
Over the past six months, the public-health crisis has disrupted our  
way of life and forced us to exist apart. We spoke to activists, 

authors, politicians and playwrights – and Bazaar  
editors across the globe – to discover how they have found strength 

in other people during these difficult, distanced times
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egina King did not read James Baldwin in 
high school. Enrolled in Los Angeles state 
education in the 1980s, she found that the 

curriculum canonised the achievements of white men and relegated 
those of Black thinkers to the margins. ‘There was only one month 
of the year, Black History Month, when you spent a very small 
portion of one day learning about someone Black and their  
accomplishments,’ she says when we speak over Zoom. King first  
discovered Baldwin’s writing at the University of Southern Califor- 
nia, when she picked up a copy of his stirring 1963 book The Fire Next 
Time, containing a letter to his nephew advising him how to navigate 
‘a loveless world’ that views him as racially inferior. ‘The line “we  
can make America what America must become” resonated with 
me,’ she says. ‘It was a moment when I realised that, while I did have 
opportunities, something wasn’t right here. Things were not fair.’  

During his lifetime, Baldwin was a pre-eminent voice of the civil-
rights movement, penning plangent accounts of marginalised Black, 
impoverished and queer characters in novels, non-fiction, poems 
and plays. But success came at the cost of his personal 
freedom: he was illegally pursued by the FBI, which 
was suspicious of his criticisms of social injustice. This 
bravery is what King responds to in his work. ‘He had 
a willingness to put it all out there, consequences be 
damned,’ she says. ‘This man was speaking and writing 
so beautifully about the pain and guilt that exist in 
America, that our country has tried to wipe its hands 
clean of.’ The actress was overjoyed to bring Baldwin’s 
lithe, soulful prose to the big screen for the first time in 
2018’s exquisite If Beale Street Could Talk, the devas-
tating story of young lovers 
cloven apart by New York’s 
racist criminal-justice system 
in the 1970s. King won an Oscar 
for her affecting performance 
as the film’s central matriarch, 
who remains open-hearted in 
the face of tragedy. ‘This movie 
was told from a place that’s 
rooted in love as opp osed to 
fear or hate,’ she says. ‘It keeps 
me hopeful that there will con-
tinue to be stories that really 
share the complexities of being a Black human being in America.’  

As an actress, King has strived to appear in such narratives, 
unfailingly aligning herself with politically conscious projects. For 
her most recent television roles, she earned critical acclaim playing 
the grieving mother of a teenager killed by the police in Seven Seconds, 
and a masked vigilante taking down white supremacists in Watchmen. 
She believes that art has a ‘huge’ role in shaping public opinion and 
makes a point of selecting work that holds a mirror up to society – 
which isn’t always easy to come by. ‘It’s unfortunate that there are so 
many shows and movies that portray the police as heroes who have 
the best interests of the entire community because, as Black people, 
we don’t feel protected and served by them,’ she says. ‘Hollywood 

R
has been responsible for perpetuating the idea that officers should 
use excessive force on Black people and I’m not down with that. On 
the flipside, I’ve been a part of projects that shine a light on the reality 
of the police’s relationship with the Black community.’ 

The horrors of police brutality came to a head – for non-Black 
people at least – with the senseless murder of George Floyd at the 
hands of Minneapolis officers, which was captured on camera and 
circulated across the globe in May. ‘Unfortunately, what’s happened 
has had to happen for white people to finally look at it differently,’ 
she says. ‘For us, these videos have been coming out for a long time. 
It’s happened now and we have allies rather than those who turn a 
blind eye.’ King is all too familiar with having her activism met with 
indifference. In 2010, she published an open letter to the Emmys 
criticising its nominations for being ‘as white as ever’, which did  
not result in any real introspection from the television academy. 
‘Transform instead of reform. That’s what we need,’ says King now. 
‘While our systems may not have tried to be racist, they were built 
on racism. This entire country was built on Black bodies.’ Or, as 
Baldwin wrote 35 years ago, there is not ‘a single American institu-
tion which is not a racist institution’.    

King is set to continue her anti-racism advocacy with her forth-
coming feature directorial debut One Night in Miami, a fictionalised 
account of a real-life meeting between Muhammad Ali, Malcolm X, 
Sam Cooke and Jim Brown in 1964 that she describes as ‘a love letter 
to the Black male experience in America’. ‘I wanted to present it with 

honesty,’ she says. ‘We always view 
these men as so strong and impene-
trable. I hope the movie will give people 
an opportunity to see their vulnerability 
as they’ve never seen it before.’ Through 
her empathetic storytelling and fearless 
political activism, Regina King, like  
her literary hero, is making our world a 
more inclusive place. yasmin omar  
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NOTES FROM 
HARPER’S BAZAAR, JAPAN

‘Normal life is gradually 
returning; however, the 

meaning of “normal” has 
also changed. We have to 

find new ways to touch one 
another, and to be alone 
together. Even if we are 
physically isolated, we 
must never be isolated 

in our hearts.’ 
K a o r i  T s u k a m o t o ,

 e d i t o r - i n - c h i e f

J U S T I N E 
S I M O N S 
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–  a n d  m u s t  – 
u n i t e  u s

Regina King in 2019. 
Above: James 

Baldwin in 1963

Below: Peter Blake’s 
rainbow on the  

National Gallery

When a giant image of a rainbow by Peter 
Blake was projected onto the National 
Gallery earlier this year, it instantly 
became an emblem of solidarity. After the 
Prime Minister announced a national lockdown back in March, with 
schools, offices, shops and restaurants all ordered to shut immediately, we 
found ourselves in collective shock. But the symbol of the rainbow – embla-
zoned with the message ‘London stands together’ – brought us hope.

For Justine Simons, London’s deputy mayor for culture and the creative 
industries, the artwork was a moving gesture that also helped explain the 
circumstances to children, who began painting rainbows and putting them 
up in the windows of their homes to show support for key workers. ‘The 
Covid crisis is outside everyone’s frames of reference, especially if you are 
a very young person,’ she says. ‘Getting involved in this way starts to unpick 
it for them.’ Across the country, these uplifting drawings consoled us, with 
children spotting them during their permitted daily walk.

Indeed, creative expression has helped many of us come to terms with 
our changed world, whether that has involved making a home-spun 
master piece inspired by the weekly episodes of Grayson Perry’s televised 
art club or taking part in an online ballet class with the English National 
Ballet’s artistic director and prima ballerina Tamara Rojo. ‘As human 
beings, creativity is part of our nature,’ says Simons. ‘It nurtures your soul 
and your mental health, and it connects you to other people.’

While the cultural sector has brought us great solace during the pan-
demic, it has also faced immense challenges. Following an Oxford 
Economics report in June warning of 400,000 job losses and a £74 billion 
drop in annual revenue across the arts, the government provided a  
£1.57 billion rescue package to protect museums, galleries, theatres, 
cinemas, heritage sites and music venues – but an uphill battle remains for 
many institutions, which are still at risk of closure. As individuals, we can 
play a small part in preserving their future, such as by becoming a member 
of a local museum or gallery, or buying a theatre ticket ahead of productions 
restarting. ‘Culture is a huge driver of the UK economy – more people go 
to the theatre than Premier League football matches – so it’s important  
for us to do whatever we can to support these places now,’ says Simons. 
‘They have helped define Britain’s identity through the decades, from punk 
in the Seventies to grime today. We live in this globalised world where 
everyone is drinking the same coffee and wearing the same trainers, and 
culture is the thing that sets us apart.’ brooke theis 
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NOTES FROM HARPER’S BAZAAR, SPAIN

‘For our May 2020 issue, the first made in 
confinement, we worked with the best 

illustrators and artists in Spain. We shot a  
cover via FaceTime with Lily Aldridge at  

her Nashville home for our June issue, and  
asked Helena Christensen to photograph

 herself for a Bazaar cover through Zoom.’
I n m a c u l a d a  J i m é n e z ,  e d i t o r - i n - c h i e f

✤

T

when I felt terrifyingly alone in the night. There was the Belarusian 
poet in Austria, Volha, who messaged me pictures of flowers and 
birds with self-illustrated poetry cards, and the painter in Hawaii, 
Schandra, who sketched watercolours of me morphed with animals 
of strength, intelligence and beauty. East Coast Americans took 
morning and noon shifts, West Coast Americans the evening ones.

My ex-partner Cappy, and one of our best friends, Gretchen, 
became the ‘executive producers: Medical Division’. They sched-
uled appointments with specialists (the cardiologist, neurologist 

and speech therapist), then joined 
the calls to take notes. They took my 
temperature, noted dizziness, head-
aches, tinnitus, tingling in my right 
extremities, checked the return of 
hearing in my left ear, coughing, 
fatigue level. Had I eaten? Had I 
rehydrated? What time did I use  
the inhaler? I photographed instru-
ment read-outs, recorded symptoms  
in my bedside notebook when I 

remembered. I’d text the picture to the caller, 
who’d relay it online, to be logged into a shared 
spreadsheet, so that I’d have data to give to the 
various medics. Because at that point, in America’s 
first wave of novel coronavirus patients, physicians 
had more questions for me than answers: I was a 
Covid-19 canary in the proverbial coal mine. 

It helped to have two dozen professional perfor-
mers on my team. (There’s no denying the benefit 

of knowing so many female producers, too – stuff just got done.) A 
comedienne friend, Kate, performed dirty French summer-camp 
songs she learnt growing up in Canada. I got ballads in Spanish, and 
an Italian version of ‘Life is a Cabaret’. A Spotify playlist, aptly titled 
‘My Corona’ (à la ‘My Sharona’) grew to document the ever-varying 
repertoire; I could listen to it at any hour, to buoy me. Friends 
recorded readings of novels or poetry – some they’d authored, some 
by others to coax me to sleep. Michael, an actor with a honeyed 
Alabama accent I’d written roles for, cooed to me the poetry of Mary 
Oliver. To date, I’ve had five Broadway actor-singers, three Broadway 
dancers and two choreographers (in addition to writers, visual artists, 
film-makers, producers, fellow activists, directors, ex-girlfriends and 
television actors) perform live, record messages and read sonnets for 
me: an absolute embarrassment of riches in friends taking care of me 
and my broken body so I wouldn’t feel alone and scared. 

My circle of friends and colleagues became my community of 
accompanists so that, although I was physically alone, mine wasn’t 
a one-woman show. It was instead a magnificently produced opera 
in which, yes, I often carried the solo arias, but with the harmonies 
of a diverse network whose generosity and talents serenaded me 
from the brink of death, back to life. Now officially cleared of the 
virus, with a prescription to rebuild my cardiovascular capabilities, 
local friends – masked and distanced – literally walk with me. 

At a time when both our nations, Britain and the United States, 
face the tragic, fatal consequences of a lack of leadership from those 
tasked to protect and govern us; with centuries-old structures of 
gross systemic inequities, injustices and profit-driven inhumanity,  
it is incumbent upon us to take care of each other. To survive, we  
must build and expand our communities of accompaniment, to 
make art and art and more art; to raise our voices and sing together.
Trista D Mitchell is a US-based playwright and screenwriter.
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Noëlla Coursaris Musunka 
with Malaika students. 
Right: June Sarpong

o paraphrase Charles Dickens, the past few months 
have been both the best and worst of times, when 
humanity has felt at its most and least connected. 

At the start of the year, the majority of us had never heard of Zoom; by 
February, the company had gained more users (over two million) than 
in the whole of the preceding year. And while we are physically dis-

tanced from our colleagues, our friends and our families, its 
technology has enabled us to feel surprisingly close to 
those who would otherwise have remained forever remote.    

Over the past months, Noëlla Coursaris Musunka, the 
model and founder of the educational charity Malaika, has 
organised a series of Zoom webinars that have taken hun-
dreds of Malaika’s donors into Congolese classrooms to 
meet the schoolgirls they support. ‘I’ve been talking about 
Malaika for 13 years,’ says Noëlla, ‘but I was bombarded 
with so many people asking me how the kids were doing 
in lockdown, I thought I would create a discussion.’ There 
were, she acknowledges, serious logistical difficulties to 
overcome: ‘The internet is so unstable, the school runs on 
green energy, we were praying that the laptop would 
work, and because the girls don’t have phones, we had to 
go to all of their houses to tell them when we needed them 
to do the Zoom.’ Yet it was powerful and moving to hear 
directly from these bright, ambitious young women about 
their experience of the – sometimes traumatic – past and 
present, and their dreams for the future. 

Noëlla’s friend June Sarpong, the presenter, activist 
and director of creative diversity at the BBC, hosted the 
first webinar in front of supporters from across the globe. 
‘When you see what the girls are dealing with, it puts 

everything into perspective, and it’s also a great way to connect them 
with the world outside their environment,’ she says. ‘The pandemic is 
global, so you can’t just solve it in one place.’ lydia slater
For details of the charity Malaika, visit www.malaika.org.
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Lean on me/When you’re not strong/And I’ ll be your 
friend/I’ ll help you carry on… It was my friend Steve’s 
first ever karaoke attempt, over his mobile, valiantly 
singing to a YouTube video of  Bill Withers. I tried  
to sing along through my speakerphone, with Steve, 
with Bill. Withers had died that day, 30 March. 

I myself had nearly died just days before, and  
was not out of the woods yet.

My first exposure to Covid-19 was in London on 
the Tube in mid-March, two nights before I flew 
back home to New York. I’d been visiting my collab-
orator, with a full calendar of meetings, theatre projects, screenings. 
Little did I realise that I also had prolonged exposure on the flight 
back, and in the packed immigration queues at JFK Airport. 

Shortly afterwards, I was hospitalised three times, and I am now 
experiencing a slow and laborious recovery. Writing is very difficult 
because one of Covid’s new tricks is an attack on cognitive functions, 
and I have a brain injury that was inflicted either by the virus directly 
or by the fever spikes when I was first in hospital. My short-term 
memory is limited, as are my cognition, comprehension and  
vocabulary. In what a fellow playwright friend calls ‘an extraordi-
nary plot twist’, as a result of this brain damage I have lost my ability 
to speak. But because God likes irony, I am being made to do pen-
ance for my lifelong hate of musical theatre: I can only sing.

God laughs.
My reality has become that of The Singing Detective.
So, my community, they sing to me. And I to them.
They sing to lift my spirits; they sing in solidarity with me. 
At first, it was surreal. I wondered if I wasn’t actually in a coma or 

a fever dream. Or if I’d died. Was this that limbo between life and 
death? I don’t believe in an afterlife, nor do I have much in the way 
of faith. But with this singing thing, UniverseGodWhatever seemed 
to have a pretty twisted sense of humour. 

All my phone appointments with doctors had to be sung. Friends 
would check on me via FaceTime and WhatsApp video in assigned 
slots, every three hours during the day, to sing with me and prompt 
me to take my vitals. I refused to do solo cabaret – if they expected me 
to perform to them, they had to do the same for me. (Sadly, no 
doctors were persuaded to extend the comparable courtesy.)

I slept in increments of between 90 minutes and two hours, so it 
was valuable having supporters in different countries at the ready 
with steadying ‘get well soon, Auntie Trista!’ videos from their kids P
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Trista D Mitchell swimming 
in a pool belonging to one of  

her singing supporters. Right: 
in isolation after receiving 

supplies from a friend



NOTES FROM HARPER’S 
BAZAAR, NETHERLANDS 

 ‘We approached Alex Merry 
to make our first illustrated 

cover, and loved her artwork 
so much that we also created 
a limited-edition poster. Our 

brand manager and I got onto 
our bikes to personally 

deliver it, with our summer 
issue, to well-known Bazaar 

readers in Amsterdam.’
M i l u s k a  v a n  ’ t  L a m , 

e d i t o r - i n - c h i e f 

O

G U G U 
M B A T H A - R A W  

o n  a r t  a s  
a  p o w e r f u l 

m e s s a g e  
o f  p r o t e s t 

n 5 June this year – 11 days after the killing of George 
Floyd – Kadiatu Kanneh-Mason stood with her family 
and delivered a sombre address on their Facebook 

channel. ‘Today’s music is a tribute to those… who have suffered,’ she said. ‘Music 
is a testament to suffering. To hope and to love. Let it be a testament to change.’ 
Then her seven talented children, all professional-grade musicians, performed a 
sensitive and stirring ensemble rendition of Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’, looking 
to fill the emotional void when so many felt powerless to act.  

Though her offspring are seasoned performers, this was a rare appearance for 
Kanneh-Mason herself, who had never been 
the public face of the family. As she tells me 
from her Nottingham home: ‘We just wanted 
to say, “We are here in our household, feeling 
terrible and heartbroken”, and to connect with 
people who felt the same way.’ It was, she says, 
the most challenging concert they had ever 
played, ‘because we had to bear and address 
something that was unbelievably difficult.’ 
Their playing clearly touched a chord, as the 
video has been shared more than 18,000 times 
– often with heartfelt messages of thanks – and 
has amassed 1.4 million views. ‘We wanted to 
move away from divisiveness. Music has a way of bringing everyone together and 
saying something that is for everyone. It was very much about healing.’ 

In her book House of Music, Kanneh-Mason charts the dedication, the sacrifices 
and the achievements of her extraordinary family. Among these are her cellist son 
Sheku’s victory in the 2016 BBC Young Musician competition – the first Black 
person to win the award – and subsequent performance at the wedding of Prince 
Harry and Meghan Markle, watched by an estimated 1.9 billion people. The memoir 
also reveals the common ground and language that exists within the family; this 
is not, she writes, ‘a house of lonely soloists’. Rather, the children have learnt to 
communicate with one another through music. ‘What they choose to practise and 
play is often an expression of what’s going on in their lives,’ she explains. 

When her sons and daughters were growing up, the Sierra Leone-born former 
university lecturer consciously presented them with a variety of role models,  
from Jacqueline du Pré to escaping slaves, Welsh choral singers and Muhammad 

Ali. ‘If you have children of an ethnic minority, you 
are trying to find inspiration from everywhere,’ she 
tells me. ‘There are so many negative elements that 
say, “You can’t do this, that’s not a place for you”. 
Obviously, I had to find classical-music heroes. But  
I also had to tell them that who you are shouldn’t 
hold you back: look at all these other people who 
have the same heritage as you, and how inspirational 
they were.’ In turn, her own house full of musicians 
will surely inspire for years to come. helena lee 
‘House of Music’ by Kadiatu Kanneh-Mason (£18.99, 
Oneworld) is out now.

✤

Growing up, I always loved painting – I took an A level in art and 
even considered studying it instead of drama. I especially enjoyed 
drawing people – that fascination with faces and what they can 
communicate is close to acting, I suppose. 

Earlier this year, when we entered lockdown, I started clearing 
out my home in Los Angeles and came across a box of art materials 
I’d had for years. I dusted them off, pulled out my sketchbook and 
set to work. Initially, I didn’t know what my subject would be, but 
then I found myself scrolling through my phone looking at pictures 
of people I missed, and painting became a way of spending time  
with their smiling faces. It’s easy to be depressed or anxious, but 
making art somehow forces me into the present moment – I get into 
a ‘flow’ state where I lose track of time. That’s why I challenged  
my Instagram followers to share their own pictures: I thought, if  
this is helping me, it’s going to help others. After all, you don’t need 
a live model – you can paint from your phone, or paint rainbows, or 
paint the view from your window. Whichever you do, there’s some-
thing about creativity that’s very healing.

I’d done more than 20 different portraits of friends and family 
before any of the Black Lives Matter events. What triggered a change 
in my work was hearing the news about George Floyd’s death. It hit 
me in such a deep way – the brutality and intimacy of seeing him 
take his last breath live on camera. I just sat down and started 
painting; I thought it would be an opportunity to honour him, and 
for me to focus on my emotions at a time 
when I didn’t have the words. Creating 
something after that destruction of life 
felt like a way of processing it all. 

I don’t take it for granted that I’m in a 
position where I can potentially inspire 
people. There is so much negativity on 
social media, and graphic depictions of 
violence in the news, that I think there 
can be a value in transforming these  
into something powerful and beautiful. 
Protests can take many forms – you can 
get out on the street, sign petitions, post 
on Instagram – but making art is another 
way of adding to that conversation.
@gugumbatharaw
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K A D I A T U 
K A N N E H -

M A S O N  
o n  m u s i c  a s  
a  s o u r c e  o f 

e m p a t h y  a n d 
i n s p i r a t i o n 

The Kanneh-Mason family

‘I met Françoise while I was visiting refugee 
camps in Uganda. The first time I saw her, 
she was teaching a group of schoolchildren 

who were completely transfixed by her 
charisma. She’d been through the most 

horrendous experiences but was thriving 
as this vibrant community leader.’

‘In a way, this painting was my  
contribution to the Black Lives Matter 

movement. Earlier this summer, 
I partnered with the company Still 

We Rise to auction the portrait, along 
with one of Breonna Taylor, in aid 

of four brilliant organisations 
responding to police brutality.’

‘Historically, there is more 
of a numbness towards 
brutality against women 
of colour, and I wanted  
to raise awareness of 
Breonna Taylor’s story.  
So, to mark the weekend 
that would have been her 
27th birthday, I painted 
her on a large canvas and 
turned the portrait into  
a banner that I took on a 
protest in Hollywood.’ 



NOTES FROM HARPER’S BAZAAR, ITALY 

‘With Bazaar TV, the project at the heart of Harper’s Bazaar Italia, it is still  
difficult to make the productions we used to, but with a good dose of creativity we are 
going down very interesting roads. Our most successful initiative was the “Lockdown 

Diaries”, where friends of Bazaar shared with us their daily life during quarantine.’ 
A l a n  P r a d a ,  e d i t o r - i n - c h i e f

I
N O R E E N A 

H E R T Z  
o n  t a c k l i n g 

t h e  e p i d e m i c 
o f  l o n e l i n e s s

changed. It took me by surprise, this primal, atavistic cry.
‘Mum,’ I screamed, over and over. Then, ‘Mummy,’ I 

sobbed, reverting to the comforting childhood name, the 
one my sons call out in the night when they wake flushed 
from a nightmare or fever, needing cuddles and Calpol. 

After a month of this strange new existence, Romy came 
home. I kept her close. ‘You’re inseparable,’ said the physio-
therapist who showed me how to unfurl the crooked limbs, 
help restore the neural pathways disrupted by the stroke  
my daughter had suffered in utero. 

Romy thrived; my anxiety about the extent of her dis-
ability began to dissipate. Life resumed its regular cadences. 
I looked forward to the weekend we’d spend in Suffolk in  
the spring when I’d take my children to lay flowers at  
Mum’s grave on the 20th anniversary of her death.

That date passed, unmarked (outwardly, at least), as my 
fragile family tried to adjust to lockdown and yet another 
peculiar way of being. This time, I didn’t cry out for my 
mother. With the birth of each baby I had mourned her  
anew. Now – sharpening pencils at the kitchen table, trying 
to focus the attention of my quicksilver sons on number 
bonds and apostrophes – I was in mourning for the blissful, 
peaceful first year I had planned with my last child. 

Grief, I had learnt, as I leaked milk and tears with each 
new life, is a shape-shifter. Grief has its own unpredictable 
trajectory. When Mum died, I had thought it was something 
finite, to be wrestled with and packed away. But with the 
birth of my children – and again, with the interminable lock-
down – it broke out of the box. It blindsided me once more. 

And yet, as each amorphous day of quarantine went by, 
odd things, magical things began to happen. With the clinics 
closed, I took on Romy’s therapy, the business of rewiring  
her damaged brain myself; rolling her backwards and for-
wards, reading, singing, playing pat-a-cake.

I had never been good at just ‘being’ around my babies; 
always squirming from the tedium of very young children to 
snatch glances at my phone. Now, shut away from the world, 
new connections forged within my own brain, as well as my 
infant daughter’s. I tried to stay as wonderfully present with 
her as Mum had been with me.

She was with me when Romy clapped for the first time 
– a month earlier than her able-bodied brothers – when she 
fed herself from a spoon, clasped a pencil with her damaged 
hand. Mum was there when Romy’s brothers joined in, 
encouraging her to pick up toys with her weaker hand. 
Damaged neurons fired and reconnected before our eyes; 
Romy fizzed with an extraordinary enthusiasm and energy.

‘Amazing,’ pronounced the consultant when we finally 
managed to connect via Zoom. ‘The scans and the baby I see 
before me – it’s as if they are two different children.’

Before Romy and her brothers were born, my memories 
of Mum had begun to fade about the edges, like so many 
Polaroids in the album she had made. Becoming a mother, 
mothering during these strange times, has brought them 
back into sharp relief. I look from my baby to the photograph 
on my desk; the same dark hair and broad cheekbones 
Mum’s grandparents brought from the Russian steppe. We 
are, for ever, both together and separate, we are indissoluble. 
My mother, my daughter. Myself.
Flora Watkins is a writer and journalist.
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 ‘Like all magazines, we 
have turned to digital 

contact with our audience 
and made Instagram 

Lives constantly. We are 
looking for ways to help 

our readers dream, while 
keeping them informed 

about the situation in our 
industry. In print, we have 

started a campaign to 
support small businesses, 

because today, more 
than ever, it is important 

to give relevance to 
national brands and 

protect local artisans.’
L u c y  L a r a , 

e d i t o r - i n - c h i e f 

nside the cover of the album of my baby photos, 
my mother pasted a poem, ‘At First, My 
Daughter’, by the little-known Scottish poet, 
Elma Mitchell. ‘She is world without under-
standing,’ it begins. ‘She is made of sound. She 
drinks me.’ I don’t think I read it until after my 
mother died, when I was home from university, 
going through her things. I thought of Mum, in 

one of her sprigged Laura Ashley smocks of the 1970s, mar-
velling at her first-born, carefully cutting out these words that 
spoke of her astonishment at this fierce new love. I thought 
about how her baby, too, had given the crook of her arm the 
same ‘weight of delight’. These were words Mum had wanted  
me to read in the future, when I had a daughter of my own. 

At this, I put the album down, laid my head against her 
pillow, still with the faint memory of the scent she wore, and 
wept. I wept for the grandchildren she would never hold, for 
every milestone she would miss, a wedding I would one day 
plan alone, the enormity of my loss. 

Snatches of that poem came back to me last year as I sat 
pressed against the incubator containing my own baby girl. 
My much-longed-for daughter, born four years after our two 
boys, lay in an induced coma in a neonatal intensive-care unit, 
heavily sedated to quell the seizures convulsing her brain. 

The poem my mother loved so much celebrates ‘The first 
and last moments/Of being together and separate/Indiss-
olute’. I was denied those moments with Romy, never felt the 
‘weight of delight’ as my hot, startled bundle was placed on 
my chest in the delivery-room. She was spirited away before 
I came round from the anaesthetic.   

Sometimes, overwhelmed, I would step out of the NICU, 
shut myself in the stair- 
well and scream her name  
in helpless, impotent confu-
sion. Romy, Romy… 

Once, on a day when I 
couldn’t go on, couldn’t pick 
myself up again and go home 
feigning cheerfulness for my 
sons, the name I shouted for 

In Tokyo, over the past decade, the 
number of elderly women going  
to jail has shot up. These are 
women so lonely they intention-
ally commit petty crimes to secure 
the company prison provides. 

In Manhattan, the lonely can 
now rent a friend with ease. Brittany, the companion  
I rented for the afternoon, tells me my fellow friendship 
consumers are ‘30- to 40-year-old professionals who 
work long hours and don’t have time to make friends’.

And in London, Peter, who is 13, describes the ‘agony’ 
he feels when no one responds to his social-media posts: 
‘Why am I not liked? What am I doing wrong?’

Being connected to others is our natural state. 
Evolution has equipped our bodies with a biological 
reaction to being alone so unpleasant physically and psy-
chologically that we are motivated to end it as quickly  
as possible. It’s why lockdown seemed especially hard: 
feeling bereft of hugs, seeing the smiles from passers-by 
occluded by masks, being denied our daily chat with the 
barista near work – all this literally hurts.

Even before the coronavirus struck, we had built a 
lonely world. And by ‘we’, I mean governments and busi-
nesses, as well as individuals. Technology isn’t the sole 
culprit: the radical reorganisation of the workplace, the 
under-funding of shared public spaces, mass migration 
to cities and decades of neoliberal policies that place self-
interest above the collective good are equally to blame. 
The imperative now is to rebuild a world with connec-
tion, kindness and inclusivity at its heart. This isn’t pie in 
the sky: from compassionate AI and innovative models 
of urban living, to new ways of reinvigorating our neigh-
bourhoods and reconciling our differences, or simply 
committing ourselves to be more present with those 
around us, the options are many – the future really is in 
our hands.
‘The Lonely Century: Coming Together in a World that’s 
Pulling Apart’ by Noreena Hertz (£20, Sceptre) is published 
on 10 September.
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Above and above left:  
Flora Watkins as a child 
with her mother in rural 
Suffolk. Left: Flora with 
her daughter Romy
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