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Introduction





A movie critic once wrote the reason he chose his occupation was not because he was an expert on movies but because he had a passion for them not shared by many other people.


It’s the same for me with giving advice. It may not always have been solicited, but my passion for giving it has never waned. I consider it a Reilly family gift – handed down from generation to generation.


My grandfather once approached a successful football player to tell him he would be better off playing Rugby League. My father, too, was famous for doling out the occasional hard truth – for which his justification was always, ‘If I don’t tell you, nobody else will.’


But if that was Dad’s motto, my mum’s was: ‘Before you judge someone, walk a mile in their shoes.’ And luckily some of Mum’s compassion moderated the more, some might say, ‘tough love’ tendencies of my compulsive advising.


By my 20s, I found myself the Agony Aunt not just for my friends, but for my sister’s friends, and their friends − and so on. My boss called me ‘Miss Manners’ with only a hint of irony. And for that, I sent her a thank you note.


I knew things had reached a whole new level when a person I’d just met asked for career advice. ‘Well, Sally—’ I began. ‘It’s Sophie,’ she said, ‘but go on.’


And so, when the opportunity arose to write a book about all the things people should know these days, I jumped at it. My aim is to give you up-to-date information on everything from modern manners to lessons on life.


These opinions are not off the top of my head, but have been painstakingly researched, for which I’d like to thank Google and the myriad lessons in my own life, which I’ve had to learn the hard way.


Throughout this book you may notice a few recurring themes, like the fact that when people behave badly, it’s usually because they’re scared; and that being the bigger bloke is often its own reward. These are guidelines I try to live by (albeit imperfectly), and you should find they’ll see you through almost every situation.


Other than that, my advice is to cherry-pick what works for you. Some of what I have to say might be a little hard to swallow, but advice without truth is merely trite. And while truthful advice runs the risk of offending, it’s a risk, dear reader, I’m willing to take. Because, as my father said, if I don’t tell you …
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How to be happy





We’re always encouraged to do what makes us happy, but the catch is that what we think will make us happy and what actually makes us happy are often wildly contradictory. Besides which, a little bit of pessimism is actually good for you – it’s unrealistic to expect to be happy all the time.


If you’ve been down in the dumps for months now, or you’ve lost a loved one or your job, or you’ve broken up with someone, then I’m happy to admit that these meagre 400-or-so words are not about to turn you around – you’ve been through the ringer so be kind to yourself and don’t hesitate to see a professional.


But, if your moods generally err on the side of blue it’s time to buck up! Because you can change – if you want to.


Rule number one: you may feel like isolating but it’s not the answer. You can enjoy socialising, just pick people you can be your curmudgeonly self around. The more you talk through what’s bothering you, the quicker you’ll recover. As Elton sang, that’s what friends are for.


Speaking of: listen to music. And while you’re listening to it, walk. You don’t have to download ‘Walking on Sunshine’ but you don’t have to indulge in Leonard Cohen either. Pick a few songs that are uplifting and walk it out. Research shows that exercise lifts your mood. And listening to music you love does too, so imagine what combining them will do for you!


Marty Seligman, the godfather of positive psychology, recommends this and so do I: a ‘grateful journal’. At the moment, you’re probably thinking ‘What do I have to be grateful for?’ Well, this is about realigning your brain to focus on the positive. Once you get used to recording five good things that happened to you at the end of every day (no matter how small), your brain will slowly gravitate towards the positive rather than the negative.


Finally, get your mind off yourself. This is not just tough love; research proves this is the key to happiness. Go be of service to friends and family. If you don’t have either, then help an old person cross the road. Stand up for someone on the bus. Give change to the Salvation Army. Smile.


The pleasant by-product of this method is a rise in self-esteem. And once you start to feel like you’re worth something you’ll find happiness – because it’s in you, I promise, and it’s busting to come out.



















How to make friends





Making friends as a grown-up can be challenging – especially if you’re a little on the introverted side. But it’s not impossible.


I know social-networking sites are the scourge of existence for some, but they also happen to be the easiest way to set up a friendship without appearing as if you, you know, desire a romantic interlude.


So, if you’re out and you’re introduced to someone you want to be friends with, hop on Facebook or Twitter. And do it straight away – the games that apply in romance do not work in friendship, where the majority of people are already a little on the shy side.


If you don’t get out much, Facebook is still a useful tool. If you like what someone has said on your friend’s wall, there is no reason why you can’t cross-pollinate. There are also hundreds of home-made blogs literally begging to be commented on. And it’s surprisingly easy to develop a friendship from one kind remark.


Of course, you can join clubs, groups and sports teams and initiate the after-work drinks with potential office buddies.


But with any of these methods, it’s hard to make friends if you don’t first have your attitude aligned to friend-making. Look, I know how that sounds, so let’s just say that the advice your mother gave you still stands: smile, ask questions, don’t fold your arms.


If you’re still feeling reticent, remember it’s not what you say that matters but the fact that you started a conversation in the first place – because, as the all-powerful Oprah says: in the end, everyone just wants to be heard.



















How to survive a setback





Maybe you missed out on that job you were going for; maybe you didn’t get the house – or the loan for the house. Or, maybe it’s personal – maybe something you wanted to go in a certain way turned out a mess. Maybe someone close to you let you down.


No matter the origin, it’s difficult to dust yourself off and try, try, try again when you feel like you’ve been, well, punched in the guts.


So, don’t. It’s fine to take some time and grieve over the lost position, the failed pitch, the one that got away. You can be sad because it is sad, but you don’t have to sink into self-pity. And, yes, there is a difference. Sad says, ‘Oh well.’ Self-pity says, ‘Nothing good ever happens to me,’ and it works like quicksand: you sink in a flash and it’s very hard to climb out again.


This is where friends can come in, to sit with you and to gently steer you back to reality when those statements crop up in your head. So, make sure you surround yourself with friends. And the right friends, too – nobody needs hollow platitudes about doors closing and windows opening.


The next thing you can do is indulge yourself. Go out for a nice meal, go get that massage, go buy those shoes. Maybe someone wasn’t respectful of your feelings, but that doesn’t mean you’re undeserving of respect. You can indulge yourself in small ways, too. Take time out if you can, just to relax.


Remind yourself of your own strengths. The easiest way to do this is … to use them. If you’re a good cook, then start cooking. If you’re good at tennis, go hire out a court.


Then, when you’re feeling strong enough, make a frank assessment of the situation. This only comes with hindsight, when you no longer feel so fragile you need to hide your mistakes from yourself, so there’s no point rushing it. But when you’re up to it, ask yourself: What was my part in this? Is there anything I could have done differently? That way, if it ever happens again, you’ll know what to avoid. Alternatively, you will accept that this sort of thing can happen to anyone.


And while I’m not about to give you the ‘door closing/window opening’ speech I can say that as you’re still alive (and reading this) you’re already on your way out – slowly, yes, but surely.



















How to appear smarter





In this age of sound bites and celebrities, it is comforting to know that intelligence is still considered something of a status symbol.


But knowledge alone will not produce mass approval, so avoid shouting out non sequiturs about WikiLeaks or the history of the railroad at your next dinner party.


Knowledge is like pasta: on its own it can be terribly bland but mix it up with a bit of sauce and it gains instant appeal. Look at that Stephen Fry show QI – those comedians rarely sound like Einstein but because they couch their comments in humour, it flies.
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