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INTRODUCTION


This book is about kindness. What it means, why it’s important, and how it’s good for you. It’s also about how being kind can be fun, life-transforming; even world-changing.


I want to start by telling you how it all began for me. I was at the Edinburgh Festival in August 2011 with Etherdome, a comedy I had written about the development of anaesthetics in nineteenth-century America. (I know, it doesn’t sound like much of a laugh, but trust me, it was hilarious.) On the morning of the 7th, I was in the City Cafe on Blair Street, eating breakfast and chatting with my friends about that day’s plans. Behind us on a TV, the news was on. The images were shocking. We saw London in chaos: a double decker bus on fire, live footage of people kicking-in shop windows and looting, riot police, broken glass everywhere, groups of people running down the street smashing everything in their path, setting buildings on fire as they ran. The riots spread, from Tottenham to Brixton, Peckham, all places I knew and loved, and where my friends lived. Later they travelled, to Birmingham, Manchester, Bristol, and people locked themselves in their homes, full of fear, or else spilled out onto the streets, full of rage. It continued for five days. We couldn’t take our eyes off it. We cried. We watched it endlessly, with our mouths wide open. We talked about what should be done, what could be done, why it was happening. We called home and checked in on people we knew and cared about.


Meanwhile, Mark Duggan, the young man who had been killed in Tottenham and whose death caused the protest at the beginning of these events, was mostly forgotten as commentators were asked to make sense of it all. Then things got even nastier. There were calls by a terrified public for water cannons to be utilised. There were journalists suggesting the rioters should be ‘clubbed like baby seals’, racist comments on chat shows, most of the blame for the disturbances piled onto the young and the poor.


However, there were many moments of light in this darkness. Monika Konczyk, a newcomer to London who was trapped and terrified at the top of her burning building, jumped and was safely caught and comforted. A fund was established for Maurice Reeves from Croydon, whose family’s furniture shop was destroyed, to help them rebuild their premises. In nearby Peckham, thousands of sticky notes were stuck to a wall by local people, asking for peace, expressing love of their community, and an end to the destruction of the last few nights. On Twitter, Dan Thompson started #riotcleanup, calling for people to help clear up the mess created by the riots, and hundreds of people armed with brooms and bags joined in. We watched all of this unfold too.


I came back to London from Edinburgh as planned, wondering what to expect. Everything looked the same. But nothing felt the same. I went to see Mr Patel, who runs the shop next door. He said his cousin’s shop in Croydon had been ruined. I felt so sad for him and for everyone else. I kept thinking about the big mess we were in, from environmental troubles to wars and conflict and famines and endangered species and . . . the list went on and on. I wondered if there was any point to what I was doing; writing plays about Victorian-era dentists in a world with such troubles in it. I asked myself what I could do in the face of all this. On that day my answer was: nothing. There was literally nothing I could do that would make any difference. I’d be a fool to even try.


The next day, 18 August 2011, I was in the queue at our local post office. In front of me in the queue was a young man. He got to the counter and I overheard him say he’d forgotten his money, and that he’d been hoping to post his driving licence application. So, without thinking, I said, ‘I’ll pay for it.’ It cost me a bit of loose change for a stamp, no big deal. He said, ‘Thanks very much’ and went on his way.


I thought about what had just happened. I thought maybe what I had done had cheered him up a bit. I realised it definitely had cheered me up, because I had very easily been able to make a tiny difference to another person. So when I got home I said to my partner, ‘I’ve decided I know what to do.’


‘About what?’


‘About everything.’


‘OK . . .’


‘I’m going to do a kind thing for a stranger every day. For 366 days to cover the leap year. I’m going to see if kindness can change the world.’


And that was that. This fool tried! What followed was the most amazing, inspiring, joyous, life-affirming, terrifying, nerve-wracking, transformative and wonderful year of my life. To say it changed everything in my life would not be an exaggeration. During the year, I learned many valuable lessons which I will write about later in this book. But to sum up before we begin, believe me: being kind to yourself, to strangers, to those you love, to the world – every day, at every opportunity – will make you happier and more connected to everything and everyone than you have ever been. It will bring you peace, comfort and cake (I did receive a lot of cake, it’s true).
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We’ve always needed kindness . . . But I believe right now . . . kindness is more important than ever.
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We’ve always needed kindness. But I believe right now, when we seem simultaneously more connected and more disconnected than ever before, when we are bombarded with negative images and messages about our fellow human beings, when we urgently need to listen to each other and find compromises where we disagree, when we all would like an end to war and to the damage of this planet, our home, when we need to imagine a brighter future and have faith in ourselves and each other, kindness is more important than ever.


Feel free to read this book in the order it is written, but it will work just as well if you dip in and out at any point. Do let me know what you have done and discovered – you can tweet me @betterussell, or with the hashtag #bekind.


But before you start, here are some examples of how kindness will change your life for the better:


Being kind makes you happy


Simply put, when you commit an act of kindness, it causes elevated levels of dopamine in the brain, which gives you a natural high: that’s what that fuzzy warm feeling is. You can try this experiment on yourself, and notice how being kind makes you feel. You feel good partly because you can say to yourself, ‘I did that, that’s who I am, a kind person’, and be proud of that. You will find you think better of yourself and others, because you will start to notice kindness all around you. You will become more positive about human beings in general, and you will feel empowered. Your life will most probably become more interesting. Plus, you will have fun.


Doing something out of the goodness of your heart, protects your heart


Really. It does. Being kind produces the hormone oxytocin in the brain and throughout the body. Oxytocin releases nitric oxide in blood vessels, which expands the blood vessels. This reduces blood pressure, thereby protecting your heart.


Kindness keeps you young


Research has shown that oxytocin, produced by the fuzzy warm feelings we have when we are kind, reduces levels of free radicals and inflammation in the cardiovascular system. These two are the main culprits that speed up the ageing process, and being kind combats them. It’s kind people who are truly young at heart (and everywhere else).


Kindness helps all human beings


When you are kind to someone, you feel a connection with them, and you create a bond. Our ancestors had to learn to co-operate with each other to survive, and a group with very strong bonds had a much greater chance of survival. That’s as true now as it was thousands of years ago. We human beings have kindness in our genes.


Kindness is contagious


When we’re kind, we inspire others to be kind. My experience is proof of this – every day since I started, someone, somewhere will contact me with a story of a kindness they have committed or received. So be kind, share your stories and watch how you inspire others.


Make a start now. Have fun x


Bernadette Russell









CHAPTER 1
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BE KIND TO YOURSELF
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Being kind to yourself isn’t always as easy as it sounds. Most of us are incredibly hard on ourselves. Pay attention to the kinds of thoughts you have about yourself in the course of an ordinary day. You miss the train and your inner critic pipes up with, ‘You idiot, why didn’t you leave the house earlier?’ You’re getting ready in the morning and you say to yourself, ‘You look so fat/gaunt/ugly/weird.’ Even when you’re with friends and family you might be thinking, ‘He/she doesn’t really like me, I’m so boring.’ If you had a friend who spoke to you like that, you’d be wise to start keeping your distance.


You may be one of those people who already speak to yourself gently and with compassion. If so: great, keep it up. But if, like most of us, you are your own worst critic, you need to make a conscious effort to stop; first by noticing, and then by changing it. Try talking to yourself with this in mind, out loud if you’re able to find a space. If you’ve had a bad day, try: ‘That is awful, sorry that happened. Tomorrow will be better, you deserve it to be.’ Give yourself a hug (I know, this sounds daft. Try it). Recognise that what you are experiencing is normal, you are not alone, and that life is challenging sometimes. Notice and accept both positive and negative emotions; they’re both part of being human.
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