
1 0 4

When I hugged my dad goodbye  
after the Los Angeles marathon on 
March 8, I had no idea I wouldn’t 
touch another person for 82 days.  
I live alone in Colorado, and the 
longer my fears of contagion lasted, 
the more my need for human  
contact seemed both essential  
and an emergency (picture me 
lying in bed at 3 a.m. with anxious 
thoughts, wondering if I’d be  
alone forever). 

But even as restrictions in my 
state loosened, I felt too nervous to 
seek out contact. I’d spent months 
listening to health officials hammer 
home the idea that getting too close 
to someone else could kill you. I 
knew that was a worst-case scenar-
io, but I figured, why risk it for a pat 
on the back after a run or a first-
date hug with a stranger? 

So when my first post-lockdown 
hug happened, I wasn’t expecting 
it. I bumped into a close friend and 
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told her some exciting news, and 
she responded with an excited 
shriek and a spontaneous embrace. 
It was just a simple squeeze, but I 
froze for a second, half my brain 
screaming, ABORT! ABORT!—
while the other half begged, Please 
don’t let go. 

In just a few months, I’d become 
afraid of something I’d once viewed 
as comforting. “Fear is a stronger 
motivator than love, at least in the 
short term, so anxious people will 
be more worried about getting sick 
than valuing connection,” says Paul 
Zak, PhD, founding director of the 
Center for Neuroeconomics Stud-
ies. “People are having to weigh the 
trade-off between the physiologic 
value of connection and the desire 
to stay safe.” So it made total sense 
that my knee-jerk reaction to unex-
pected touch would be to pull away.

In the end, the social-hungry 
part of my brain won out, and I re-
laxed into her arms. I knew she had 
been isolating as long as I had, 

which mitigated the risk enough for 
me to be comfortable. And the relief 
I felt just from being held for a few 
seconds gave me a giddy high that 
lasted the rest of the day. 

I don’t know when hugging will 
feel normal again for me, if ever. 
But I’ve realized I need physical 
contact to stay sane, and I’ve re-
thought—or, dare I say, relaxed?— 
my own distancing rules. For me, 
that means I still haven’t been to 
the gym (too many unknown vari-
ables) or on a date (I can’t really vet 
a stranger’s sanitization and safety 
habits). But I have started spending 
more time with the same small 
group of people who were also lim-
iting their exposure to others, and I 
no longer feel as weird about acci-
dentally brushing up against one of 
their shoulders or giving one of 
them a squeeze on a bad day. The 
risk, for my 34-year-old healthy 
(and responsible) self, doesn’t out-
weigh the reward. 
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of adults said 
they felt touch-
deprived during 
the pandemic. 
Yowza!
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