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Advance praise for Sunny Side Up


‘One of the kindest people I have ever met … a beautiful dancer and a beautiful person’


Kevin Clifton


‘Be good, be kind, be more like Susan Calman’


Kirstie Allsopp


‘Be kind to yourself – read this book’


Sandi Toksvig
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To everyone who’s been Thelma to my Louise.


Thank you for driving over a few cliffs with me. 


We always make it back safely.
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THIS isn’t an academic book and it certainly hasn’t been heavily researched or funded. To be fair I did recently receive an honorary doctorate from Glasgow University, so technically I am a doctor. My sister, who spent five long years writing a PhD to get the same title, was delighted when I informed her of the honour being bestowed on me. On hearing the news, she shouted, ‘I don’t believe it,’ and threw a mug across the room, which is surely the act of a happy sibling. I don’t call myself ‘Doctor Calman’ in everyday life of course, because sadly it doesn’t allow me to wander around a hospital trying to treat people. Heaven forbid someone should think I was a real medical professional instead of just a woman who has watched a lot of Casualty. I’d hate to find myself attempting to perform open-heart surgery using a grapefruit spoon. 


What I’m trying to say is that before you read this book you should manage your expectations. My qualifications for spouting forth my views on the world are simply that I live here and I’m human. Just like you. Unless you happen to be a robot. If you are a sentient mechanical being can I say, on behalf of my fellow homo sapiens, thanks for reading this book instead of bringing about the end of the world like in the film The Terminator. Much appreciated. I don’t fancy having to spend my Sunday battling cyborgs. Sunday is when I do the recycling. 


You may be wondering what exactly you’ve got in your hands and I understand that. I’ve been wrestling with how to define this book myself, because I know at some point a journalist or interviewer will say, ‘What’s it all about, Susan?’ and I like to be prepared for such scenarios. I always find that when I’m surprised by a question I panic and tend to shout out what I last had for dinner in an attempt to provide an answer. It may be an informative response but perhaps not the best tactic to increase sales. Imagine the scene. I’m on Woman’s Hour, and Jenni Murray is staring me in the actual face, ready to interrogate me. 


Jenni: So, can you describe to the listeners what the book is all about, Susan?


Me: [Stifled gurgle]


Jenni: Sorry, I didn’t catch that. 


Me: Macaroni cheese. With ready salted crisps on top. Never a slice of tomato, though. Tomato is wrong on macaroni cheese because it makes the crisps go soggy. A lot of people make macaroni cheese wrong …


Jenni: And that’s all we have time for today; tomorrow we’ll be talking about how to use cling film to increase confidence. 


While that may well attract a lot of cheesy-pasta-loving readers, it wouldn’t really reflect what you’re about to read. Don’t get me wrong – I do know some things about the content. For example, I absolutely know that this book won’t solve all the problems of the world, so it’s definitely not a panacea for the planet. Perhaps it’s best described as a love letter to humanity. It’s also in part a plea, a last-ditch attempt to persuade people to be better. You may be thinking, How desperately arrogant, Susan; how dare you try and tell us what to do? But I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m an optimist. It’s hard work to continue to think happy thoughts but I truly believe that this planet and its inhabitants can still be amazing, can still be magnificent and can still be extraordinary.


I’d planned to write this book for some time but a series of convergent incidents persuaded me that I really had to. I’m a great believer in fate, due in part to my upbringing. My father’s favourite expression is ‘Whit’s fur ye’ll no’ go by ye!’ In very basic terms, that old Scots saying means ‘What’s meant to be will be.’ I even have a mug that I drink my coffee out of in the morning with those very words emblazoned on it. Every time I don’t get a job or I watch a television panel show that I’ve been rejected for I remember the saying and wait for the fates to decide my role in life. If it’s right it’ll happen. Hopefully. 


Without getting all spiritual on you this early in the book, I truly believe that although we’re all very much in control of our own destiny, that we can often make things happen through sheer determination, sometimes, for no discernible reason, we’re given a nudge in the right direction. Whether it be dancing on the television as Wonder Woman or a chance encounter in a car park. Sometimes things simply must happen. And they often happen to me.


I was at the supermarket in Glasgow a year or so ago. My wife and I had finished our weekly shop, loaded the car up with cat food, beetroot and macaroni (we have a very interesting diet) and set off for home. As we turned the corner to exit the car park we saw an older woman (I won’t use the term ‘elderly’ as that should only be used to describe trees, not people) who was resting against the boot of her car. She wasn’t distressed or upset, she just looked tired. All we were about to do was go home and play Assassin’s Creed, so we stopped the car to see how she was. Turned out she was fine but she was indeed tired, so we offered to do her shopping for her. After a lot of objections we did what any sensible person would do and bundled her into her car to wait for us. It probably looked slightly suspicious from afar but we were all having fun. 


We bought her shopping, a bunch of flowers, wouldn’t accept her money, made sure she was safely in her car and she drove off. A few weeks later my agent got an email from that lady’s friend. She’d considered writing to the Sunday Post (a Scottish newspaper) to try to contact me, she said, but decided to try the Internet instead. The lady we’d helped was ninety-two and still going strong. She and her friends played bridge together every month and as I corresponded with her pal I learned a bit about their lives and their stories. I asked for their addresses and I started to send them postcards from my travels. As time progressed they would send me updates of how they thought I was doing on Strictly and I would give them some gossip from behind the scenes. Christmas greetings followed and in a spell of bad weather I contacted them to check they were OK and asked if they needed help with anything. In return I was told of family members’ achievements and interesting books to read or music to listen to. 


I tell you that story because it’s so very simple. From that one act of kindness I have a group of friends who I would never have met in any other way. And that fills my heart with joy every day. 


Over the past few years I’ve changed my life. I’ve gone from being miserable in the shadows to walking in the sunshine. I’ve most definitely turned my life Sunny Side Up. 


So, if I’m asked to describe this book, I do know what to say. It’s about two of the best things in the world: kindness and joy. And I, possibly the grumpiest woman in the world, am going to try and tell you why you need more of them in your life. Because I don’t know about you, but I love a challenge. 
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THIS book contains a lot of words and many of them come in the form of opinions. Those opinions are mine and mine alone and I often have little evidence for them apart from what’s in my own head. In order to pre-empt some of the more obvious complaints I may receive, I’d like to make the following disclaimers to prevent angry social media interaction. I find that anticipation is often the best defence. 


I make many sweeping generalisations in this book. I will happily tell you my thoughts on many subjects and offer little evidence to back them up. I offer no apology for such a gung-ho attitude; I just need you to know that’s how I roll. 


1. I never seek to deliberately offend anyone. So if at any point I use the wrong terminology or accidentally appear insensitive to any community I apologise in advance. If you think, Was Susan being rude to me there? I probably wasn’t. If I want to offend you then you will definitely know about it. 


2. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Unless they’re clearly someone real. Then I am talking about them. 


3. Don’t get angry if you disagree with me. It’s not worth it. It really isn’t. If reading this book makes you apoplectic with rage and unable to function, then give it away. Don’t stew over it. This day could be our last and there is little point in wasting it on me. Do something amazing, watch an old movie, have a laugh with friends. Use the book as a doorstop, or in the cat litter tray. I can’t make you like me; I’m not a hormone. 


4. I will contradict myself. Or I won’t. See, I just did it there. 


5. I will absolutely go off topic at times. Please remember this. If you’re reading a chapter and suddenly think ‘why is she talking about that?’ stay with me. I will always get back on track. I just really like getting to my destination via the scenic route. 


Please address all complaints to me on social media using the hashtag #SusanRocksMyWorld. I don’t often look at my mentions but if you use that I’ll definitely see your comments. 


Nothing like starting a book on kindness and joy with a legal disclaimer, is there? You know what they say: once a lawyer, always a boring, risk-averse idiot. Enjoy. 
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YOU may have been given this book as a present. Or you may have liked the cover. Or you may have recognised my face from the television. Perhaps it was a charity shop impulse buy, or more likely it’s the year 2057 and you’ve found this in the barren wasteland that used to be planet earth. Only copies of my book, cockroaches and Boots Advantage Cards survived the rise of the machines (The Terminator will happen) but however you’ve found it, I hope you enjoy what you’re about to read. 


Being honest with you, I always like the start of a book. Some writers are frightened of a blank page but I find it fascinating. To be fair, this book is non-fiction so it’s not as difficult to kick off as one set in the realms of fantasy. Fiction is trickier. I’ve always wondered how I’d start my made-up magnum opus, which is incidentally a detective novel set in Glasgow starring a woman who has a lot of cats (look, it’s non-fiction, OK!). I have dabbled with the first few chapters, but I always struggle to find that intriguing first sentence which will hook the reader in. The best I’ve come up with so far is … 


It was a normal Monday morning and Greta Foolsam slurped her seventh coffee of the day, lit her pipe and looked out of the window to the busy street below. ‘Damn!’ she exclaimed. Because there he was. Staring at her from outside the pound shop. The pound shop that used to be a Woolworths. God, she missed the pick ’n’ mix. The taste of the foam bananas against her tongue of a morning. But there he was. Then he wasn’t. There was a knock at the door. Greta put her sensible brogues back on, adjusted her beret and strode like a young Katharine Hepburn to the front door. Through the glass she could see an outline. She squinted against the sun, but there it was. A penguin. A giant penguin. 


I know – it’s amazing. This book you’re reading now, though, isn’t set in the gritty world of pound shops; this book is all real. Well, as real as any memoir can be; it’s certainly written from my perspective, so it’s tainted I suppose, but the veracity of my recollections would almost certainly stand up in court. The victors write history and books are written by strange, solitary individuals who want to narrate books about giant penguins. I like to think that my books reflect who I am: contradictory, written in the moment and almost certainly annoying to some people. 


By way of introduction, let me explain a few things. This book here is my second book; Cheer Up Love was my first foray into the writing world and was principally about the fact that I have depression. It was an honest, sometimes funny, but rather raw retelling of how I deal with my own head. It was my way of trying to explain to the world how it feels when the darkness descends, and everything seems to be downright awful. If you haven’t read the book, please don’t worry. It’s not prescribed reading, and anything you need to know will be included in this book. If you watch Die Hard 2: Die Harder, it’s a fair bet that you’ll be able to understand what’s happening without too much bother. But for any of you who are feeling nervous about jumping in at stage two of the Calman revolution, let me summarise what you need to know – like an American drama series where they remind you of relevant plot points at the start of every episode. 


In broad terms: 


I have depression and have had it for almost as long as I can remember. Cheer Up Love was about that. It’s a cheerful book about depression. Honestly. 


1. I have desperately low self-confidence. 


2. I dislike the way that I look.


3. I like lists.


4. I love cats.


5. I’m constantly evaluating the human condition.


6. I wish I was a little bit taller.


7. I’m oddly optimistic despite thinking that the world is awful.


8. I’m aware that sometimes I get carried away with things and my thought process can be rather confusing.


9. I like to make absolute statements without much proof or research. 


10. I used to be a lawyer but gave it all up to become a comedian. I know. There’s nothing you can say that my mum hasn’t already. 


11. Almost all of my references relate to television from the 1980s. If you don’t understand what I’m referring to in some of the chapters please feel free to use the Internet to catch up. 


Oh, and I’m gay. Hence the occasional references to my wife. I’m fine with it and hopefully you are too. It’s just the way it is. If you have a problem with that fact, then please feel free to exchange this book for something you find more suitable. I don’t mind. I’d rather you were happy. 


Since I wrote Cheer Up Love lots of things have changed. For a start I’ve aged. That’s not surprising I suppose, it’s just what happens. What is slightly more surprising is that it’s not just my face or my rapidly greying hair that’s altered; I’ve changed as a person. Genuinely changed. I’ve embraced my mental upgrade, and the very act of writing my first book was partly what inspired me to try new things and push myself outside my comfort zone. If you’ve read Cheer Up Love you’ll know that I enjoy everything being exactly the same all the time. But that’s a highly annoying character trait, and not just for me. My loved ones often tire of my foibles. I’d be happy to eat the same meal every day, wear the same clothes and go to the same pub. But that requirement for familiarity comes from a fear, a paralysing terror of anything different. It turns out that living that way is quite dull, and the stomach-churning feeling of jumping outside a comfort zone can be quite exhilarating. I was doing OK, I was managing – coping well, even – but I was missing something vitally important from my life. Joy. I was cruising along but I wasn’t truly happy because it was safer in many ways not to be. 


But then in 2017 I did something quite peculiar, which changed my life, probably forever. And it was something that made me rather evangelical about having fun, lightening up and feeling the absolute rush of excitement that can come from true happiness. 


In my first book I talked about suggestions people had made to help me with my depression, one of which was to dance. I said this: 


‘I can’t dance, so all I really expressed was the fact that I hated the fact I couldn’t dance. Also, I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to throw the shape of the emotion caused by someone writing something offensive about the way you look on an Internet forum, but it’s not easy.’


This particular paragraph has been quoted back at me often on social media in recent months and so I’ll be honest: I am quite happy to retract that statement in full because recent events have empirically proven it wrong. Because I managed to dance for ten weeks in the BBC show Strictly Come Dancing, which, if you’re one of my international readers, is the equivalent of Dancing with the Stars. I cha-cha’d and quickstepped my heart out and lasted far longer than I think anyone would have thought possible. Most importantly, by the time I left the show I was a very different person to the one who’d started it. 


But this book isn’t all about Strictly because I’d started writing this book long before I entered the be-glittered world of dance. For the past couple of years I’ve felt an irresistible urge to do something very simple. I want to change the world. Strictly was a happy accident that added to my mission, but I’ve inhabited this planet for forty-three years (at the time of writing) and I’ve become increasingly upset at the way things are going – like a BBC drama that’s brilliant to start with, but by episode three you’re throwing things at the television in frustration. Fear, anger, rude behaviour, intolerance, spite and bullying are all in evidence every single day of the week. But I believe that if we were all a little bit kinder, a little bit more full of joy, things would be better. 


Sometimes things come together wonderfully, like Cagney and Lacey or baked potatoes and butter. And so Strictly Come Dancing melted beautifully into my theories of how to make the world a better place. It was as if I was living through an experiment full of glitter and sequins. As I danced, kindness and joy shone through from the people I met, the people who watched the show and strangers who became friends. 


So, this is my *Calmanifesto of Happiness*. I hope you enjoy it. And I really hope it makes you feel better. 
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I’M a very old-fashioned gal. I state that because sometimes people think I’m far more ‘alternative’ than I actually am. Yes, I gave up a highly paid job as a corporate lawyer to become a stand-up comedian. Yes, I’m married to a woman. And yes, I do think that packet white sauce is superior to a homemade roux, but apart from these obvious eccentricities I’m actually very traditional. 


I was brought up to have manners, to respect my elders, to say please and thank you. If my family had a mantra it would be ‘Make sure you don’t bother anyone.’ While I’m quite happy that some of the more repressive aspects of Victorian Britain are now obsolete (for a start I’m allowed to get married now), and I don’t sit in my leather wingback chair of an evening shouting about how things were much better back in the day, I have become quite uneasy about the way society is moving.


I yearn for the time when you could leave your door open and kids could play in the street. I want to hold on to that idealistic view of life and yes, maybe it didn’t exist everywhere in the country, but hey. Don’t stop a girl from dreaming. In many ways the past few years have felt like the start of a horror movie. That slow but discernible feeling one gets when watching a cheap slasher flick on the television. Things are about to go horribly wrong, but no one seems to notice. Why did they go into the basement? Why did they swim in the sea at three in the morning in the nude? Why did they wander into an empty house in Texas that had chainsaw marks on the door?


The thing that I value in life more than anything else is kindness. A kind person is the most attractive person in the world. I fell in love with my wife the moment I saw her because she seemed to have the kindest face I’d ever seen. And I was right. She is kind. Sometimes overly so: she’s the type of person who will take a photograph for someone and end up inviting them to Christmas dinner. In many ways my kindness comes from her. You may not believe this (and many don’t) but I’m an extremely shy person, I really am. People are often confused when they meet me in real life and are confronted by a shuffling woman who doesn’t seem to resemble the confident, flirtatious person they’ve just seen on stage. So, when audience members would come up to me after a show or stop me in a shop and try to speak to me I would simply walk away rather than have to chat to them. My wife, the personification of kindness, took me aside one day and, in the incredibly sensitive way that she has, told me that I was being an arse. She reminded me that my awkwardness with social encounters was irrelevant compared to the feelings of the people who’d come up to speak to me. She asked me a simple question: ‘How would you feel if someone you really admired was rude to you, irrespective of the reasons why?’ And she was right. Because I had once dared to make a similar approach, in the dim and distant past. 


Many years ago, when I’d just started out in comedy, I went to an awards ceremony. It was a very relaxed affair: a few drinks in a bar, some perspex trophies and lots of comics of varying ability and fame all milling about together. I was standing at the bar minding my own business when I saw my comedy idol. Victoria Wood. It’s difficult for me to put into words what she meant to me; for years she was everything I wanted to be. And she still is.


I first saw her on An Audience with Victoria Wood, a TV special that was made in 1988. I’m sure it was on in the background while the fourteen-year-old me grumped around the house, but for some reason someone in my family recorded it on a VHS tape. I watched it again, and again, and again, and again until I was word perfect. I knew every movement, the cadence, the laughter breaks and the expressions. I can truthfully say that nothing has made me laugh as much since. I properly laughed at her routines and songs, bent over and crying in pain because I just couldn’t stop. I even loved the bits I didn’t quite understand. For example, I had no idea why the notion of escaping from a room by knotting together sheets to make a moped was funny. But it was. I saw her at the Royal Albert Hall when she performed for fifteen nights and, for me, it was as exciting as seeing Elvis or Madonna. And as I grew up watching her it was clear that it wasn’t just comedy that she excelled at. Pat and Margaret was one of the most touching pieces of television I’ve seen, and with her companion Julie Walters she proved that she was a creative genius across so many genres.


She was my funny friend at a time when I needed one. I was lonely as a teenager, with few mates, but I didn’t need them when I had Victoria on my side. More than that: when I saw her perform I knew, as that lonely fourteen-year-old, what it was that I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to stand in front of a microphone and make people laugh. Just like her. 


For most of the intervening thirty years since I saw that first TV show, any close relationship I’ve made is based on the answer to one simple question: ‘Do you know “The Ballad of Barry and Freda”?’ If the person answers in the negative, then that tends to be the end of our dealings. In my opinion, if you can’t shout ‘Beat me on the bottom with a Woman’s Weekly!’ at the top of your voice then you haven’t lived. It wasn’t just me that she touched though; Victoria’s writing became part of the public’s consciousness in a wonderful, understated way. I was in a tearoom on a small Scottish island not that long ago and the service was slow to say the least. One by one the courses were brought to us by a shuffling waitress and tipped slowly onto the table. The only customers were myself and my wife and one other table of hungry patrons. As my order was placed in front of me after some considerable time, I heard the woman at the other table very quietly say, ‘And another soup.’ We silently high fived each other, then turned back to our respective companions. 


It was only when I became a stand-up myself that I truly appreciated how good she was. Her writing is so specific and detailed that every word counts. She wouldn’t go on stage and wing it; she knew exactly what she wanted to say and how she wanted to say it. And watching her taught me a valuable lesson: that things could be funnier if you changed a word, or a descriptive term. 


But there she was. A few feet away from me. And I froze. I stood shaking in my shoes, afraid to approach her. Not because she was being stand-offish – far from it. She was standing in the middle of the room quite happily chatting away. Eventually one of my friends became annoyed at my lack of action, went over to her and told her I was a big fan. I walked over, squeaked something about loving her and someone took a picture of us. She was delightful, given that there was a tiny sweating woman beside her. Sadly, I can’t find that picture now. It was in the days before iClouds and back-ups. I suppose I thought I had time to meet her again. It sometimes makes me quite weepy when I realise I never will. 


My wife was right (as she almost unfailingly is), so I always remember Victoria Wood’s kindness whenever someone approaches me and tells me that they like what I do. I now stand up straight and smile, even if in the depths of my soul I want to run away. It’s trite to say so but kindness costs nothing (unless you’re buying someone a car or something) and it can affect people in a way that you can never imagine. That one meeting was one of the most special moments of my life and I’ll treasure it forever. 


I really started to think about kindness after writing Cheer Up Love. Examining what I’d written after a hiatus gave me one startling insight: I was angry a lot of the time. And much of this anger was directed at the world; I felt increasingly and unsustainably full of rage about what was happening around me. I found myself seething in the morning after being awake for mere minutes after a brief glimpse at social media or listening to morning radio shows. A bleak cloud above me dimming any sunshine in my life. In my typically analytical fashion I sat down to try and work out what it was that had changed, why I found myself so at odds with the world in which I was living. And there was one thing that stood out for me like a giant penguin. A devaluation of kindness. 


It’s probably useful, at this point, to clarify what I mean by this. If there’s one lesson I’ve learned in life it’s that words can mean very different things to different people. 


Fundamentally, kindness is the quality of being friendly and generous. Considerate even. But in many ways that’s an oversimplified definition of something that’s tremendously complicated. Kindness can be spontaneous or planned. Kindness can be cruel, and sometimes intentionally so. There is undoubtedly a school of thought that believes it’s better to be brutally honest to people because it’s much worse to lie to them. I’ve never thought anything that upsets others is particularly kind. I’ve always believed that a kind gesture should have a positive impact of some sort. Of course, there’s always a point where someone should be put out of their misery. I said to my wife the other day that I was going to give up my job to become a professional darts player. In a very kind way she told me to shut up. 


Thus I hesitate to provide you with an absolute definition of what kindness is. Absolute definitions are part of the problem these days. You’re gay or straight, black or white, anti- or pro-Brexit, left- or right-wing. The shades of what make us interesting disappear as the tribal nature of society emerges. But in order to make this book work, I suppose I have to set out what I think kindness and joy are. 


For me the essence of kindness is where it stems from; what the intention behind the kind act is. One of the unfortunate remnants of my legal training is that I’m always looking to define something in ways that would apply in court, but this can be a useful process. Think of kindness as a ‘good crime’, if you will. Apart from some strict liability offences, in order to be convicted of a crime you have to have both the mens rea and the actus reus. The actus reus is the actual doing of something – for example in a kind act, it would be the giving of a present or picking up a wallet that you’ve found in the street. The mens rea is the mental element of a crime: the direct intention of doing something. Kindness is, in some ways, simply the reverse of a criminal act. Have you done something that’s had a positive impact on someone, and did you mean to do it? Then you’ve done something kind. 


That’s not to say that kindness can’t be unintentional but this book’s agenda is to persuade people to be intentionally kind. To mean it. So while, for example, me not entering Britain’s Got Talent with my cat/human circus group called ‘Calman and the Catrobats’ is a kindness to the other competitors, it isn’t a deliberate act of kindness. I just don’t have the time to make leotards for the cats. 


So, the first element of being kind is the intention of making something better for someone. The second part is the proviso that you don’t need to do it: nothing legally or contractually compels you to act in a certain way, but you feel you should. This is, obviously, subjective to some extent. I’m aware that people have different views on what’s expected of them. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve heard men say that they’re ‘babysitting’ their own children. As if being at home and looking after their descendants is some great kindness to their wives, as opposed to what they should be doing anyway. 


Kindness isn’t something you’re obliged to do because of an employment contract or a law. At best it’s the gut instinct inside all of us that tells us what we should do. The empathy part of us that spots someone in need and resolves to do something about it. 


And that, to me, is the essence of why kindness is so important in the world right now: empathy. Harper Lee in To Kill a Mockingbird wrote, ‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view … Until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.’ 


While I’m not in any way advocating that you kidnap and skin a stranger, the experience of understanding another person’s condition from their perspective is crucial. Placing yourself in their shoes and feeling what they are feeling. In that way you can feel pain and hope and joy. In some ways it’s about being a mind reader, which is actually easier than you might think. 


I’ve been fascinated by mind readers and spiritualists for years, ever since I learned of the Fox sisters, a group of women who were instrumental in the birth of spiritualism. They used a series of noises to indicate that they were communicating with spirits and were much feted in society as the real deal. It turned out that they weren’t communicating with the dead; rather, they were contorting and cracking their joints to create an unearthly sound that fooled many of those who went to their séances. 


Oddly enough, in a way this interest in spiritualism led to my career in comedy. While I appreciate that plenty of people believe in life after death and communication from beyond the grave, many of those who’ve claimed to be mediums are, actually, just incredible empaths. They can look at someone and, from the changes in expression and their body language, make educated guesses about whether they’re on the right or wrong track; they can tell if they’ve hit a nerve or if they’re way off target. The best comedians are empaths. They know if a joke is hitting the mark and not just by the laughter, but by the way the laughter sounds, the looks on people’s faces and the way the room moves as one. 


The key to empathy is to look at someone. To really look at them. Not a cursory glance, and not a strange penetrating gaze either. There’s a middle ground where you can properly see someone. Communicate with them. Read their minds, so to speak. That’s often why an unexpected kind gesture really hits home. How did they know? I didn’t say that I needed help. I didn’t ask for this. It’s because someone has paid attention, has noticed and has listened. 


It’s quite astonishing how much effort it takes to pay attention to someone for a prolonged period of time though. My brain is now so trained to think of several things at the one time that slowing it down can feel painful. I’m as guilty as the next person of having a conversation with a friend, looking in their eyes as they tell me a story from their life while in my head all I’m thinking is ‘I wonder how you make mackerel pate, I must look that up in a minute, but then I’d have to buy mackerel and maybe an avocado, and I had an avocado but it went off, like those raspberries I bought, why don’t I eat fruit? I should go to the gym, last time I went to the gym someone scraped my car, I should get a new car, maybe a van like in the A-Team, I wonder if they still show the A-Team anywhere? Is there a market for Soldiers of Fortune these days?’. I’m a brilliant friend.


In my mind the advent of recent technology has made this brain hopping more prevalent. I’m happy to admit that I’m as much of a tech fiend as the next middle-aged lesbian, but I know what it’s doing to us. Mobile phones packed with apps, I need to tweet what I’m doing, I should be Instagramming this coffee … Even when we’re talking we’re thinking about the next thing, the next text and the next post. 


The older I get the more I hate mobile phones and what they’ve done to us. I went to Florence with my wife and, as you do, looked up the must-see locations in the city. One of them was the Uffizi Gallery, filled to the brim with art and sculpture and history. We dutifully filed into the museum ready to be overwhelmed by what we saw. As we wandered the corridors past the da Vincis and the Caravaggios there was one common theme: very few people were actually looking at the pictures. They were taking pictures of the pictures. As I stood in front of Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus I stood watching the crowd, who in turn stood, phones out, not even looking at what they were taking a photo of. 


I’m sure that some of those people will go home and pore over every detail of the paintings, looking at the composition and the brush strokes and marvelling at the imagery and subtle hidden meanings. Just as many will probably stick the pic on their Facebook page with the same amount of care as the picture of the spaghetti that they had for lunch. They don’t see anything. They don’t look at anything. Everything is second-hand, even opinions. I had a conversation with a mate at the end of last year about the new Star Wars film. When I asked my friend whether she liked it, she replied that the Guardian had given it a fair review. ‘But did YOU like it?’ I asked again. What followed was a number of different reviews and opinions from various Internet message boards and websites that formed an opinion about the movie. She couldn’t actually tell me if she liked it. It was as though she was afraid to have an opinion in case it was ‘wrong’. I told her exactly what I thought. That I mostly enjoyed it but I was slightly disappointed with some aspects. The silence that followed was deafening. No, I hadn’t read the Telegraph, or looked on Rotten Tomatoes. I’d watched the film. And it was OK. 


You might not have given it much thought before, but I suspect you have your own definition of what kindness is. It might be different to mine, but that’s OK. For the purposes of this book, kindness is a deliberate act, which involves other people (that you may or may not know personally), and some form of action or thought bringing about a positive result. 


It’s a bit of a ramshackle definition but it works. Goodness me, I do love putting together a ramshackle theory. You can see now why the kindest thing I ever did for my clients was to stop being a lawyer. 
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THIS book is about two discernible things, kindness and joy. Kindness is in many ways the easier topic to write about because, as a concept, it’s easier to understand. It’s something one can create with a positive action, whereas joy is a very personal thing, a feeling that can be generated by others or created internally. Joy also changes with age. What makes one scream with delight at the age of eight seems meaningless through the passage of time, and so to isolate and define it is tough. That’s what makes it so delightful, though, because joy can surprise me in ways that I still find rather magical. And in the same way, witnessing the joy of others can be truly magnificent. 


To me joy is more than happiness; it’s a sudden rush of excitement and pride and emotion that can last a millisecond or an hour. An unexplainable part of the human mind that obliterates the bad and only accepts the good. Like when the Millennium Falcon jumps into hyperspace in Star Wars, the mind shoots forward joy and transports us to a primal place where nothing but wonder exists. 


One of the reasons I love joy is that the thing that gives you that feeling is different for everyone. When I was much younger I got the most amazing Christmas present ever. I’m going to say I was ten – mainly because I can’t remember how old I was, but ten seems appropriate. In almost all of my childhood stories I’m ten; it makes things easier. So, when I was ten I got an unexpected gift. Every year we got to browse the Argos catalogue and choose a present. Santa would then know what we’d chosen (because we would send him a letter) and if we weren’t total idiots for the rest of the year, on Christmas morning those presents would be waiting for us in the living room. 
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