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I remember my senior year being 
stressful: the classes, the prepara-

tion for the ever-approaching Life 
After College, the push to do my 
college “lasts” in style. I remem-
ber it being fun: the parties, the 
new (and old) friends, the general 
21-year-old freedom. But most 
distinctly, I remember feeling rest-
less: tired of the same meaningless 
drama, exhausted from the rat-race 
and practically disgusted with what 
I deemed as “the shortcomings” of 
my peers. In a reality that I never 
anticipated, UNC-Chapel Hill and 
Duke University were no lon-
ger what I needed.
     I wanted to feel a twinge 
of sadness when I left Per-
kins Library at Duke for the 
last time in early May, but if 
I did, I couldn’t tell. I want-
ed to be nostalgic as I ate 
my all-time-favorite chicken 
Parmesan sandwich from 
Artichoke and Basil on Frank-
lin Street before I graduated, 
but I was mostly appreciating 
the fact that it was my first 
real meal after a week of exam 
hell. (I would have felt the same if I 
had been at Panda Express.) What 
I dared not utter to my fellow 
seniors, who avoided the topic 
of post-grad life as if it were the 
plague, was that despite my truly 
amazing time as an in-between-
er at Duke and UNC-CH, I was 
disenchanted. Broken. And ready 
to be alone.
     Almost uncontrollably drawing 
away from friends and family, it hit 
me how easy college was. 
     Everything is manageable- no 
matter the degree of incredible 
stress in certain moments, the 
deadline passes. The semester 
finishes. There is always an end 
in sight. Plus, college is a catchall 

“safe zone”. 
     It’s saturated with the experi-
ential mentality that morals don’t 
matter, allowing the denial of any 
responsibility of questionable (or 
outright terrible) decisions while 
simultaneously undermining the 
good ones because of the wide 
girth of the safety net. 
     To say college was easy doesn’t 
mean I didn’t work hard, because 
I did. I sacrificed my social life 
and some friendships to maintain 
excellence in my classes, academic 
hobbies and jobs. But all of the 

things I did I was already good 
at- I had, for years, already been 
deemed talented as a student, as a 
journalist, as a babysitter. And 
while I undeniably improved in 
those areas, I’m not sure I ever 
focused my efforts on something 
that I didn’t already have a natural 
predisposition for.
     I knew my next step in life had 
to be by myself. I didn’t want to do 
a program, like Teach for America 
or the Peace Corps, where there is 
already a curriculum, a set pro-
gram, a higher power that does the 
difficult legwork. I didn’t want to 
go to a place where I had the luxu-
ry of already knowing people, like 
I did the first moments I stepped 
onto both UNC-CH’s and Duke’s 

campuses. I wanted to be self-suf-
ficient. I wanted my life to be hard. 
So, I moved to Santiago, Chile.
     I became an island.
     I’m spending this year as an au 
pair for three lovely girls, ages 6, 4 
and 2. I didn’t know the family I’m 
working for before I came here (I 
had only met them once before), 
I’d never been to South America, 
I don’t know Spanish and almost 
two months in, I haven’t met 
anyone my age. I’m a loner, for the 
long term, and it’s the most diffi-
cult thing I’ve ever done. But for 

the first time in a long time, 
I’m able to focus on myself 
without a mountain of aca-
demic or other resume-build-
ing responsibilities.
     Without the clutter of 
my life in the U.S. or the 
judgment of friends, I am 
purposeful in thinking and 
determining my goals for the 
future and what I want from 
life. In essential isolation, 
I’ve had the time to come to 
peace with my past decisions 
and articulate the lessons 

I learned from broken hearts, 
personal failures and mastered 
challenges. And I’m starting to 
define for myself what joy is, what 
strength is and what my standards 
for myself actually are.
     I think it’s in solitude where we 
grow the most, where we find that 
missing link that makes everything 
make sense. When we have no one 
to face but ourselves, no lies that 
can fool anyone, clarity slowly sets 
in. Being an island can be excru-
ciatingly lonely at times, but the 
return may be well worth it. 
     The best thing we can do for our 
future selves is to work and de-
mand excellence from our present 
selves.

To be                          

an island
[by allie barnes]


