urge to burst into tears began to fade.

Soon after this it was Chuseok, the South Korean national holiday to celebrate harvest time, and I had five days to fill, which felt daunting. Luckily, some friends asked if I wanted to go with them to Seoul, the capital city. The change of scenery helped, but I still felt like a walking exposed nerve. But at some point on that trip – I have no recollection of how or where – I acquired a copy of Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat Pray Love. The film adaptation starring Julia Roberts had just been released, which is probably why I picked it up. I vividly remember reading her raw and honest descriptions of the messy but intense relationship she’d fallen into, directly after leaving her husband. I was lying on the lower bunk of the bed in the youth hostel where we were staying and experiencing these waves of realisation about the nature of my relationship with my ex-boyfriend – and feeling so ‘seen’. I was not alone, I realised.

I know it makes me a massive walking cliché, but I will forever be grateful for Eat Pray Love, that it was there for me in my hour of need. I hung on to the book like it was my bible. That’s the thing about heartbreaks: in the moment, they feel so unique to you that you think nobody else could possibly understand how it feels. But the truth is heartbreaks are universal. It’s something we will all experience at some point or another – or if you are anything like me, at many points.

The Science of Heartbreaks

There is actually a scientific reason why I felt as bad as I felt back in South Korea – and why you may be feeling this way now, if you’re going through a breakup. Comedian and writer Rosie Wilby, author of The Breakup Monologues and host of a podcast of the same name, has become somewhat of an expert on breakups, and she enjoys delving into the science behind why we feel the way we do.

‘You felt really weird when you broke up because you were literally addicted to that person,’ she told me, when I interviewed her for this chapter. ‘When we are first in love or lust, all these very exciting happy chemicals are whizzing around the brain when we see them and when we’re around them. We are feeling the effects of dopamine and oxytocin.’

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter associated with our reward systems, whereas oxytocin is often known as the ‘cuddle’ chemical, because it bonds us to others. Mothers who’ve just given birth will have a rush of oxytocin, for example. We also feel those chemicals after we’ve had sex, or had some kind of intimacy with somebody.

‘Later in our relationship, our brain releases these opiates; so we really are becoming addicted to this person,’ Rosie says. ‘There were people who were studying the effects of drug withdrawal who noticed that people who were going through a breakup were experiencing all the same things as those coming off drugs. They were feeling that twitchiness, that inability to concentrate, that loss of appetite, that inability to sleep or be calm or stay still. There were so many parallels with drug withdrawal that they realised that, actually, a person who is newly single after a breakup is going through a withdrawal. It’s very much the same chemical-type process.

‘We get so used to something and so acclimatised to a person’s smell, sound, their voice, and suddenly all these little transmitters and synapses in our brain are suddenly not getting that hit, so they’re like, “oh, where is it?” and you feel weird.’

One researcher who has looked into this is Helen Fisher, a biological anthropologist who studies the effects of love on the brain. Using functional MRI scans, she has identified striking similarities between losing a loved one and quitting an addiction. She found activity in the brain regions associated with craving and obsession, as well as in the nucleus accumbens, which is widely recognised for being part of the ‘reward circuit’ of the brain and therefore plays a major role in addictive behaviour. There was also activity in the region associated with physical pain and the anxiety that goes along with physical pain.

This all makes so much sense, and actually makes me feel better for how awful I was feeling back then. That terrible experience wasn’t the end of the story for me and James, though. After around six weeks of torture, we ended up getting back together. But by the following summer it was time to say goodbye again. I was heading off to Italy to run summer English camps for children and he was off to Eastern Europe, to teach English there. We went our separate ways, and had mutually agreed it would mean the end of our relationship – for good this time.

Learning to Let Go

Before heading to Italy, I decided to have one last adventure in Asia, using the bonus I received at the end of my teaching contract in South Korea. I headed to Malaysia and did a week-long yoga retreat. Malaysia and then Italy: Eat Pray Love had clearly influenced me more than I realised at the time. In Langkawi, where I did the yoga retreat, I tried to push down my tumultuous feelings and pretend I was just a normal person and not the husk of one that I actually felt myself to be. After the retreat in what felt like paradise, I flew to Italy, which was when reality finally set in about what I’d just lost.

Unlike the autumn heartbreak, this separation had been amicable, which somehow made it sadder, in a way. I Skyped or instant messaged James every chance I got, however, so at least I wasn’t going cold turkey this time. Even so, I still felt his absence in every single decision I made. Things like choosing where to go for dinner and even what to eat when I got there felt almost impossible. I was also navigating a new country and adjusting back to Europe after a year in Asia, and I felt panicky trying to navigate such a sprawling city, alone, without knowing any Italian and without him there to calm me down. I seemed to have lost – to steal a phrase from parenting books – the ability to self-soothe. I felt as if I was missing a crucial part of myself. In short, I didn’t feel whole.

This was something the Vogue columnist Annie Lord experienced when she went through her first heartbreak, a subject she analyses in her bestselling memoir, Notes on Heartbreak.

Annie had been with her boyfriend for five years when, seemingly out of the blue, he unceremoniously broke up with her in the street following a meal out. The next day, in a state of shock, she decided to travel home to see her parents in Leeds. It was on the train that she actually felt her heart break, as the reaction had been delayed by the unexpectedness of the breakup. It was her first experience of heartbreak and the pain shocked her. In the weeks that followed, as friends and family rallied around, she recalled typing ‘can you die from heartbreak?’ into Google.

I interviewed Annie, who said: ‘The thing I found most painful to get my head around was this idea that it was done and finished, and that one day there’ll be a me that doesn’t care about him anymore.’

Like Annie, the thing I have always found most difficult to overcome during a breakup is the idea that you have to suddenly stop caring about your former partner and stop being part of their lives. Where does all that love go?

‘After a while I realised you’ll actually always care,’ Annie told me. ‘It’s just the way you care kind of changes. Now I find it kind of nice. Sometimes I’ll make myself upset and think about it all in a kind of sentimental way, kind of like picking a scab to see if it still hurts a little bit. The other day I was walking and listening to Lana Del Rey and just thinking of him, but I was in control of it. It’s a long process.’

Reframing the meaning of what success and failure looks like in relationships also helped her: ‘A friend of mine was saying it was so sad that a couple hadn’t worked out, but I don’t think that’s necessarily
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