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If you hear a voice within you saying, “You are not a painter,” then by all means paint... and that voice will be silenced. –Vincent van Gogh

A voice within you may be saying that you are not a talker. It may accuse you of having little or nothing to say to anyone. The first thing to do is to silence that voice by talking.

You might say to yourself that you were not born a “people person.” When you talk, you think you bore people (if they even bother to listen) and, to be honest, a lot of the time they bore you right back. People who talk to you never say much anyway. So, neither do you. You might wonder why, even though you want to talk to people, conversations seem empty, shallow, or stagnant. 

You may be comfortable with certain individuals, but a voice inside says that there are people you will never be able to talk to no matter how much you want to because you are not interesting or attractive enough and they, being so interesting or attractive themselves, will brush you off. Maybe the voice is often confusing, labeling you as “too normal” and then as “not normal enough.”

If anyone was socially awkward, it was Vincent van Gogh. He was considered by many who dealt with him to be difficult and contemptible, and no one could have blamed him had he decided to turn his back on the world and communicate with only his brother, Theo. Instead, he successfully achieved what he set out to do with his art, which was to convey his depth and tenderness of feeling to people, and to connect with them on a heart level (Wallace, 1969). His open, honest, expressive, and detailed letters to Theo have contributed to people’s understanding of him now. He has come a long way from the fierce and unattractive man who often disappointed and distanced his family and upset his friends and acquaintances. Now people of all ages, from everywhere, strongly identify with him and are grateful to him for his contribution to art and culture. He signed his work “Vincent” instead of using his full name as other artists did (Wallace, 1969). His humility is all the more endearing to us as he is now highly esteemed for his artistic skill and his character, his determination, and courage. What made all the difference is that people now know him when others did not know him then. When we get to know anyone—really get to know them—we cannot help but start to understand and value them.

Everyone is interesting when they are honest about who they are because everyone is essentially like us, yet each person is captivatingly different from the next. We are interested in who we are and what our lives mean, and we are also interested in the different perspectives and experiences people have regarding this shared existence.

The truth is that we are all naturally, instinctively social. You were born a “people person.” 

There are ways that you think about talking and socializing that you simply inherited that are part of your genes and innate temperament. You want to use your natural strengths and weaknesses to connect with others without feeling threatened or as if you have to pretend that you are someone you are not. You do not have to be outgoing and talkative to be able to talk to people in a way that you find meaningful and satisfying. In fact, being outgoing and talkative can sometimes stand in the way of meaningful, satisfying conversations. Introverted and extroverted people are all social, but both can find themselves lonely in a crowd. Both can have deep and fulfilling conversations in the same crowd, strengthening friendships and forming new ones. 

There are ways that you think about talking and socializing that you have acquired, some from stressful or traumatic experiences that have left you feeling nervous, anxious, and keen to avoid situations in which such experiences might be repeated or remembered. You want to be brave; you want to heal from past disappointments and hurt, but you don’t know where to begin. It seems easier to stay cocooned, but you know that this is a kind of living death.

What you need is a series of fail-proof strategies, simple and practical, to help you be the “people person” that you naturally and instinctively are.

This concise and straightforward book lays out a set of strategies, starting with a chapter on bringing the key to a deep and rewarding conversation: you. The chapter centers around your self-confidence and how to come across as self-confident even when you are still working on it. It covers the way you look and the way you use your body to make an impression, offering advice on how to catch someone’s attention and be attractive and captivating to the eye—and, by association, the mind—of the person you are talking to. 

The second chapter will help you to introduce yourself and start the conversation, covering topics such as when to talk and how to talk (using your voice to its full potential). You will read about how to catch someone’s attention, how to make them comfortable, how to introduce yourself in a likable way, and how to stay calm and concentrate on the conversation. 

The next chapter follows on from this, discussing how to continue the conversation without awkward silences and dead ends, and what to talk about. Instead of putting you off of a conversation, small talk should be valued as the solid foundation of a genuine and worthwhile conversation. For a meaningful two-way conversation, you need to know how to listen well—without ending up doing all the listening!

The fourth and final chapter will focus on how to maintain conversations into the future so that people will want to see you again and continue talking to you. Throughout the book, there are many clear and useful instructions about what to do and, equally important, what not to do.

For a long time, I believed that I was anti-social and could manage with only a couple of friends and a cousin to talk to. As an only child of reclusive parents, from a young age, I was regarded as quiet and withdrawn. Often, I was silent even though I wanted nothing more than to talk to someone. Sometimes situations required that I speak out and, to my shame at the time, I did not. I hardly ever expressed my feelings aloud, even as they became more intense, serious, and sad, determined to cope on my own. Part of my inability to talk was due to my naturally reserved nature; part was due to formative incidents that shook my trust; and part was because I simply didn’t know how to be heard. 

When I was alone, I talked to myself quite freely; I think talking to myself did help immensely, but I ached for the fresh perspective of another. As I realized that people who could talk developed more connections and deeper relationships, I began to investigate how they talked by studying them. Spurred on by what I saw, I became braver and began to talk to them—a breakthrough in itself.

Much of what is set out in this book is the result of those observations and interviews. I have included two interviews to give you an idea of how they unfolded and how different kinds of people contribute to our understanding of ourselves. By the end of this book, you too will be a person whom others ask for advice.
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