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  HELLO TO JASON ISAACS
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  BEFORE THE OFF




  Famously, Archimedes experienced his eureka moment in the bath, Colonel Sanders had his in a kitchen in Kentucky and J K Rowling had hers in a café in Edinburgh.




  Less famously, I had mine just outside Swadlincote, in the pouring rain. Writing a personal development book in the style of a travel guide! Immediately, I liked it. My mind whirred with places we could visit, analogies to be had, not to mention the fun.




  But everyone has doubts so it wasn’t long before my mind turned to questions. I write kids’ books for a living, so I figure my mental age of 8¾ isn’t typical. Just because I’m excited, doesn’t mean anyone else will be. Maybe a ‘happiness travel book’ isn’t such a good idea? Nobody’s done it before. Does that mean it’s not worth doing, or that it’s not actually possible?




  The rain came down harder and Swadlincote was looking particularly bleak. What if instead of running naked down the street, Archimedes had just continued soaking in his bath? What if The Colonel had kept his secret chicken recipe to himself? What if JK had thought her idea about a boarding school for wizards was too stupid for words?




  What if, out of a dozen years of PhD research, my 100,000-word thesis needed translating into something enlightening, informative and fun? And a travel guide was the perfect vehicle?




  I decided it’d be worth giving it a really good go, especially if it enabled me to poke fun at academia, therapy, religion, society and myself. To paraphrase Stan from South Park, just because we laugh doesn’t mean we don’t care.




  I hope you enjoy the journey.
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  Chapter 1




  TRAVEL PLANNING
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    In which we plan the route, whetting your appetite for the journey ahead.




    We come clean right at the start (just so we don’t get a bad review on TripAdvisor) that your journey is a circuitous one, similar to the Circle Line, with a combo of stellar and scary stops along the way. After a detour to the Wild West we turn you inside out and take a peek at your slimy innards. Then, joy upon joy, we reveal that we’ve brought thinking back where it always belonged – inside the effing box!




    We teach you a smidgeon of German and Zulu, your tour guides are introduced by a couple of (deliberately) terrible jokes before we set off to the steamy jungles of Costa Rica where we learn our first happiness lesson.




    If you’re going to play the game and stick with our travel analogy, then you’ll be needing one special item for your suitcase and voila!, happiness lesson #2 is revealed without you even realizing.




    Welcome aboard.
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  SCHNAPSIDEE (GERMAN): ‘AN INGENIOUS PLAN HATCHED WHILE DRUNK.’
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  Call off the Search




  Welcome to your happiness travel guide, a book like no other, a colourful childlike romp through lots of exciting lands that need to be experienced on the road to happiness. Plus, there’s more. It’s not just about places – we’re also taking you to different time zones and altitudes in an immersive experience of the full emotional spectrum.




  But don’t let the pictures fool you. This guide is not really for children; it comes with a 15 certificate, containing as it does descriptions of lives of mild terror with adult themes. Some of the journeys are very perilous indeed.
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  UBUNTU (ZULU): ROUGHLY TRANSLATES AS ‘WHAT YOU LEAVE BEHIND IS NOT WHAT IS ENGRAVED ON STONE MONUMENTS, BUT WHAT IS WOVEN INTO THE LIVES OF OTHERS’.
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  Before we get going, let’s kick off with a classic black and white cowboy movie, a time when men with pickaxes swarmed across Colorado, Arizona and California because ‘there’s gold in them thar hills’.




  Yes, but they’re very big hills and there’s not much gold. Where do we start?




  The guys then didn’t have time to hang around, it was called a ‘gold rush’ for a reason. They were prospectors which meant they made an educated guess, toiling in the heat, panning the river beds or hacking the rocks, searching for the elusive glint of something valuable.




  Most toiled their entire lives without ever striking lucky.




  Cut to today and the toil continues. It’s less about gold (although we do toil for a salary which enables us to buy sparkly things) but the sweat is just the same. We’re panning for happiness, looking everywhere. As was the case with cowboys, ‘everywhere’ is massive, so where should we start?




  It used to bug me when I read books that said ‘happiness is within’. I felt it was some sort of philosophical cop-out.Dear guru, I know you mean well but I don’t want answers within – I want you to tell me where I can find it out there!




  It took quite a few years of reading and research until I started to see that the Wild West metaphor was the proper answer. Indeed, the only answer. Finally, I could stop wielding my metaphorical pickaxe and mop my brow. The search was over. I was already at ‘happiness’. In fact, I’d always been there, I’d just forgotten where and how to look.




  We think that ‘happiness’ is basically an incredibly simple subject and, deep down, we all know how to be happier. In fact, if I asked the question, ‘Could you be happier even if nothing in the world around you changed?’, your probable answer would be (after you’ve spun it around in your head to work out if it’s a trick question and realized it isn’t), a rock solid ‘yes’.




  So, hang on a second – you could be happier. Nothing needs to change around you. So why aren’t you? That simple question sends us down Alice in Wonderland’s rabbit warren of confusion and ‘six impossible things before breakfast’. Why aren’t you happier? It seems the only thing really stopping you is you. Of course, we can fiddle around the edges of your happiness. You could change things ‘out there’ – your house or your partner, perhaps? Or you could demand a pay rise? Your new house, partner and income might improve your happiness? There’s also a fair-to-middling chance that they won’t. Besides, none of them are doable, today. Now. The only things you can change RIGHT NOW are things within. So what is this ‘within’ thing? If we turned you inside out and had a good look, you’d be full of slimy pink and purple stuff, some bones, a few miles of intestines and seven pints of blood. All a bit of a mess to be honest. The more interesting stuff that lies ‘within’ is less visible but can be of equal messiness. Your thoughts, memories and attention. Your spirit, beliefs and attitudes. These are the things that you have instant control over and these are the keys to flourishing.




  If you roll these into just a couple of biggies, we’d dare to suggest that your thoughts and consciousness are where happiness resides. This leads us to some whopping questions such as what are thoughts and where do they come from? Who taught us how to think (and who taught them)? Plus, what the heck is ‘consciousness’ anyway?




  We don’t want to give you a pounding headache. In fact, quite the opposite. We want to unravel some of these heavy questions, but in a way that doesn’t seem heavy. There is a massive amount of our collective lives poured into this book, alongside a significant chunk of academic underpinning. The aim is, of course, to make it look as if that’s not the case.




  Thank you for choosing our book. Our fingers and toes are tightly crossed.




  Your Tour Guides




  Before we set off, let’s glimpse behind the scenes of the murky world of publishing. Before you write a book, you have to, for obvious reasons, prove there’s a market for it. Publishers have various ways of going about it but this generally involves the author filling in a lengthy questionnaire where one of the questions is ‘who will read this book?’




  Our first very innocent response to this was ‘everyone’ because ‘everyone’ wants to be happier, right? We’ve all got room to turn our happiness dial up a notch, maybe even two notches? But then we had a rethink. While it’s true that ‘everyone’ wants to be a tad happier, not everyone will like our style. So we thought, how can we narrow it down very early on, so that this book doesn’t end up in the wrong hands?




  It’s a funny thing, humour. Brace yourself for a couple of fruit-based gags – I’m writing them for a reason, I promise.




  Joke number 1: If a doctor eats an apple a day does she have an existential crisis?




  Now, this isn’t an exact science but we reckon that if you understand that joke, you’ll probably not enjoy this book. The gag is too academic and if you chuckled, you’re way too clever. Go and choose a book with more words and fewer pictures. In fact, no pictures.




  Joke number 2: I spy with my little eye, something beginning with D.




  Banana? (dyslexic I spy)




  If you preferred this joke then you should stick with our book. This second joke is much funnier and just a little bit wrong. While the main purpose of this book is not to have you belly-laughing from start to finish, we do want to amuse and in the same way that dyslexic people who’ve had a humour by-pass might find the banana joke offensive, we might occasionally push the wrong buttons.




  Next up, we have to get into the heads of our potential readership and make certain assumptions as to what style you might prefer. Crikey, that’s a difficult call, but here goes – we’ve made the bold assumption that you want something different, so no bullshit, psychobabble or patronizing clichéd nonsense? We’re hazarding that you’re living a pressured life and are honoured that you’ve even considered reading our book, never mind actually getting this far. We’re guessing that you’re not ever-so keen on being asked to do ‘blue-sky thinking’ or to ‘think outside the box’, so we’ve decided to go retro and bring thinking back where it belongs, firmly inside the box. You’ll already have noticed a couple, but basically it means you’ll get bits and pieces like this …




  

    ‘We cannot have a meaningful revolution without humour.’




    Bell Hooks


  




  Yes. Juicy tit-bits of our favourite quotes or pithy translations (to help you on your travels), distilled down to the basics, delivered (retro-style and reassuringly) inside the box.




  And so to one last question, a rather terrifying biggy: why listen to us? Come on, self-appointed tour guides, what qualifies you to write a book about happiness?




  For a start, you couldn’t get three more different characters. That can be a recipe for either chaos or awesomeness – I guess the Amazon reviews will be the judge of that. We’ve all arrived at ‘happiness central’ via different routes but the point is that we have got there, eventually. Now here’s a technical but important point, rather than switching between authors we’re going to let Andy C do the talking. He’s got a PhD in Happiness which trumps Andy W’s GCSE Woodwork (grade D, School of Hard Knocks) and Shonette’s Diploma in Magic Wand Therapy (level 3, distinction, Waltons’ Mountain Academy).




  So we’re your tour guides and, as you’ll see, happiness depends not one jot on your qualifications. We have a range of happiness backgrounds but are speaking as one. Imagine us waving our brollies for your attention … Booked for the happiness tour? Ready? We’ve got a lot of ground to cover so let’s crack on … first stop, Central America …




  Lonely Planet




  A couple of years ago my family and I went on holiday to Central America. Costa Rica intrigued me because it rained every day, they are much poorer than the Brits and, amazingly, they are the only country in the world that doesn’t have an army. Imagine, no army? What kind of message does that send out to potential invaders? We have an open door policy. Please wipe your feet on the way in. Put your Kalashnikov in the umbrella stand, sit yourselves down and let’s have a coffee and a chat. Costa Rica also happened to top the world happiness league tables so off we went and had the best fact-finding fortnight ever.




  One day, we were trekking through the steamy jungle, looking for wildlife. The books said it would be teeming with weird creepy crawlies, armadillos, monkeys, exotic birds and those cute little green tree-frogs that adorned the cover of our Lonely Planet guide. I led the way, intrepid explorer style, aware that they also have leopards. Please note, this was proper dense Costa Rican rainforest, not British woodland. Imagine dark, steamy, creepy and you won’t be far off. There were four of us, treading carefully, examining trees, undergrowth, rocks … nothing except a few Chernobyl sized ants. That’s four pairs of eyes, looking very hard. After an hour of trekking and seeing absolutely nothing, we came across a ranger, basically a local guy who does jungle tours. In my broken Spanish I jabbed at my tree-frogged guidebook and grumbled about the lack of tropical beasties: ‘Where are the creatures? Are they having a day off?’




  ‘Que?’ He looked a little confused. The ranger approached the nearest tree and picked at one of the branches. It was a stick insect.




  He bent into a bush and plucked out an iconic green tree-frog – ‘OMG, that’s the one off the book cover,’ exclaimed my daughter.




  He reached up and pointed to a toucan. He rattled a tree and the monkeys scattered, shrieking through the branches. He bent down and picked up the most humungous beetle any of us have ever seen and my family were agog as he let it crawl across my hand.




  Let’s make this abundantly clear. You’ve picked this book up for a reason. And it’s quite a sturdy little number, published by a proper publisher. We’re crediting you with enough intelligence to get the tree-frog story. It’s no good having your eyes wide open if your mind is half-closed.




  Happiness is one of those things that is so obvious it’s hidden in plain sight and, no, the road to happiness doesn’t actually go anywhere but we’ll show you where and how to look so that you can truly enjoy the journey.




  We are incredibly proud and excited to be your tour guides.




  As Del Boy would say, ‘bon appetite’ x




  

    Cool travel quote




    ‘You’re off to Great Places! Today is your day! Your mountain is waiting, So … get on your way!’




    ‘Oh, The Places You’ll Go!’




    Dr Seuss


  




  

    Top Tips




    We’re going to end each chapter with some happiness top tips. Normally, they’ll follow logically from the content of each chapter and will take the form of a series of bullet points. But, for this chapter, in line with helping you pack for the trip of a lifetime, there’s just one tip, in fact, more of a favour …




    Pop upstairs to your bedroom and open your underwear drawer. In that drawer will be some pants that you don’t really fancy. You know the ones, your ‘last resort knickers’? They have been in there a long time and have maybe gone from white to grey. Or you bought a three-pack of pants that have never been quite right but they’re still in there: emergency knickers, for a very grey day. I want you to identify said knickers and remove them. Then bin them, burn them or bury them in your garden so you never have to wear them again.




    Because tomorrow, when you’re showered, deodoranted and are getting dressed for work, you will open your underwear drawer and in there will be your ‘special knickers’. Once again, you know exactly which ones I mean. And I want you to wear your special knickers for work tomorrow. That means when you pull up in the car park and stroll in to work you will have a certain sparkle and je ne sais quoi because you know what’s cracking off down below. Please note, this is not some sort of crass sexual laugh, there is a bit more science behind my special pants top tip than meets the eye. The sad fact is that on Monday morning most people’s aim is to get through the week or survive until their next holiday – wishing their weeks away and placing happiness as a dot on the horizon. Similarly, we tend to save our ‘special pants’ for a special occasion.




    Here’s a focusing fact: the average life-span is 4000 weeks. Life is indeed a very short and precious gift. So our ‘special pants’ top tip is simply to quit waiting. Life is the ultimate special occasion.
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  Chapter 2




  ZOMBIE LAND
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    In which we start with death before gradually coming alive.




    Bruce Willis gets a mention before we delve into ‘accelerated history’, covering 17,000 years in two pages flat, and that’s kind of the point of this chapter: fast and brief to the point of not quite being enough.




    We introduce you to the three apocalyptic horsemen of modernity that give rise to an epidemic of grumbling. We make a very big point about ‘emptiness’ (in fact it’s so big we make it three times) before finishing with happiness lessons from bedtime stories and all-you-can-eat breakfasts.




    Welcome to Zombie Land. We’re delighted you could join us. Before the off, a word of warning: please don’t engage with the locals, they’re infectious.
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  KAROSHI (JAPANESE): WORKING YOURSELF TO DEATH. LITERALLY.
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  Alive but not Living




  Cotard delusion, or ‘walking corpse syndrome’, is a rare mental illness where the sufferer claims to be dead. It’s very hard to imagine, but thinking you’re dead must be a terrible life to be living. It brings me on to something less serious but far more insidious, the fact that too many people are having a near-life experience or what I’m calling ‘Sixth Sense Syndrome’. In case you’ve not seen the movie Sixth Sense let me regale you with the very basics – it’s a scary movie in which Bruce Willis tries to help a small boy overcome his nightmares. There’s a particularly chilling scene where the teary-eyed lad tells Bruce Willis, ‘I see dead people’.




  In the movie, he literally can. And in everyday life, I metaphorically can. Okay, so they’re not actually dead, but look around you on a winter’s Monday morning and you’ll see legions of people in a zombie-like trance, trudging to work. There’s a pulse, but there’s not much aliveness. So, in a world of abundance, with a smorgasbord of first-world choices laid out before us, how on earth did we arrive in Zombie Land?




  If you’re a proper historian (i.e. know Henry VIII’s wives, in the right order, what became of each one and the correct century), skip on a couple pages. If you’re a mere mortal (there was an Anne, maybe two? And did he have a fling with Mother Theresa?) strap yourself in, we’re setting coordinates for the year 6021.




  Not so long ago, your ancestors lived in a little house and had a field, a goat and some hens. I’m talking about the Middle Ages, where from the fifth to fifteenth centuries, almost nothing happened. Yes, yes, I know, there were famines and wars and the Black Death but the chances are that your relatives led a simple life that never extended beyond the boundaries of their village. The potential pool of suitors was very small. Early on they realized it was a bad idea if you married your sister so the choice was extended to cousins. Still not good, so relationships were extended as far as the next village. Everyone knew their place and life was a simple existence – humanity inched along with no running water, central heating, TV or Wi-Fi – carried out on a small flat earth, overseen by a god. Life was harsh but your ancestors were lucky because, by definition, they managed to pass on their genes. Apart from a few brief interludes of joy, the aim was not to suffer too much. The deal was they’d be guaranteed an eternity of happiness when they died. In fact, this ‘guarantee’ was what kept them in order and, more often than not, death was a bit of a relief from the relentless daily grind that was ‘living’.




  It had been like this almost forever and then, like a bunny from a hat, Copernicus conjured the idea that the earth wasn’t the centre of the universe. We’d been sold a pup. Our planet was, in fact, rotating around the sun, not the other way around. Circa 1500, this was pretty big news. Then it got a whole lot worse when someone sailed to the edge of the horizon and didn’t fall off the end.




  Science continued to rumble along until it collided in a big bang with politics and philosophy in the ‘long eighteenth century’ (1685–1815), heralding an era known simply as The Enlightenment. This is when it all kicked off with a fracture of thinking, away from the age-old You’d jolly well better believe what we tell you towards Kant’s summary statement of Dare to know! Have courage to use your own reason! Excuse my paraphrasing, but what The Enlightenment seemed to be saying is that we don’t have to suffer any longer. We don’t have to believe what the good book tells us. We don’t have to wait until the afterlife to be happy. We can have free will to think for ourselves and work out a better way.




  Jinkies, these were heady days. It was indeed a revolution of thought and we all know what happens when people are allowed to think for themselves … cue a whole series of bloody revolutions, most notably in France and America, when lots of people lost their heads (literally and metaphorically).




  Cut to semi-modern times. The ante was upped to fever-pitch when Mr Darwin came along with his new-fangled idea about evolution and the whole God thing wobbled a bit more. Then Arkwright invented factories and, hey presto, gave birth to the industrial revolution and mass rural–urban migration.




  Britannia ruled the waves but her grip was loosening as the Empire began to strike back. A couple of big wars later and the Brits had lost their competitive advantage. Those pesky foreigners had twigged how to make stuff better and faster so we closed our mines and factories and looked to set the standard in services. That was only possible because of the internet morphing into a super-slick, ultra-quick, speeder-upper of everything.




  Fast-forward to right now where the pace of everything has been ratcheted up and our institutions are struggling to cope. Schools, for example; sure they’ve changed, but not nearly as fast as the world around them. To use Jamie Smart’s words: ‘The Western world is hobbled by educational institutions, social structures and habitual ways of thinking developed for a bygone era of smokestacks, whistles and assembly-lines.’1 Yes, ‘change’ has affected how we work but Jamie’s quote also draws in the fabric of society.




  In the background, physics gave us some hard-and-fast laws before morphing into its steroid-pumping alter-ego, quantum physics and, whoosh, we’re bang up to date in a world where Stephen Hawking bamboozles us with his electronic voice about quarks, big bangs, singularity and the Copenhagen question (don’t ask!) And, as I type, even ‘string theory’ is beginning to unravel, replaced by M-theory’s 11th dimension.




  Pausing for breath, my wider point of this gentle opening salvo is that we’ve gone from a staid and miserable existence where, for a thousand years, not much changed, to a modern world of chaotic abundance. I’m not arguing that change is bad. In fact, far from it – the modern workplace is more humane – but instead of slogging it out down the pit at the coalface we’ve become prisoners in a digital chain gang, hacking away at the typeface.




  In ‘change’ terms, we’ve gone from ‘inching along’ to 0–100 in 0.03 seconds, eyes wide and cheeks wobbling as the g-force of modernity pins us down. The world has evolved much more rapidly than our brains, stuck as they are in hunter-gatherer mode (have you ever wondered why women wear leopard print knickers, and men love barbecues?).




  In a very short space of time we’ve evolved from carnivores to infovores, gobbling data, Mr Creosote style, until we’re beyond bloated. We’re faster, but no happier, having evolved from ‘staid and miserable’ to ‘rapid and miserable’.
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