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Meet the authors


Welcome to Be Charming!


We think that a lot of people are rude. We don’t think it’s deliberate, but nonetheless we think they’re rude. We’ve all come across it: that woman who doesn’t think to move her bag from the only spare seat on the train, that man who mentions that a lady he hasn’t seen in a while has put on weight, or that teenager who merrily carries on his mobile phone conversation while paying for an item at a cashier. Even our friends do it occasionally – people we really like.


But wouldn’t the world be a much nicer a place to live in if they didn’t?


A few of these slips can be cringed at and brushed over, but a lot of them repeatedly would probably stop us wanting to be associated with these people.


However, there is a way to immunize yourself from being slip-up-prone. We believe that manners are skills to be learned and practised – it’s a bit like learning a new language. If you practise daily with your family, friends, colleagues, clients and strangers you can watch their respect for you grow.


No book can cover every possible modern-day situation, so instead this one gives guidelines for the most common and most confusing everyday circumstances. And once you understand the reasoning behind these tricks of charm, the rest starts to seem natural.


We think that polite behaviour, particularly in a world where many do not bother with it, distinguishes a person as kind, thoughtful, and intelligent enough to realize that kind and thoughtful behaviour wins friends and business.





1: Only got a minute?



Being charming requires daily practice. Here are some steps that you can use right now! Try them out today.


Use the words ‘please’, ‘thank you’ and ‘sorry’ liberally, as well as ‘good morning’, ‘good afternoon’ and ‘good evening’.


Be on time. Don’t assume that someone else’s time is less valuable than your own. If you are going to be late, warn the other person as early as possible.


Keep yourself clean and tidy. Make a decision to wash your hands more regularly throughout the day. Use soap and lather for at least 15 seconds, paying attention to your fingernails and the backs of your hands.


Be mindful that your body language may be betraying feelings that someone with good manners wouldn’t express. Whole books have been written on the topic of body language, but for starters try the following:


 




	Be aware of other people’s personal space. For example, don’t drape yourself over a chair that someone else is sitting on. If someone takes a step back, don’t automatically take a step forward.


	What are your arms doing? For example, when trying to be welcoming and approachable, don’t cross your arms.


	And your facial expression? Don’t scowl when you are asked a favour or given a task you dislike.





Think for a moment about your friends and family. Does your established routine have a fair distribution of duties? Does everyone have their personal space respected? Is there anyone you have really been meaning to call? It can become easy to take the people closest to you for granted. Now is the time to make an effort and be charming for them too.





5: Only got five minutes?



Being charming requires daily practice. Here are some steps that you can use this week! Try them out as soon as possible.


Mobile phone etiquette – the essentials


 




	When around others, turn your phone off or put it on vibrate. Prioritize the person you are with.


	Do not shout.


	Remember to observe rules banning mobile phones in some areas.


	At work, take your phone with you when you leave your desk.


	Think carefully about the appropriateness of the message when deciding whether to text or call.





Office etiquette – the essentials


 




	Don’t have conversations across open-plan offices. You will disturb others. Either walk over or use the phone.


	Keep your desk tidy and regularly cleaned out.


	Take care of your personal appearance and hygiene.


	Use your work email address for work email. Prioritize work emails over chit-chat with friends.


	Try to resolve problems with colleagues directly before involving your boss.





City survival – the essentials


 




	Be mindful of others in a rush and be mindful of others when you are in a rush.


	Stop your bags bashing into people.


	Where possible, take the stairs at times when lifts are likely to be busy.


	Smile at strangers on public transport but do not insist upon conversation if it seems unwelcome.


	Give up your seat on public transport to those who need it more than you.





In a car – the essentials


 




	Periodically refresh your knowledge of The Highway Code, which contains the definitive guide for good behaviour on the road.


	Keep your temper, despite the bad driving of others. Horns should be used only as a warning and never as a vent for road rage.


	Litter should never be thrown out of the window of a moving vehicle, even if the item is biodegradable.


	During the trip, music choices should accommodate the tastes of everyone in the car.


	As a passenger, keep backseat driving to a minimum.





General tips!


 




	If in doubt about whether to tip, tip.


	Leave bathrooms the way you found them.


	When people try to have a conversation with you, remove the earphones of your music player.


	Don’t jump queues.


	Don’t swear in public.


	Use the words ‘please’, ‘thank you’ and ‘sorry’ liberally.


	Always stand your round in bars.


	Be on time.


	Give compliments generously and receive them modestly.








10: Only got ten minutes?



Being charming requires practice. Here is an analysis of ten modern-day dilemmas. Use these solutions the next time these situations arise.


Meeting for the first time – handshake or kiss?


A good first rule here is to do the same as the people you see around you. Men should generally shake hands for the first two meetings and then avoid the ritual altogether. Offer a hand to a lady and wait to see if she leans in for a kiss. For women, some feel comfortable with kissing from the start. However, remember that air kissing is always a little too impersonal to be friendly.


At a party – how do I get away from this person/conversation?


Try your hardest not to leave someone standing on their own. But if you must leave, leave politely: apologize, give a reason for leaving and then move away. Alternatively, use a line such as ‘I’ve been monopolizing you’ or ‘I’ve taken up enough of your time’, which shifts the implied blame for boredom onto yourself.


Mobile phones – to text or not to text?


 




	Is the message likely to provoke an emotional reaction? If so, always call.


	Is a call likely to disrupt people on either your end of the line or the recipients’? If so, text.


	Will more than one text be required to clarify the situation? If so, call.


	Is the person likely to want to retain the information for reference (for example, directions)? If so, text.





Dinner parties – what should I cook?


Cook a dish that you believe your guests will want to eat, not one that showcases your own culinary tastes and skills. Also, cook something that you are practised at – now is not the time to try a soufflé if you have never attempted one before. Prepare dishes so there is minimal fuss between courses. Always cook more than you think will be needed. If you know that one of your guests has an allergy, change what you had planned to serve to everyone in order to avoid using that ingredient. If disaster strikes, be prepared with the telephone number of a good takeaway.


At work – do I have to contribute to birthday collections?


If your company is large (more than 40 people) then you don’t need to contribute to every birthday/new baby/leaving present collection. If you don’t know the person, you do not need to open your wallet. But if you do know the person well enough to say hello to, give to the collection. The amount will depend on your workplace so try to gauge what is normal.


Personal appearance – what exactly is smart casual?


For men this means that you need a collar of some sort, whether it be a polo shirt or a proper shirt. Although the definition will vary according to age and occasion, it is safer to wear proper shoes (not trainers or flip flops) and a pair of full length trousers not made of denim. No tie should be worn – a jumper (not a hoody) or a cardigan will suffice, and a jacket may be worn. For women, this means slightly more decorative dress than ‘casual’ attire. Simply avoid denim, trainers and hoodies.



Restaurants – how do I choose the wine?


The old rule of white wine with white meat and red with red no longer strictly applies with today’s blends, so this decision has become more complex in recent years. Feel free to delegate this responsibility or to ask the wine waiter for their assistance. If the people around your table are ordering many different kinds of food, consider ordering by the glass or ordering red and white. If you know about wine, keep your deliberations short – nobody likes a wine bore.


Pubs/bars – can I have … ?


Always stand your round. If you cannot afford to do this, you can’t afford to be there. Buying a round is not simply a matter of stumping up the cash, it is also a matter of effort. The round-buyer must battle with the bar queues and act as waiter. Don’t shout, whistle or gesticulate wildly at a barman to demand service. Attention-seeking gestures must be limited to a raise of the hand, not higher than shoulder-height, eye contact and perhaps a raise of the eyebrows. Money can be held in a hand clearly visible to the bar staff, but do not wave it – you are in a bar, not a strip club.


Coming out – how do I react?


When a gay person comes out to you, your reaction to the situation is important. The words ‘are you sure?’ should not cross your lips. Of course, they’re sure. Do not immediately ask difficult questions such as those about religion, their prospects of having children or whether they are out to their family. If you are used to hugging this person, do so now and make an extra effort to mantain regular contact for the first few months after the coming-out.



Relationships – how do I deflect a chat-up?


If someone chats you up, be nice about it – it took guts to come up to you. Lie if you have to and say you’re sorry (lie), they seem brilliant (lie) and in other circumstances you would (lie), but you’re seeing someone at the moment (lie lie lie), or you’ve just broken up with someone (lie), or you’re just really not looking for someone in your life for a while (lie). Be polite while making your feelings clear. If someone turns you down, take the hint. Gather your pride, say ‘that’s a shame’ and go back to your friends who delight in your company.





Introduction


No more is it enough to cast a coat over a puddle for a lady to pass without dampening her feet, or for a woman to know the correct direction and angle at which to cross her legs. In the current day minefield of blogging, office romances and shenanigans worthy of our grandmother’s blushes, the handbook of social niceties is long overdue an update.


The western world is one of fast-paced expressiveness and almost forced informality. This, however, does not automatically exclude its inhabitants from the practice of manners and etiquette, in fact it is precisely the terms of this world which demand it – manners are always more noticeable and impressive in company where they are not habitually used. In addition, with the vast number of people comes a catalogue of sexualities, fetishes, eating habits and living situations, and seemingly limitless opportunities to unintentionally cause personal offence.


To make matters worse, the sudden and rapid growth of technology has left the everyday blogger without any established formal code of netiquette. An iPod sadly does not come with iManners included. Mobile phones are essential but when is it inappropriate to text rather than talk?


Most of us think we know how to act. Be nice and don’t mug old ladies, kick kittens or pass wind in confined areas. But those are easy. What do you do with your chopsticks when you have finished eating? Is it okay to send a formal thank-you note by email or even instant message? Some may think these questions indicate the decline of civilized society, while others may think manners and etiquette are changing with evolving technology and societal expectations. There may be some occasions where it is impossible to please all, but this book standardizes currently fashionable etiquette and modern manners, giving a basis which, where possible, errs on the side of inoffensive to the majority in the early twenty-first century.


Ethics and etiquette are frequently confused, and fairly so as they are heavily entwined. Etiquette is often learned as a part of ethics, as a sign of respect. However, there is an evident difference between the two – one has all the goodness and the other all the appearance of it. Learning from this book may not in itself prevent you from descending into evil and all its vices, minding ps and qs down the fiery ladder, but it is certainly a good place to start.


In the following chapters you will find advice on a range of topics including: how to create a good first impression, how to get on with your work colleagues, how to share a house successfully, the etiquette rules of modern technology such as emailing and texting as well as the rules of modern dating and how to be a good host, to name but a few.


It should be remembered, though, that modern etiquette is not about laying down rigid rules. The regular practice of modern etiquette is simply a reminder to those who bother with it to be thoughtful and considerate without having to expend the creative effort of coming up with their own method of doing so each and every time. It’s the lazy way to be perfectly polite.
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Introductions


In this chapter you will learn how to:




	make introductions


	tackle the problem of forgetting a name


	handshake or kiss


	
network.





The value of a good introduction


You stand at the edge of the crowd. Smoothly, you glide towards the only person you know and they turn to greet you happily. They then continue with the joke/story/gossiping/inanely dull conversation your arrival interrupted. You are not introduced. The group glances curiously at you but sadly without an introduction you barely exist, you are merely another object in the room, much the same as a beautiful chandelier hanging from the ceiling (if you are blessed with good looks) or an ornamental floor rug (if you are not). With the right introduction, you could have sparkled and joined in with your own killer line about the traffic on the way here, or maybe have even felt comfortable enough to start with that aunt-camel-priest joke you’ve been dying to tell. But sadly it is not to be.


The importance of introductions is not merely the provision of a name. No one cares what your name actually is, unless it really is something devastatingly unusual, in which case it may serve as a conversation starter. Most, as rude as it may be, will forget it almost instantly. In its barest form, an introduction is the accepted method by which the introducer, who knows the two people to be introduced, vouches for the character of the introducees by having a prior acquaintance. The level of enthusiasm with which the introducer takes on the task is indicative of the relationship between the introducer and the newcomer, so if you are the one saddled with the task, take it on with gusto. The newcomer will be delighted you think so highly of them and anyone to which you make the introduction will immediately believe the person to whom they are being introduced is worthy of their time and conversational skills.


WHEN THE ‘INTRODUCER’ FORGETS TO INTRODUCE


Occasionally, the go-between will forget to introduce. At this point, if you are a friend of the go-between, the kindest thing to do is to loudly and jokingly force him/her into an introduction of the newcomer. The go-between should, at this point, apologize emphatically for their misbehaviour and make a greater effort to incorporate them into the conversation.





Insight


Do not insist that the introducer give the name of the person who has joined the group, just in case they are unsure of it. Instead, jokingly hold your own hand out and say ‘Hi, I’m [insert name]’.





How to make an introduction


When making an introduction, the level of formality will inevitably depend upon the circumstances under which the introduction is taking place. However, a few general rules can be applied to any situation.


When making an introduction, try not to mumble or look away. It gives the impression of disinterest and makes it difficult to hear.


Timing is important. Wait for the first available pause to introduce someone. By all means interrupt your own chatter to introduce a person. In fact, providing that you are not about to deliver the short and sharp punchline of a very long joke, this is the perfect moment, as it will give the impression that your delight in introducing the newcomer far outweighs any trivial point you may have been labouring. Conversation has a convenient way of naturally slowing as an introduction seems imminent; however, if it does not, try not to interrupt another person’s chatter with an introduction. Instead wait for a breath and dive in with a confident ‘Do you know John Smith?’


In the modern world, common practice uses either a first name only or first name and surname introduction. This is, by and large, acceptable, but in formal settings, or when introducing someone elderly or in a position of power, it is wise to introduce them as Mr/Mrs/Miss/Lord/Lady/Sir Smith, and let the person introduced make the preferred adjustment. If in doubt, err on the side of formality and do it with confidence. Better to be a prude than rude.





Insight


When introducing yourself, in personal situations use your first name only, adding detail about your relation to the event. In business situations, use your first name, last name and company name. Omit your business title as it sounds ridiculous if you are low in a company and pompous if you are high.





Married couples should be introduced individually. However, bear in mind that sometimes married women choose to keep their surname, and if this is the case it is sensible to add the detail ‘John’s wife’ or ‘Jane’s husband’. When introducing family or close friends, try to incorporate the link into the introduction, for example, ‘Anna, have you met my sister Rachel?’


Traditionally, most importantly, men are introduced to women and secondly, juniors to seniors. (If A is introduced to B, A’s name goes second in the introduction, for example, ‘B, it is my pleasure to introduce A’.) Socially, in a formal setting or if an older generation is involved, people tend to stick roughly to this rule. However, these days, an introduction is largely made between two people as equals, even if this is to some extent pretence, with no regard to age or gender. For the etiquette of business introductions, see page 32.


Try your hardest to remember names. Nobody likes to be forgettable, even if you only met them for three seconds blind drunk five years ago. If they can remember you, it will be offensive if you cannot remember them. If loss of memory strikes frequently, train partners and friends to become skilled in the art of recognizing your discomfort, for example, by using a key word, at which point they can leap to the rescue by introducing themselves and forcing a self-introduction from the other party. Failing that, bluff. If you must introduce someone whose name you do not know, use a moderate level of enthusiasm, just in case you are caught out, and plump for the ‘Have you met [insert name]’ one-sided approach. If caught, feign early senility, ill health or a traumatic day at the dentist/work/home. If you cannot recall either name for the introduction, duck out of the conversation immediately before you are forced into making an introduction.


Also, try to remember something about the person you introduce which may act as a conversation starter between the two people. This may also help with a name block. Almost anything will do: their hobbies, where they live, what they do for a living, who they know or if they had a difficult journey to the event.


People draw conclusions about each other from the first few seconds of meeting. Of course, first impressions can be changed with time and prolonged exposure, but it is likely that if your first impression is not a positive one then the time and prolonged exposure required to change that opinion may not be available. Stand up and be aware of your posture, engage in eye contact and smile. This response to an introduction gives the other person the idea that you are interested in them, you are ready to welcome or join them in conversation and that you are seeing them as an equal – all qualities regarded as good manners.


Handshake or kiss?


Depending on the circumstances, either a kiss or handshake may be appropriate. This, however, often ends in the swallowing of hair or the impression of forced formality. Good observational skills and fast reflexes are the only fail-safe method, but socially there are some guidelines as follows.


When men greet each other, they should handshake on the first two meetings and then subsequently avoid the ritual altogether. If one or more women are involved, the greeting should take the form of shaking hands on first meeting and then kissing upon any subsequent meeting – one or two is a matter of personal preference.


There are such diverse cultures even within a single country that it is near impossible to get it right all the time, and even if you do, that person may have adjusted their regional or national habits to suit your own. However air kissing is always a little too impersonal to be friendly, so aim for skin.


Men should never insist upon a kiss at a first meeting. Offer a hand for a handshake and let the lady draw you near for a kiss if they choose. In some circumstances, women feel comfortable kissing each other from the start. The only real rule is not to take offence if your idea of a suitable greeting has not been adhered to. Personal space is a subjective idea, and some imaginary circles are smaller than others. Bear this in mind and judge the situation accordingly.


In unfamiliar groups or situations, it is always advisable to copy the actions of others. Modern manners and etiquette are about fitting in and not causing a scene. Observe the kissing or shaking habits of a group and prepare yourself for similar treatment.



How to execute the perfect handshake


Many people believe handshakes to be an indicator of personality. Violently shake or squeeze too hard and you’ll be branded aggressive; put forward a limp hand, you’ll be thought of as weak; over-shake at the risk of seeming irritating and clingy. Of course, give a nice, normal handshake and you’ll be expected to be, well, normal. For a normal handshake:


 




	Make sure your palms are not sweaty – (wipe palms quickly before shaking if necessary).


	Face your handshake partner.


	Use your right hand (the only exception to this is if a right hand does not exist).


	The web between your thumb and first finger should touch the same part of the other person’s hand (see Figure 1.1).


	Use pressure similar to how you would grip an empty fizzy drink can just before it crushes.


	Pump between one and three times.


	Smile throughout.





[image: Image]


Figure 1.1 The web between your thumb and first finger should touch the same part of the other person’s hand.


If you come hand to hand with a non-normal handshake, go with the flow and try not to grimace. If a person seems to want to shake for longer than you expect, don’t take your hand away early, hold on until the natural release comes.





Insight


Wait for your moment. Try not to interrupt someone completely engaged in conversation to shake a hand. If you are meeting someone for the first time, shaking hands is a good opportunity to introduce yourself.





Networking events


In the most nightmarish of situations, the cut-throat networking event, PR people are often brought in specifically for the task of making introductions. However, they are limited and busy. Introduce yourself to as many people as possible. It is what you are there to do. Shake hands and distribute business cards, if you have them, at the start of a conversation to clarify your name. Fear nobody and embrace the power of the name tag. You have been invited to the event, you already belong.





Insight


Take an ample supply of cards to networking events. Offer one immediately upon meeting someone new. When taking someone else’s card, study the name carefully and try to use it as soon as possible as it will help you remember it later.





Do not be insulted when the person with whom you are speaking makes a short sharp excuse and turns to introduce themselves to another person. It is what they are there to do, too. At a networking event, however, by far the best way of extricating yourself from a conversation is to introduce the person to someone whom you know, then duck away. Unlike social parties, at networking events, it is acceptable to leave someone on their own, but it is not nice to do so without a reason. So, before you attend the event, think through some good parting comments such as, ‘I’m so sorry, but I must use the rest room’, or ‘I’m just going to hunt down a refill’, or ‘I’ve just seen [insert name], I must grab them for a quick chat now before they leave’ or even just ‘I’ve taken up too much of your time for an occasion such as this – there are others that you must meet’. Do whatever your excuse stated quickly or at least move out of the sight of the person you have left, before returning to speak to someone else.





Insight


After networking events, write on the back of each card as much as you can remember about the owner of the card to help your memory should they be in touch.





 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	Always introduce people who are strangers to each other, even if you don’t know them well.




	Err on the side of formality in presenting the name.




	When shaking hands, face your handshake partner and extend your right hand.




	When using a kiss as a greeting, aim to touch cheeks or go lip to cheek. Air kissing is pretentious.




	At networking events, do not monopolize one person’s time.




	Try to make introductions with some comment that can act as a conversation starter.




	Encourage others to make introductions.




	Introductions serve as an entry into conversation.




	Use eye contact with both the introducer and the group when introducing.




	Never take offence if your idea of a suitable greeting has not been followed.
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The art of making conversation


In this chapter you will learn how to:




	choose a topic of conversation


	answer the question ‘How are you?’


	
extricate yourself politely from a conversation.





Suitable topics for conversation


Hopefully, during the process of introduction you will have been given leeway into a natural topic of conversation. However, if this is not the case, you may have to create the initial spark of chit-chat yourself.


Begin by asking questions. Most people, because of their undeniable authority on the matter, find it easiest to talk about themselves and their experiences. Beware of questions that are too personal, such as health or relationship troubles, and lean towards subjects such as places the person has been to or what football team they support. You already have something in common by being in the same place with the same people, so if stuck, simply comment on your surroundings and ask if they agree, or ask how the other person knows the hosts. Another alternative is to find something about the person that you admire, and compliment it, asking for further details.





Insight


Where possible, do some background research on the people you know you will be meeting. It will be easier to find an interesting topic of conversation if you already have some idea of what the other person may find interesting, or is working on at that time.





Try to set the tone of the conversation to match the mood of the event. If it is a sombre occasion, don’t talk about your previous evening’s one-night stand. If it is a light-hearted cocktail party, don’t dampen the mood by talking about your fears that your wife is cheating on you.


If talking in a group, try not to focus on a topic of conversation that will only be interesting to a few. For example, when talking to a work colleague and his or her spouse, don’t talk about the details of business that cannot be followed or be interesting to the spouse.


If throughout the flow of a conversation you hit upon a topic that clearly makes one or more of your group uncomfortable, change the subject immediately and retreat to safer ground, such as sport, the news, your surroundings, the town or a film or television programme. The list of safer topics is endless but the list of acknowledged risky subjects is quite short.





Insight


Keep on top of current affairs. News topics are easy to talk about as they are by nature either remarkable or subjects which spark debate.





Try to avoid the following:


 




	
Money – Chatter about money has a tendency to make everyone feel uncomfortable as it forces people to think of how much or little they have themselves, and will make the person talking about it seem obsessed with the stuff – not an attractive quality. Never ask how much a stranger earns or volunteer your own salary for scrutiny. Only ask friends in private and if it serves a particular purpose, such as determining whether you are underpaid. Don’t talk about the financial situations of others, or the lending or borrowing of money. In most conversational topics, the mention of money is merely a descriptive detail which can be omitted. Endeavour to do so.



	
Sex – Although there are many people, particularly of the younger generation, who feel comfortable talking about sex in public, there are many who will find this chatter crude. Because it is such a private affair, what you may find normal another may find repulsive and vice versa. As well as staying off the topic of the act itself, it is wise to also stay off the topic of adultery (either your own or a third party’s) as you really have no idea what everyone listening is up to, or indeed who knows whom.



	
Recent surgery or health problems – There are very few people in the world who genuinely will be interested in the surgical procedure of removing an ingrowing toenail. Neither are there people whose deepest desire is to find out the symptoms of your latest flu. No matter the disease, you are likely to put your conversational partner off food for the rest of the day if you carry on along these lines. If you have been noticeably unwell recently, respond to questions about your health with positive comments such as ‘not very well recently but I’m sure I’m on the mend now’.






Exercise caution when talking about the following:


 




	
Politics – As fun as lively debates may be, it is wise to remember that voting is a deliberately and elaborately secret process and, in the spirit of that tradition, some may be unwilling to reveal which side of the political fence they sit on. These people are acutely aware that upon declaring yourself a devout follower of one political party, you reveal much about yourself, as your way of thinking is likely to mirror that of your vote. In addition, it may give clues as to how you were brought up – personal information that you may prefer not to share. Bear this reluctance in mind and remember that although some ferociously defend their political stance, there are others who will find this sort of confrontation abhorrent.



	If you are desperate for intellectual debate, you may try to activate this topic of conversation with close friends who are aware that it is merely a debate rather than a judgement on their character. However, in company with which you are less familiar, talking about political parties is quite simply too personal for polite party patter.


	
Religion – Similarly, during a lifetime you are likely to meet people ranging from those who are determined to tell you all about their religion to those who want to keep their tarot cards close to their chest. Religion has caused some people to do very good things and others very bad things. Belief is an elaborately complicated affair and challenging a person’s faith is likely to look more like a mockery or attack than pure interest. For those who do manage to frame questions in such a way that expresses interest rather than condemnation, remember that the person may be finding it tiring acting as an unelected spokesperson of their faith, particularly if that faith has recently been under media scrutiny. Look for signs that the other person may want to change the subject, and act immediately if this is apparent.
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