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Dedication

For Gavin, who unknowingly raised Q.66, about the modern British sitcom

For Dad, who asked Q.67, about nothing being just fun anymore.

For Gary, who inspired my answer to Q.6, about sporting feats.

For Neil, who posed Q.64, about music 400 years from now.

And for the girl in Q.122, who clearly deserved better.

(I didn’t say me – I said better.)
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Introduction

Hello and welcome to C.P. Sharpe’s Icebreakers, wherein you will develop the closest thing to kissing the Blarney Stone without having to break your back by leaning down to it. These 150 conversation starters will cover most eventualities, from first dates to last orders, from greeting old friends to meeting new colleagues, be you at work or play, attending a dinner party or rocking up at a barbecue.

There are dry patches in any conversation. Everyone gets tongue-tied, especially if you’re in unfamiliar company. Use these questions to butter up the in-laws or verbally disarm some outlaws, whether you’re under lockdown or enjoying a lock-in (and even if you’re locked up). For hanging about or just hanging out – just anywhere you don’t want an awkward silence (unless you’re like me and you kind of enjoy those).

Social interaction isn’t a game. It’s the difference between maintaining your standing in the community and losing face in public. The difference between being remembered and being, “Sorry, who are you again?” The person people want to spend time with and the person people wouldn’t give the time of day.

With everyone glued to their screens (including me and you) it can feel as though the art of conversation has talked itself out. Slow the trend with a few well-chosen posers. From there, your companion(s) can share a bemused smile and then hopefully an anecdote or two. Of course, they may just make fun of you for trying too hard. Either way, you’re not just sat there, staring at your shoes, so it’s a win-win.

It is common knowledge that stronger personal relationships are the key to enduring happiness. As long as the relationships you’re working on right now aren’t with a bunch of utter twonks, what do you have to lose? No one is an island, so you will need to mix with other humans, eventually. Why not be the one to help things go more smoothly? Bypass the small talk with a random, thoughtful, or even a personal question.

Pose your teasers privately or open them up to the floor. Find new friends or relax with some old ones. You’ll find questions here to suit any situation where you might wish to ingratiate yourself get to know the people around you a little better. Indeed, if you’re really stuck for something to say (or you’re just stuck for something to read) each conversation starter has a ready-made response. You can then feel better that your life is already more interesting than the one the author is leading.

Everyone is interested in something so you’re sure to find a subject that your companions will enjoy discussing. Memorise a few of these questions. Perhaps even memorise some of the answers, if you think they’ll give you an edge (they won’t). Either way, keep this book to hand (or more likely on your smart device). That way you’ll never be short of something to say.

Whichever way you go about it, be sure to speak clearly when you read aloud because, after many years of nightclubs, cinemas, roadworks, fire drills, barking dogs, screaming children, stand up arguments, shouty relatives and constant earbud abuse, half the population has been rendered cloth-eared, so you’ll have to speak up to make yourself heard.
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How to Read This Book

I’m going to assume that you know how to read. There is an outside chance that you’re staring at this page, merely acting as though you can read, but I’m not seeing the benefit in you doing that. Perhaps you’re in a long queue or waiting for an appointment or riding public transport and just need an alternative to staring into space.

I spoke to a colleague recently, who knew someone who couldn’t read or write at all. The illiterate man was in his forties or fifties and had grown up around travelling funfairs. He’d been forever on the move, up and down the country and beyond.

His wife had decided that she didn’t want to travel anymore, so he’d built a huge house for them both. Then she’d changed her mind and gone back to the nomadic carny life, leaving him rattling around in this enormous house he’d built for them.

When my colleague caught up with her old friend, he was making his living renting out the considerable spread of land he owned. Clearly, for him, being illiterate wasn’t the insurmountable barrier to success we assume it to be. After all, Paul McCartney is one of the most successful songwriters who has ever lived, and he can’t write music.

So, how does the former Beatle do it? Does he just hum the tune and someone else writes it down? What you can do nowadays is plug your electric guitar into a computer programme, which automatically picks up the notes you’re playing and transcribes them for you. That’s today, though; only in the new century. How did McCartney do it, back in the Sixties? Was he accompanied by some over-keen music student, who just hung around with him, scribbling it all down whenever the prolific song-writer so much as whistled in the shower?

The first half of this page is essentially what it’s like to have a conversation with me. It’s a lot of me making random connections where none exist, aiming for being engaging, but mostly just hoping for the best. If you roll your eyes or make an excuse to go talk to someone else, I don’t take it as a slight against me, so much as a failure on my part. Although you do learn more from failure than success, this book’s existence does indicate that I have failed more than most.

You can read the whole thing from start to finish or hop from one bedfellow to another with wanton abandon. Choose from small-talk topics and goofy jump-off points, through playful banter and random enquiries, to contemporary issues and serious discussion.

At the back is the queue of questions, so you can scroll through and see all the conversation ideas at a glance. I wanted to give you as much freedom of thought, theory and therapy as I could, which is the way it should be.

On the night, you can take a moment to introduce these Icebreakers and explain what they’re for, or you can be more discreet and only refer to them when your companions aren’t looking. You’re probably cheating either way.

We begin, as modern get-togethers so often do, with a juggling elephant on a skateboard…
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Skillz

Everyone has something they’re good at, whether it’s champion archer, shredding guitarist, master mechanic, or being able to make a clover shape with your tongue. (If I make a ‘duck face’ – which you don’t want to see – I can just about curl the edges, but I reckon making geometric shapes with it makes you some kind of mutant.)

Here, we discover your forte. (Apparently, that last word is pronounced ‘fort’, from the French for ‘strength’, and not ‘for-tay’, which is an Italian term in music and means ‘to be played loud’. This ruins one of my favourite Dad jokes: ‘Numbers are my fortay – sorry, my thirty-nine.’ Of course, you would need Chris Rock-level comedic delivery to make that line funny.

Everyone likes being good at something, even if it’s just a party trick. Being good at something, anything, gives you the confidence that you can be good at something else. So, if you’re good at ploughing your car into muddy fields, you’ll probably be good in a Demolition Derby. (Not sure why I went straight to that example.)

Having any kind of skill is valuable and satisfying in itself, unless you’re learning how to use the washing machine, which will merely render you without an excuse not to do your own laundry. The machine in our house has a big blue button on it, which sets off a standard, 45-minute, 30°, colourfast wash. It even has ‘2 sec’ printed on the button, which tells me exactly for how long I need to keep it pressed down, to start the wash. Stroke of genius, whoever thought of that.

Not that it’s a contest, but with that little doozy, I reckon I’ve set the bar low enough for you to be doing better than me already. Use this section to uncover some of the hidden talents, unusual abilities or mad skills your companion(s) may possess. You may even rediscover a few about yourself that you’d forgotten (although, if your hidden talent is walking and answering emails at the same time, there may be a reason you blanked it out).
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Can you swear in a foreign language? If you’re in polite company, how about just an obscure phrase?

If you were talking to me:

I think everyone knows ‘merde’ (French) ‘scheisse’ (German) and ‘puta’ (Spanish) so you won’t need the English translations for those. Quick note: in 1997, Mitsubishi released a model of SUV named the ‘Pajero’. It wasn’t marketed in Spain because ‘pajero’ is Spanish for ‘jerk-off’. (I’ll pause for a few minutes while you Google that.)

If you were still talking to me:

Hello again. For an obscure phrase, I used to know the Klingon for ‘Show me the way to the cocktail lounge.’ It began with something like ‘Bih-mokh khoo’. I think. (It’s been a long time and that will definitely be wrong by now.)
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Can you recite any lyrics by a hip-hop artist you like?

If you were talking to me:

I could probably throw out some less obscure Beastie Boys. I also (still) refer to Furious Five’s ‘The Message’ (It’s a jungle out there/makes me wonder how I keep from going under). That’s mostly just so that when I’m walking along a country path, I can say, “Don’t. Push. Me. ‘Cause. I’m. Close. To. The… hedge.”

Oh, and ‘Mama Said Knock You Out’ by LL Cool J. I used to know most of that. I reckon that one would be a surprise hit at karaoke. Also, check out Daniel Radcliffe’s performance of ‘Alphabet Aerobics’ by Blackalicious, when he appeared on The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon in October 2014. If you don’t find yourself smiling at Mr. Radcliffe’s tight lyrical form, you are made of stone.

If you were still talking to me:

I’ll add most of the first verse of ‘Bring the Noise’ by Anthrax and Public Enemy. I was young and isolated (read: clueless) enough not to have known what rap or hip-hop even was at the time (1991, so 17). For me, that track was one of those ‘What is this?’ moments, up there with seeing Monty Python for the first time. (I know, I’m old.)

(Just so you know, discovering Python does not make me old; any generation can do that. In fact, each successive one now does. Same with The Beatles or Dad’s Army. There is simply nothing else out there like it.)

‘Bring The Noise’ was a huge crossover hit, not just for the two bands who created it, but for hip-hop and metal as concepts. Chuck D and Scott Ian helped bring together two otherwise disparate genres in music. In turn, they also helped bring together two disparate youth cultures. The crossing had previously been made a few years earlier with ‘I’m The Man’ (Anthrax again) and, of course, Rage Against The Machine. As a result, we now have acts such as Limp Bizkit and Kid Rock.

Oh. Erm… yeah. We should probably skip to the next topic now.
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Can you throw a shape?

What I mean is:

Not like a ninja star; I mean dancing. I was trying to sound cool, which of course is automatically not cool. Well, can you? Do you? Any good? Able to abandon yourself to the freedom of movement or just end up standing there like a deer in headlights?

If you were talking to me:

Believe it or not, I used to go out of an evening. You probably don’t know me, so you won’t know what to believe, but I’m telling you I did. Although I have the co-ordination of a drunk giraffe, I did enjoy dancing, as long the music was very fast and the floor was very dark. There was a Metal Night in Camberley (small town in Surrey, England) I used to attend, called ‘The Agincourt’. All the way back in the Stone Age of my misspent youth, that place was my Mecca, if I can say that.

The club was held in a largish town hall-type building. There was a seating area at the back, which was constructed of wooden beams (almost like a batting cage without the netting). You could skulk in the corners where the lights didn’t reach.

Most of the centre of the hall was given over to the dancefloor. There were tables all around the edge as well. When the mood took you, you could simply jump up and throw yourself in. After a few weeks of regular thrashing, I had the neck muscles of Corey Taylor. Honestly, you’ve seen images of workers in India carrying bricks in massive stacks, balanced on their heads? I reckon I could have done that.

If you were still talking to me:

I don’t remember much in the way of identifiable ‘shapes’. I do remember a song called ‘Strangers in the Night’ by Whitesnake. In the instrumental section, everyone sat on the floor in a circle and did a rowing action, which was a lot of fun until you realise half of them were making a big point of doing it ironically.

I’ve no direct recollection of how I even found out about the place (probably through someone at college). I certainly don’t recall how I located it in the days before satnav (although I can be remarkably resourceful when I actually want something). I must have simply driven up and down the main road until the place became too obvious to miss. However, at the time, a Friday night at The Agincourt was an oasis of release after a week of having to navigate the relentless plod towards the impending rat race.

While I’m here, there was another regular character whom we christened Mr. Spin (I say ‘we’ because I didn’t always go on my lonesome). As the name suggests, this unusual character would spin himself around like a whirling dervish, no matter what track was being played. He seemed a genuine one-off and I used to wonder what that was all about. I always regretted never speaking to him.

If you simply let me keep talking:

Sometimes, when you encounter someone who seems entirely separate from the environment, it can be a little unsettling. You’re not sure how to approach them. My own reaction to the unapologetically peculiar Mr. Spin gave me an insight into the way people look at me sometimes, and how they must feel, not quite knowing how to relate.

Since we seem to be getting along:

I’m sure I did experience that moment, though. At least a couple of times. Losing yourself in the music and being able to drop your guard long enough to throw yourself around, without having to care that some beady-eyed troll is gawping at you.

The revelation of discovering something that speaks to you, and having somewhere to go to really appreciate it, is immense and important. I think what I enjoyed most though, were some of the scared expressions on the faces of the other dancers, when they noticed there was some unpredictable, six-foot flamingo, uncontrollably flailing his limbs nearby.
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Can you do a handstand or a cartwheel or a backflip or some other physical display? Can you show me here and now?

If you were talking to me:

I can just about stand on my head. I don’t mean I can shove my skull under my heel like a football – I’m not a contortionist – I mean I can form a triangle with my hands and head and balance upside-down with my feet in the air. And no, the top of my head isn’t flat. I also remember learning how to do a cartwheel back when I was doing Kung Fu.

That last statement feels like I’m trying to sound casually impressive. Attending chop-socky classes was mostly just a lot of stretching, followed by listening to a rather heavy-set fella telling us how much he’d enjoyed his time in China and how much he appreciated the people and their culture. Clearly, the feeling wasn’t mutual, since they’d sent him back to the UK.

I used to be very into martial arts movies. I tried all the locally available disciplines, including the aforementioned Jackie Chan favourite, along with Karate, Ninjutsu, Tae Kwan Do and Kick Boxing. None of them really stuck, so don’t bother trying to challenge me in a bar somewhere. I will simply smile inanely and walk away.

If you were still talking to me:

After recently taking up meditation, one pose I did want to attempt was the Lotus position. (You’re right, it does sound like New Age tree-hugging nonsense, but give it a chance, if only to help you sleep).

The Lotus is the one where you’re sitting cross-legged but your feet are folded under and then over onto your calves…which is clearly physically impossible and if you’ve seen someone do it, you’ll know it’s an optical illusion.

If you simply let me keep talking:

You know that drumstick twirling thing that drummers do, which looks good on camera but is really just them very quickly spinning it between their fingers? I reckon the Lotus must be something like that: looks impressive but in reality is all just technique.

In terms of showing you what I mean, I would invert myself for you, but I make enough of a horse’s arse of myself in public as it is, so no.
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Do you have a non-gymnastic party trick? Can you perform it now?

For example:

Can you rub your belly and pat your head at the same time? Impressive.

If you were talking to me:

I’ve never been very comfortable, socially. I guess my trick is the ability to make everyone else feel as awkward as I do, to the point where they start making excuses to leave and the host starts shooting me dirty looks because they know it’s down to me.

I’m like the slow song they play at the end of the night, to clear the floor before they close. Of course, you’re not supposed to go dancing around department stores, are you? They especially disapprove if you’re doing the Russian Cossack dance in the lingerie section.

If you were still talking to me (however unlikely that may sound):

Actually, that would be a cool party trick: being able to perform a traditional Russian Kazachok dance, with the arms folded and the bouncing and the kicking. It would be a brilliant excuse to over-indulge in the vodka and then go play tennis with Maria Sharapova (not that you’d need an excuse to do either of those things, given half a chance). I know she’s retired, but she can still lob a ball at me, which I suspect is what she would do.

<>

 



		 



Is there a sporting ability or achievement you find especially impressive?

If you were talking to me:

Gymnastic rings. I make regular use of a dip station (that’s an exercise tower for building your triceps, not a meeting place for stupid people) but I still find just doing simple negative dips something of a challenge. Those rings take strength, balance, focus and control that takes years to master. Seeing it done with such grace and precision is just awe-inspiring.

They also look very uncomfortable to hold. The human hand is designed to grip around the curve, like on a steering wheel, not inside it. Trying to hold your whole bodyweight against the inner curve of a solid, metal ring must make your whole arm feel like it’s being twisted the wrong way. Then you’re holding yourself still, as well. I am a terrible fidget. I’d be kicking my legs out like a four-year-old learning to swim.

If you were still talking to me:

I find the pommel horse both intriguing and bizarre. I mean, who thought of that? Who thought of attributing a points system to flinging yourself around a large piece of covered driftwood? Was there a contest years ago, where someone failed to somersault over it? Then they started casually bouncing and balancing on it, just to save face?

 


If you simply let me keep talking:

For an individual achievement: Eddie Hall’s 500kg deadlift in 2016. Although Hafþόr Björnsson lifted 501kg in 2020, and others have pushed even further since, Eddie did it before anyone knew it was even possible. Not only that, but his weight was a full 35kg higher than the previous record (also set by him, earlier the same day).

Hall prepared for the event for about a year in advance. Not just with weights, though; he also used hypnosis to visualise himself lifting a car off his wife and children. What he had to do was gain access to every fibre of strength in his body.

When you lift, no matter how much effort you put into it, you only have access to around 60-80% of what your body can actually manage. This is because your mind knows that you don’t really need to be doing it. Your brain simply can’t process all the messages travelling between all your muscle cells at once. The best you can do is force yourself to do more with sheer willpower, which at competition level isn’t enough. You must find ways to ‘shock’ the muscle, as Mr. Schwarzenegger would put it.

This can be achieved, up to a point, by swapping your routine around so your body doesn’t quite know what to expect. After that, being in front of a cheering crowd takes you up another level because the fight or flight response kicks in. Your mind is aware that you are no longer pootling around a comfortable, quiet gym. It then responds in kind, giving you that extra boost to deal with the new situation.

Since we seem to be getting along:

Eddie knew that he needed to go beyond even that. There are many documented cases of women demonstrating supposedly superhuman strength when they needed to lift something heavy off their child. What Eddie needed to do was invoke the fight or flight response to its most extreme. He therefore trained to access the primal part of his brain, to reach those inner reserves and lift with everything he had. When he deadlifted that half tonne, he wasn’t lifting the barbell; he was lifting a car off his family. Indeed, the exertion was so great; he bled from his nose and scalp.

Eddie Hall is now in the history books as the first human to deadlift half a tonne (I checked the spelling: the imperial ‘ton’ is 2,240lbs or 1,016kg while a metric ‘tonne’ is a flat 1,000kg, so he did indeed lift half a tonne). It’s not necessarily the feat itself that’s impressive; it’s the sheer dedication, self-discipline, drive and sacrifice it took to do it. Not only that, but it really was a venture into the unknown. Hall pushed another boundary of human achievement. He physically answered the question: could the human body take that kind of punishment?

One more and then I’m done:

Those who come after, who add more weight to Hall’s record, will obviously reach a mightily impressive level in their sport. However, they won’t recreate that initial achievement. Hall was the one who smashed the ceiling (literally, probably. I saw the clearance in his first house.)

Eddie Hall is one man who will never need to prove himself. To anyone. Ever. Unless he takes up knitting or something, and has to start over with a whole new skill.

<>

 



		 



Is there a sport, or an aspect of one, that you find disappointing?

If you were talking to me:

MMA fights. Most of them just seem to end up with the combatants grappling on the floor. There’s this big build-up, with the dramatic entrance, lights, cheering, music, dancing girls, sometimes even acrobats. Then the fight begins, and there’s some hesitant sizing-up, followed by a brief exchange of short jabs. Then one hooks the other and down they go, all twitching limbs, like a dying spider.

After that, it’s just a question of one holding the other immobile for long enough, while the one being choked slowly turns redder, until the ref declares the winner. I have seen one too many Kung Fu movies, so maybe I’m expecting too much. However, that’s a lot of training and anticipation for a bit of pushing and shoving, followed by a long pause.
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Do you play a sport yourself? Do you consider yourself to be any good? Is it just a hobby for you or something more?

(Oh, man. I’m going to start struggling with the sports questions. I don’t really follow any athletes or teams now, so I only added these to be more ‘inclusive’.)

At one time or another, I have played: football, rugby, hockey, tennis, squash, badminton, table tennis (does that count?) volleyball, netball (when the boys’ teacher was away) rounders (sort-of like baseball but for children) skittles (kind of reaching, here) golf (still not convinced that counts as a sport – there may be other players but they barely interact with each other, never mind compete) fishing (not sure how that counts) and then track and field events such as shot-putt, javelin, high-jump, long jump, triple jump (I’m naming each one because I did them all probably once at each school I attended and then not at all since) sprinting, long-distance running, cross-country running (that’s not a track event, is it?) oh, and swimming (definitely not a track event but we changed the discipline somewhere back there) and I still occasionally enjoy ten-pin bowling, darts and pool. (Do any of those count?)

 


If you were still talking to me:

I can become quite good at something if I feel like it (rarely) or if I don’t overthink it (even more rarely). All I really need is not to have some random bod’s voice in my ear, passing comment on every single damned thing I say or do while I’m trying to focus. (I seem to be a magnet for smug dullards who like to put you off. I’ve never quite developed a technique for shaking them loose). Of course, you shouldn’t need to be ‘in the zone’ just to play tiddlywinks, but nowadays that’s all I have left.

If you simply let me keep talking:

What I do find extremely off-putting is when you’re having a kickabout in the pub garden or somewhere, and a couple of other lads will ask to join in. Knocking about with new people is fine, but the moment they get a toe to the ball, suddenly they think they’re playing Wembley, complete with game faces and secret signals to each other.

Then they take turns to charge at the goal and strut about like peacocks when they get one past you from three feet away. Okay, yes, those two lads were only about ten and twelve-years-old, but, you know… my daughter was also only ten at the time and she was thrashing me as well. So, yeah, whatever.
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If you do play a sport, are you a member of a team or have you ever played for one? Have you ever competed at any level?

If you were talking to me:

Erm… maybe at ground level (I used to get knocked down a lot. Not just on the pitch, either. I mean generally). In P.E. I used to wonder why I was so often the last one picked. Then I’d get out on the field and play, and the reason why would quickly become obvious.

I was eventually selected for the occasional school team, mostly to make up the numbers, but I did once score a cracking own goal. No, seriously, I put some proper spin on the ball and everything. Our goalie was standing right next to me, but he didn’t stand a chance. Of course, you’re not supposed to sound proud of it, are you? It wasn’t exactly a decider anyway; the final score was something like 8-1 to them. Then the after-match meal was shepherd’s pie, and their dinner ladies were reassuringly unfriendly.

If you were still talking to me:

Yeah, the last time I was on a team I was still wearing short trousers (I wasn’t in a Bavarian folk-dancing troupe; I was still at school). There may still be a chance, though. After all, competitive eating has now gone from local curiosity to grotesque national spectacle. I reckon I can stuff my fat face with as much freakish greed as the next vomitous pig.

If you simply let me keep talking:

I’m afraid I have something of a Groucho Marx attitude to most things that involve joining in (I don’t want to join a club that would have someone like me as a member).

That whole group mentality deal is only really useful when you’re all building a giant pyramid or a wall or just working on a project you could never complete on your own. Even when we do manage to work together, we spend half our time arguing over who’s in charge. Establish that first.
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Is there an event in which you took part or something you’ve achieved, of which you’re especially proud?

If you were talking to me:

Soppy dad moment, but my greatest achievement will always be my daughter, even though I had little to do with her creation, other than to provide half the DNA. I must admit, I was concerned about which half she would inherit because I’m kind of a mixed bag. She has my creativity and the tenacity to keep going with it, but was lucky enough to catch her mother’s looks rather than mine (that would have been… interesting).

Most of her personality appears to be self-sustained, rather than anything to which I’ve directly contributed. However, as far as I can tell, I haven’t indirectly ruined her… apart from when she gazes off into space and doesn’t respond when you’re trying to speak to her. That one is definitely all me.

If you were still talking to me:

Something I’ve actually done myself? Probably every job I’ve ever landed. It’s not a good feeling, being unemployed. I’m sure it’s not necessary to feel quite so useless without gainful employment, but the thoughts and doubts and questions that enter your mind are not happy ones.

You wonder if you’ll ever find another job, are your qualifications still relevant, do you have transferable experience for the modern workplace, will you ever find yourself in another building with new people who will tolerate your presence, and how do they make daytime TV so consistently bland?

If you simply let me keep talking:

Then you finally land a job and the relief is palpable. It’s like that long swim to the edge in deep water. There’s nothing to hand to keep you buoyant; no jacket or lifebelt, not even driftwood. You can’t put your feet down to rest awhile, either. You can only do what Dory did and keep on swimming.

Only when you make it back to shore can you finally rest and breathe. Even though it’s not the most relaxing experience, it’s good to scare yourself every so often. That way you will remember how easily that situation can arise again. You will also remind yourself that you can still bumble along on minimal power, if you need to.
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Have you ever come up with an invention or had an idea for one?

If you were talking to me:

My money-spinning idea was a giant bulldog clip that you would attach to the edge of your duvet, along the full length of your mattress. This would stop your S.O. stealing the covers when they turn over. It’s patent pending (not really).

If you were still talking to me:

I keep having random ideas for novelties and games. I only ever get as far as a working prototype. I can physically demonstrate the idea. Sometimes, I even receive thoughtful nods and positive comments, but then what do you do?

You have to think about copyright, materials, costing, production, packaging, marketing…and that’s before you’ve even encountered the competition. Encountering all this makes it all the more remarkable that so much rubbish does make it through. After all, someone had to create those colouring books for adults. Honestly, take up knitting or something.
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Are you handy around the house?

I don’t mean ‘Do you go around touching things you shouldn’t?’ (would that be ‘handsy’?) I mean DIY: can you build a house from the foundation through to the wiring or is putting up a shelf something of a stretch?

If you were talking to me:

I can be useful when I feel like it. I can also be generous, irritating, laid back or downright belligerent when I feel like it. Depends who you are and what you’re willing to put up with.

I once transformed a shower cubicle into storage (there was no one in the shower at the time). I was due to become a father (Indeed I became a father and have remained one since) so the excavated area was needed for all the nappies and wipes (sooo much pooping and wiping). As you may be aware, space becomes a premium with ankle-biters around, so I’m glad I had the prescience to do it.

If you were still talking to me:

I’m glad I also had the prescience (sorry, pre-science? I meant as in ‘prescient’, but it doesn’t look right) to install a lower banister rail, since we didn’t have one. Impending fatherhood pushed me to check how safe the house was, so I made a lower rail to match the upper one. To do this, I posed with a tape measure clipped to my belt, folded my arms and gazed at where the banister was going. Then I measured and bought the correct length and thickness of timber. I even checked the type of wood required to recreate the shape of the top banister and support pillar. Matching the shade of topcoat was going to be tricky before realising I could simply paint the whole thing when it was done. I fitted the beams securely (“That ain’t goin’ nowhere.”) and now they look as though they’ve always been there. I’m making more of this than I should, but normally I’m just the guy who foots the ladder or carts the rubble to the skip, so a stab at proper carpentry made me happy.

Soon after, my tiny, premature daughter was delivered (3lbs 2½oz but well packaged and as described). I have since done nothing further in home improvements. I’ve also done derisively little in personal improvements.

<>

 


Random

Everyone has questions, some of them more pertinent than others. In this chapter the questions will most certainly not be pertinent in any way. That shouldn’t make the asking of them any less productive than say, finding out what the other person does for a living. Oddly enough, how you respond to random scenarios can often be more revealing than mere small talk.

Asking any kind of question means you’re engaging on some level, but asking something random will give you a much better idea of whether the two of you will get along. Introducing an element of the unexpected can be far more satisfying than asking about something more connected to your current situation itself… unless you’re all sharing a hot tub or something, in which case a lot of those barriers will already be down.

Before we plunge any deeper into the uncharted territory of each other’s lives, let’s take a few moments to explore each other’s mood and sensibilities, if you even feel like sharing more than just small talk. So, throw in a few of these more leftfield posers (whoever said there are no silly questions has clearly not been asked enough questions). Then afterwards, you can see how you feel about accompanying your company any further.

[image: Image]
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Can I sue Booze for all the stupid things I’ve done?

If you were talking to me:

There should be a God of Booze. That way you’d have someone to pray to when you have a hangover. Turns out there have been gods of booze in many cultures throughout history. The Mayans, ironically enough, had one called Acan (as opposed to Abottle).

Dionysus was the Greek god of wine. Inari was the Japanese god of sake. Li Bai was a Chinese god of wine. Ninkasi was the Sumerian goddess of beer. Mayahuel was the Mexican goddess of tequila (for some reason it makes sense that tequila has a goddess).

Nephthys was the Eqyptian goddess of beer, along with Tenenet, who was also an Egyptian goddess of beer…and childbirth. (I suppose both of those do make you blurt out things you normally wouldn’t, and also give you a screaming headache.) I didn’t find a god of Cognac or Piña Coladas. Or even one for cider. Maybe the Wurzels know of one?

If you were still talking to me:

Theoretically then, yes you could sue Booze, but you’d risk incurring the wrath of the Pantheon of Immortals, since you would be opening the floodgates to a class action.
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How come cold coffee is disgusting but iced coffee is refreshing and tasty?

If you were talking to me:

Being somewhat pretentious, I do enjoy a tall, skinny frappé with just a touch of cinnamon spice and a generous squirt of whipped cream, festooned in dark chocolate curls… but cold coffee just tastes like a rat has spewed into old gravy and then dragged its furry bottom through it.

If you were still talking to me:

Iced coffee is now the soft beverage of choice in many fashionable establishments, but I’m sure I remember a time when you could only find it in genteel garden centres and small cafés in the summer. There, you could relax in good company and enjoy some light conversation; talk about how pleasantly floral and civilised it all is, while filtering out all the car horns, distant ambulance sirens, children throwing tantrums, arguing couples, and the incessant electronic bleeps from all the smart devices, along with every. single. time. the wobbly automatic door opens.
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How come cold callers are never selling anything you actually want?

If you were talking to me:

I’ve always found this technique peculiar. How much double-glazing, guttering or paving can one house use? And what kind of person would make such an investment, based on meeting a total stranger who had simply rocked up at their door one day? Everything about this practice is questionable.

If you were still talking to me:

Over the phone is even worse. They don’t even need to leave their own homes to pester others. Is it a strategy that works? I suppose it must, otherwise they wouldn’t do it, but think about what they’re doing: calling random households on the off chance, to see if someone there might want their service and would also be trusting enough to cheerily invite some unattested stranger around to tramp around their inner sanctum. 

By the same token, does anyone impulsively join the Jehovah’s Witnesses when they come around, instead of hiding behind the curtains and pretending not to be in? (I’m told they do that as a kind of initiation, like serving their time on the street, rather than active recruitment.)

If you simply let me keep talking:

Having said that, I do have form for signing up to things after being cold called…often followed by filling in forms. Some years ago, I bought a large booklet of ‘money off your meal’ tokens from a local restaurant. Not once in the 12-month window I was given, did I go for a meal there.

For a few years now, I’ve also been sponsoring a young Bolivian lad’s education (he was 13 in 2020). I signed up because the pretty girl who rang my bell (yes, okay, in both senses) smiled sweetly and laughed at all my lame Dad-jokes, while persuading me to hand over my credit card details. (That technique has worked on me more often than I’d care to admit.)
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Why does she sell seashells by the seashore?

If you were talking to me:

Surely if you’re stood beside the seashore, you’d have no wish to purchase any such seashells, since those seashells should already be lavished upon the seashore that you are stood beside. If you shall seek in the shallows for your own seashells, you should simply wash the sand off all the seashells you shall see, like pick your own salty strawberries.

She’d be better off selling them online. She could use clamshell packaging. How about: she sells seashells from the e-store?

If you were still talking to me:

I’ve been back over this several times and I’m still not happy with the result.

<>

 



		 



Where do you think Tom Cruise parked his spaceship?

If you were talking to me:

That is a little unfair. Possibly a lot. I’ve been a fan since Risky Business (1983). I thought he was outstanding in Magnolia (1999) The Last Samurai (2003) and Edge of Tomorrow (2014) amongst many others, but yeah, the whole Scientology thing is a big hole below his waterline.

I guess this is more a question of how fame and influence can go to your head, especially if you end up living there for most of your adult life. Either that or it’s about the ways in which the very famous sometimes seek to alleviate or rationalise the attention. They often fall into the arms of a Svengali figure, or even a cult or other such questionable organisation.

The higher-ranking members waiting with a knowing smile, must understand the psychological need to maintain a high profile, but also the desire to escape from it. In turn, they will have found a lucrative way to cater for that, or outright exploit it.
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