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Dedicated to all those I’ve blanked.
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome. Don’t worry – it’s just us in here. To establish whether you’ve picked up the right book, let’s play a quick game. Answer yes or no to:


	Should people be allowed to talk to you when you’re eating?

	Does one person trying to sleep outweigh the needs of two or more people wanting to party?

	People clapping on planes when the plane lands – heartwarming?

	Does seeing two Beatles singing into one mic make your stomach tauten?



If you answered no, yes, no, yes, you’re in the right place. If you’re still not sure, let’s see if any of the following rings true. If it does, there’s definitely lots in this book for you.


Maybe you have social anxiety

Your leg goes like the clappers under the table when you’re forced to sit with people for more than ten seconds. You stab the lemon in your drink with your straw at social soirees. You try to second-guess what everyone in a group is thinking (about you). You tend to either fall quiet with the exhaustion of it all and let others do the work or be unable to stop yourself galloping into a non-stop nonsensical conversation, trampling down the fences and alarming the punters.



Maybe you’re self-sufficient

When I was a toddler, my mother would set aside quality time to play with me, but was often rejected in favour of whatever project I was already engrossed in. ‘We had to book an appointment!’ she told my boyfriend Frank, a few times, when they first met. It was just a baby story, but it seemed loaded with warning.



Maybe you’re naturally irritable around noise

You can’t help taking the sound of a chair scraping across the floor very personally.



Maybe you’re not really a verbal communicator

As a kid at the breakfast table you’d be reading the back of the Cornflakes packet. These days, you automatically lean over to read someone’s phone when a message pops up. You wish all communication could be written. Your conflict style is: overlong, grammatically immaculate emails.



Maybe you’re a little bit stuck-up

If you wore your fringe at least two inches below your eyebrows in high school, this is you. If you are prone to leaving a big pause before answering an inane question in an unsolicited conversation, this is also you. There’s been quite a wave of introvert pride recently, hasn’t there? Hashtags, shy-people social groups. You are not a member of those.



Maybe you don’t mind being social but you need a lot of time to recharge your batteries

In which case, don’t FORGET your batteries. Or your headphones. I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve forgotten my headphones and, rather than walk through the city without a buffer, have bought some more. Headphones are my biggest tax expense.



Maybe you’re a nerd

Some industries are populated almost entirely by awkward nerds. Have you ever walked into a gathering of authors? Few will not be clutching their plastic glass of wine to their chest with whitened knuckles, rolling their eyes in their heads like frightened horses. See also: academics, scientists and whatever your field is.



Maybe you’re a hip HIP

Last time I was on a dating app, I saw many people signal – alongside their smoking and drinking preferences – that they were an ‘empath’, a ‘HIP’ (highly intuitive person) or an ‘HSP’ (highly sensitive person). I am unsure as to whether this self-identification could lead to romantic interest, but anyway.



Maybe you’re more of an animal person

We both know that’s code for ‘hate humans’.




Maybe you’re just unfriendly

That’s cool. There’s a whole chapter on wariness and how to tell when it’s warranted.



Maybe someone bought you this book

What the hell? How passive-aggressive. Maybe you need to send it back to them and bookmark Chapter 20, at which point they might realise they are to blame.

The Introvert’s Guide to Leaving the House is a practical book for introverts, sociophobes, aloofs, loners and awkwards. Do we Wary Marys need curing? Of course not. But sometimes we can do with a few aces up our sleeves to navigate the interactions of life. Here, you’ll find game plans for every excruciating social scenario – including making small talk, going to parties, public speaking, being a team player at work, dealing with judgement, gaining social media followers without feeling completely compromised and handling conflict.



At this point, I’ll step forward from the fog and stop narrating your life. My name’s Jenny Valentish and I’m a mostly reformed sociophobe. As a journalist, magazine editor and author, I always came up with excuses to not speak in the media. I slouched and doodled in meetings, thinking I had no right to be there. I’d have a few sneaky wines before events. Eventually, I decided I had to stop holding myself back – professionally, socially and psychologically. These days I’m a keynote speaker, a panel facilitator, a podcaster and a regular on radio shows, as well as a far more engaged friend and partner. This has required a lot of reframing of how I view myself and the world, and much interrogating of my poor self-esteem and reluctance to be open with people. I spent years creating exercises for myself in confidence, empathy and sociability, which I’ve passed on in this book with the help of some interesting characters, both introvert and extrovert, who instinctively understood the quest.

Over time I’ve amassed enough game plans to be able to tackle most social scenarios, plus the fuck-it-ability to decline an invite if I think I won’t contribute particularly well.

To describe my particular brand of introversion in a nutshell:


	I’m not shy. These days.

	I can be reasonably outgoing in a social scenario, but there’s a window of tolerance and, beyond that, my interest and energy abruptly run out.

	I express myself far better through the written word.

	I need to be in my own head and I feel irritated if I’m interrupted.

	I’m avoidant of conflict and always planning my exit.

	I sometimes worry I come across as cold.

	I don’t remember to miss people when they’re not around.

	Like a bad live TV crossover, my empathetic response has always had a slight delay. The significance of what you’re saying will transmit to me eventually, but by that point you may have got fed up and changed the channel.



You won’t find any ‘fake it till you make it’ guff in this book, because I don’t think that’s a good fit for introverts. I mean, it’s fine if you’re trying to convince people your new crypto coin is a dead cert, or that people should sign up to your life-coaching program for $444 a month, but I don’t believe reserved folks can just paste on a huge smile and ramp up the volume.

I also want to acknowledge how individual you are, so you can feel assured that I’m not going to view you as part of some homogenous introv-massive. Not every introvert is socially anxious, but this book is aimed at those who are. By the same token, plenty of extroverts have social anxiety. Your main commonality with other people reading this book will be that you find some social scenarios taxing. So consider me your creative and sympathetic accountant, set on minimising your tax as much as is legally possible.
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CHAPTER 1 TWO TRICKS TO TIDE YOU OVER

I’m losing a game of pool when I notice the child watching us. She’s too young to know I’m losing, so I give her a smile and a little wave. This is what I would call progress, in my mission to loosen my tie. It’s a brief engagement. So what if she’s barely learned to talk? She’s still perfectly capable of judging me harshly.

I’m immediately outgunned when my boyfriend, Frank, notices our audience and slips into performance mode. ‘I’m going to hit this white ball into that red ball, which is going to go into that pocket. Then this white ball will rebound off that cushion and hit this ball into this pocket,’ he tells her, as her eyes widen. ‘You ready?’

The child might have initially been intrigued by my colourful tattoos and loud Hawaiian shirt – little girls tend to gawp at the cheerful way I dress – but quickly realises who the natural-born entertainer is here.

This game of pool is the genesis of the book you’re holding. Like Q to James Bond, I want to kit you out with two secret weapons before you embark on any mission, and one of those weapons is Frank. Frank is dazzling in social settings. He has tousled surfer hair and an amiable demeanour and is usually wearing his favourite crumpled khaki shirt, unbuttoned to reveal seventies TV cop chest hair. He blends in very well with the sepia-toned decor of the Union Hotel, and he can fit effortlessly into any kind of group.

Frank is an actor by profession and, given an audience, he doesn’t need much to tap into his inner Jellicle cat. (That’s a Cats reference if you’re too cool for musical theatre.) He gleefully homes in on strangers like a heat-seeking missile – in lifts, at lights, in bloody saunas – and I’ve had a front-row seat to the heartwarming connections and intriguing stories this prompts. He doesn’t take things personally and he’s innately good at positive reframing. This is a guy who had to be told that Tracy Chapman’s ‘Fast Car’ is not a rollicking ode to cruising with the top down; a man who was shocked to hear that his favourite singalong anthem, ‘What’s Up?’ by 4 Non Blondes, is a rage against the patriarchy. I had to break down the last verse of ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’ to explain the grim reality of Puff’s existence once little Jackie Paper grew up. A former girlfriend of Frank’s once burst out with: ‘Nothing ever fazes you, does it?’ She didn’t make it sound like a compliment, so she’d probably dig this book.

‘What would you like me to pot next?’ Frank asks the girl. She points to the white ball. He pots it with his signature little hop and sawing motion. Two shots to Jenny, but game to the small child, whose day has been brightened by some unscheduled friendliness.

Frank heads to the bar to buy a round. While waiting to be served he overhears a man say to the bartender, ‘We’ll have to agree to disagree.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Frank offers. I watch from the pool table as he talks to the man, his body angled in, head tilted, hand on the guy’s shoulder. He’s there for a good five minutes. When he comes back he reports that the man is a composer from New York, who has lived in Melbourne for twelve years, but has been struggling lately, most immediately with the crossword puzzle in front of him. That’s where the disagreement with the bartender came in.

We head out to the courtyard and as we’re passing a table where two men are talking, Frank zooms in. ‘You’ve got the notebooks out, this is obviously a meeting. What is it. Crypto? What’s the name of your coin?’

Turns out that one is giving the other Turkish language lessons. Each week, they meet in a different pub. ‘Where’s next?’ Frank asks eagerly. Amazingly, they are not afraid to tell him.

Later, when we leave the pub, Frank stops to say goodbye to the New Yorker, who is by now having a game of chess with a friend. Frank mentions that his father coached all seven kids in chess. The New Yorker takes the bait and challenges him to a game next time we’re in.

And we’re out. The Union Hotel punters have been hit by a one-man cheer squad.




Trick #1: Find your power animal

Frank has died in various ways in my imagination. That’s because, having finally found him, the fear of losing him is unbearable. But through this fear, I realise I need to pay attention to Frank’s legacy in my life: that there is a better way to get about in the world than the way I’ve been doing it.

I’m aware of how grating it can be to read about significant others – even in the context of ‘my companion ordered the fish’ in restaurant reviews – but you need to hear about Frank because he’s become my power animal, my What would X do? avatar, as well as my de facto. I don’t buy into ‘fake it till you make it’ because anyone can spot fakery when it comes to personality, but if you’re in a tricky social scenario, you can mentally borrow the perspective of someone more chill and/or extroverted, and wonder how they’d handle the situation.

I’ve never been bothered about being an introvert – it’s no affliction. What’s always bothered me is being weird, or unlikeable, or cold, and those ideas over time fostered a reclusiveness. It wasn’t always that way: I was sociable in primary school, leading my own gang (more Famous Five than Crips), revelling in directing the playground games according to my rich inner world. Also, though, revelling in dictatorship. I’ve never been indecisive, but back then this quality could have an unpleasant tinge. I was relentlessly competitive with other children and a smartarse to teachers. Like a mad professor, my hair was constantly awry – two lopsided plaits in my case – and I knew I was always right.

At high school, a pall descended. I was starting to question my behaviour, becoming fixated on weighing up precisely how awful a person I must be. Undisclosed childhood sexual abuse muddied the waters further. As depression set in, I dampened my competitive spirit, thinking it better to operate alone than expect others to bend to my will. Also there was that increasing, unnerving feeling that I just didn’t fit in, like I was getting the etiquette wrong and sending the wrong messages. Best to go it alone.

[Puts away tiny violin and returns to rousing Frank theme tune.] What was I saying? Oh yeah, ‘better way to get about in the world’. Frank and I make a good team because he’s got a ‘big picture mind’ and I’ve got a ‘details mind’. The downside for me is that having a details mind also comes with overthinking and anxiety. The downside for him is that he can never find any of his passwords. So I help him with life admin, and he helps me with reframing things in a positive way.


SITUATION: Walking into a party where you don’t recognise anyone.

JENNY REACTION: Go to bar and purchase a drink to hold at chin height, for maximum arm-across-body protection.

FRANK REACTION: In a party setting, Frank wants to be everywhere at once – I see his grin materialising all over the room like the Cheshire cat’s. To make his entry into a conversation, he’ll find a group larger than two people (as two could be engrossed in something private) and slow down as he approaches, in order to overhear a comment. He’ll then add to that comment in a humorous manner, until he’s in a conversational conga line. If that sounds daunting to you, you could always chuck out a cheeky drive-by comment and just see if it lands. Like, when Frank heard someone at the Union Hotel say ‘We’ll have to agree to disagree’ and he countered ‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

‘Everyone there will be feeling slightly uncomfortable and wanting each other to win, so they’ll embrace that humour,’ Frank assures me. Having won, he’ll probably get bored and bounce to the next group.

SITUATION: You made a faux pas and you’re worried someone took something you said the wrong way.

JENNY REACTION: Nurture this fear into something enormous, second-guess everything the person might be thinking, spend hours drafting a very thorough email based on a Y/N flow chart of everything they might feasibly have to say. FRANK REACTION: Frank is as liable to unwittingly say something that causes offence as much as the next person, but I’ve never seen him sweat a faux pas, or want to forensically dissect an interaction afterwards. I think it’s fair to say he doesn’t give it a second thought. Like the time he somehow convinced a couple that we were swingers and then skipped off without setting them straight. I did a lot of admin after that one.

‘If no ill intentions were meant, change the subject and leave it behind,’ he advises. ‘If you try to clear it up on another occasion, you risk the same misunderstanding happening, anyway.’ Too true. Fix it at the time if you notice; otherwise, move on.

SITUATION: Someone is offhand when you make a friendly comment.

JENNY REACTION: Immediately register this perceived slight and nurture it into something enormous, potentially bearing a grudge for life.

FRANK REACTION: Frank will double-down on the friendliness and kill them with kindness. If you think they want you to take something personally, then do the opposite. That doesn’t mean pandering to someone or getting all Hugh-Grant-in-Four-Weddings-and-a-Funeral with effusiveness; it means fostering a sense of curiosity and perhaps asking them something about themselves: ‘I think I’ve seen you before, do you live in this town?’ ‘Are you enjoying the show?’ They’ll look like a knob if they block you twice. And, hey, maybe they’re just so awkward that someone saying something to them that they weren’t ready for has fritzed their brain and now they’re feeling bad.

‘Always ask yourself, what’s the worst that can happen here?’ Frank suggests.

‘Public humiliation.’

‘But can you handle it? Yes.’

‘But what if you can’t?’

‘What do you mean, you can’t? Did you snap your neck and die?’



Nurture has a role to play here. Frank and his six siblings were encouraged by their radio DJ dad to tell yarns over dinner that had to be funny to avoid a brutal pile-on. It’s quite a marked difference to my family, who only ate together once a week, and then we’d all bring a book or Sunday newspaper section to the table so that we could eat in peace. With Frank having had such a head start, I do have to respect – for now – that whenever I accept an invitation somewhere, there will always be the question: ‘And is Frank going to be coming?’, which will occasionally be followed by: ‘Oh. Just you.’ It’s a work in progress.

I also grew up in a strict household. I’m mindful of authority and would score quite highly on ‘punishment sensitivity’, which has been linked to social phobia, generalised anxiety and avoidant personalities. By contrast, Frank – as the youngest of seven – was able to run free. One of his mantras is: ‘Who makes the rules? We make the rules.’ This approach is very useful to me at this time in my life when I’m (finally) capable of making smart decisions, but sometimes need reminding that I can shake off the spectre of a scolding parent or authoritarian schooling. I can choose to see opportunities everywhere, rather than phantom roadblocks.

NB: The power animal approach isn’t valid on the occasions that the animal’s values don’t match your own. For instance, sometimes Frank plays the ‘Who would you most like to be sitting at the next table?’ game with me when we’re at restaurants. This question is irrelevant, as whoever was at the next table, I wouldn’t dream of bothering them.


EXERCISE: Find your power animal

A: Think of a person who excels in social settings.

B: Think of a scenario you struggle with and ask yourself, what would they do?

Repeat for every excruciating social scenario you tend to find yourself in.





To see with your own eyes the magical powers of having a power animal, stream the documentary The Greatest Night in Pop. It follows the recording of the 1985 charity single ‘We Are the World’ by the supergroup USA for Africa. There are some prickly players in this group – you’ll see pop parakeet Cyndi Lauper being surprisingly sniffy and honky-tonk hellraiser Waylon Jennings storming out – but mostly it’s a whoopin’ and hollerin’ throng of heavyweights such as Michael Jackson, Bruce Springsteen, Paul Simon, Tina Turner and Diana Ross, all pulling together. And pull together they must, as the lyrics are only half-written and the studio has been booked for directly after the American Music Awards, during which the champagne would have been flowing and toilet doors banging.

Their hype man is Lionel Richie, music’s most genial guy. Less than an hour earlier, he was hosting the televised awards. Now he needs to tap into his last remaining energy and wrangle the wayward superstars in this all-night recording sesh.

At the other end of the spectrum is one of the world’s most famous introverts, Bob Dylan. As the cameras mercilessly reveal, Bob really struggles among this hyped-up, high-fiving mob. The collar of his black leather jacket is turned up, as though to better shrink into himself, and he stands stiffly as a sea of celebs sway around him, dutifully mumbling along to the ensemble parts. At 5.30am, he reluctantly takes his place at the mic for his solo spot.

But Bob Dylan seems to have completely lost sight of who Bob Dylan is. The moment he was put into that chorus line, the legend we associate with folk revival and enduring political anthems completely lost confidence, whereas extroverts like Lionel Richie thrived. Bob winces out his lines without conviction. There’s deathly silence in the studio, which is packed with singers, camera crew, photographers and videographers. This is not the way Bob normally works and, realising the problem, an engineer clears the room of everyone but the most necessary players, which includes Stevie Wonder. Throughout the night, Stevie has played the joker. He’s sure enough in his own musical genius to be the most confident person in a room full of megastars, and now Bob seems to identify this easygoing guy as a lifeline. Or a power animal, if you will.

‘Stevie!’ Bob says with urgency. ‘Can you play it one time?’

At the piano, Stevie sings the lines in perfect mimicry of Bob’s iconic nasal twang. Stevie’s loving it, swaying along as he plays, a natural loosey-goosey, but he’s also reflecting Bob back at him – and Bob’s face lights up. As former Rolling Stone journalist David Breskin says in the voiceover, Stevie becomes Bob’s ‘secret agent’. Or power animal.

Back at the mic, Bob nails his line. Lionel whoops and gives the most exaggerated hand clap ever.

‘That wasn’t any good,’ Bob protests in an aw-shucks tone.

‘I’m telling you, that was fantastic!’ insists producer Quincy Jones, who’s also acting as the resident psychiatrist.

‘If you say so,’ Bob chuckles. Quincy and Lionel come in for the hug; exit Bob.

Now here comes your next secret weapon…



Trick #2: Wear a hi-vis vest

People in hi-vis vests can go anywhere and nobody questions them. They clearly have a job to do. They are given immediate authority. You know what else is great about people wearing hi-vis vests? Ironically, they’re invisible. No one’s looking at them, thinking, What are THEY doing here?

If you’ve got a social gathering coming up, think about what role you might play at that event – as though you yourself have a hi-vis vest. With a role, you are purposeful. Without a role, you are driftwood caught in the unforgiving jetties of small talk. Roles are super good for restless people and anxious people and, additionally, can be a relief to people on the autism spectrum who like to be sure of the parameters of a situation.

A role could be as simple as being Snacks Facilitator (although you can judge honestly for yourself if that would just result in you hiding in the kitchen) or as noble as Person Looking Out for Awkwards. I love the audacity of the latter. You, an awkward, don an invisible vest and become the champion of other unwitting awkwards, making a beeline for them in order to benevolently draw them into conversation. Your hi-vis armour gives you new-found confidence and the knowledge that you have the right to be there. Think of it as though you’re there to give someone else what they need, rather than to be judged (see also public speaking, which I’ll get to in Chapter 15). This turns your often-exhausting mental focus away from yourself and onto them.

As a journalist, I have a role. Let’s say I’m interviewing someone for a profile. I’ve thoroughly prepared and I know what I’m doing. I can improvise, because it’s like a dance in which I know every conceivable move they might make. I don’t have to talk about myself; I’m just the mirror reflecting back. And so, the moment I start recording, I can shower someone with my full attention and charm them for the duration. It helps that interviews don’t tend to go past forty-five minutes, which is the maximum amount of time I can hold concentration (we’ll get into ‘social battery life’ in the next chapter). Interviews are intense, intimate, atom-buzzing experiences, and then you walk away and never see the person again. They’re the one-night stands of conversation.


EXERCISE: Pull on your hi-vis

A: Think of a sizable social event that is looming on your calendar.

B: Identify two roles – either in secret or in cahoots with the organiser – that you could feasibly assume at that event.





One of my recent interviewees was Brian Nankervis. Brian is a big-hearted bringer-inner, in the vein of Lionel Richie, and also a massive music nerd. He really enjoyed that Greatest Night in Pop documentary.

‘Oh, little Bobby was so nervous and vulnerable,’ he sighs.

Australian audiences mainly know Brian from his role as co-host and quizmaster on RocKwiz, or from his skits as beat poet Raymond J Bartholomeuz on Hey Hey It’s Saturday, but he’s also been a radio host, TV warm-up guy, part of an improv troupe and a primary school teacher. Guess what, though? He fares much better socially when he has a role.

‘I definitely have moments of awkwardness,’ Brian says. ‘I’ve been to a lot of parties and it’s easier to go to a gig where I’m working. You don’t have to stand there, feeling like, “God, who do I talk to? And what are we going to talk about?” Instead, I’ve got a job. I’ve got a really solid through-line, which can be a lot easier.’

Wearing his hi-vis vest, Brian’s been able to test out what works well. As a warm-up guy, he used to wait for the audience to come in and sit down, but then he sussed that infiltrating them early was the best bet – which goes against the instinct of the wallflower, who generally wants to put off going up and making conversation until they’re three sheets to the wind.

‘One night I thought, instead of waiting for the audience to come in and sit down, I’ll go out to the foyer,’ Brian says. ‘So I’ll go up to one little group, and if I can make them laugh there’s another fifty people in the room who’ll look over and think, ah, there’s a vibe. And then I would even go out to the street and open the car doors for them, and they’d all think that was hilarious.’

If you’re reading this in horror, it should also be said that Brian has an instinct for knowing when to leave people alone, particularly if he’s armed with a microphone. He might instead approach someone outside without the mic and see how they’re going, ask if they’re a fan of whoever’s show it is, that sort of thing.

As you’d expect from a professional quizmaster, Brian loves games. As a young fella he was involved in his local church’s youth group which, in the seventies – the era of Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar (yes, I’ve now mentioned three musicals in one chapter, what of it?) – was a groovier experience than you might imagine. Along with an education in music and pot smoking, he engaged in many witty word games. Especially when he rose to President. Ever since, he’s used games at social soirees. This is partly as an icebreaker, but partly because once you have a reputation as a professional entertainer (not something you and I have to worry about, I’m just saying), there’s an expectation that you’ll be a hoot at every imaginable occasion.

‘I am aware that I have a sort of dagginess and my wife or certain friends will say, “God, do we really have to play this game again?” ’ he says. ‘But they also have a bit of fun with it. When our kids were younger we would have dinner parties with friends, and we would invariably play word games or charades around the table. Now our kids are in their mid-twenties and they do it with their friends, which I’m delighted about.’

No matter how loud the resistance, Brian shows up. And to his credit, so did Bob Dylan in the ‘We Are the World’ recording – despite knowing that his loner brand wouldn’t fit with a gregarious gang of singers. (I can’t help thinking if he’d walked into that studio deciding that he was going to wear the hi-vis vest of Guy Taking Coffee Orders, he’d have fared better, faster.)

In 1986, when Bob was at an Australian press conference, a reporter remarked that he’d looked ‘less than comfortable’ in the USA for Africa video.

‘To tell you the truth, I don’t remember that,’ Bob replied. ‘I did the best I could, you know. That’s all.’



*YOUR GO-FORTH LIST


	Try a cheeky drive-by comment if you overhear a conversation.

	Don’t sweat a faux pas. It literally means ‘false step’, not ‘you’re an awful person’.

	Ask, What’s the worst that can happen here?

	Identify and channel your power animal at an event.

	If you’ve got an event or meeting coming up, think about what hi-vis vest, or role, you’re going to adopt. If there’s a host, they may even have a suggestion.

	Don’t be afraid of being a dag; everyone loves a dag.

	Is there a more awkward person in the room than you? Go rescue them!
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CHAPTER 2 HOW MUCH BATTERY LIFE DO YOU HAVE?

During a 2016 press-junket interview for Batman v Superman, Ben Affleck and his co-star, Henry Cavill, were quizzed about the negative reviews of the film. As Henry dug for a diplomatic answer, Ben lapsed into silence and retreated behind his eyes. He probably thought he could temporarily shut down, thinking the camera was no longer on him. His resting facial expression, though, screamed ‘existential crisis’.

A meme of ‘Sad Affleck’ went viral. The footage was switched to black and white, and the creator slowly zoomed in on Ben’s face, adding the soundtrack ‘The Sound of Silence’ by Simon and Garfunkel. Art Garfunkel has said of this pensive song that it’s about ‘the inability of people to communicate with each other’.

Ever since then, it’s become something of a sport for tabloids to find pictures of Ben looking glum, be he trailing behind Jennifer Lopez or staring into space on the red carpet. He insisted in an interview that he’s not ‘fundamentally sad’, which leaves me with one conclusion: this is the face of a man conserving social energy.

I find this highly relatable. So often, when I’m with people, I’m not switched on; I’m only on stand-by. If I think back to major festivals or memorable events, or even a holiday from years ago, I often have no idea who I went with. That’s because only about 10 per cent of my focus would have been with them. The rest would have wandered off to absorb some creative project, some whimsical thing, some rumination or personal drama.

Only partly engaging with life means there will be untold missed opportunities. So figuring out your social limits, and then vowing to be fully engaged before you meet them, is a good compromise.

You might have heard the common definition of introverts as people whose battery is drained in company, as opposed to extroverts, who become recharged. The maths is simple. The more bodies there are in a social pile-up, the more overwhelming it becomes. A single person is possible to read. A scenario of two people requires split concentration to accommodate them both. More than two people means second-guessing what each is thinking, and so knowing what is most appropriate to say is absolutely impossible. Worse, there’s probably going to be cross-talk, where more than one conversation is competing for your brain’s attention. And so, in social gatherings – Christmas, barbecues, parties – I often fall silent. People must think I have the consumptive constitution of a nineteenth-century muse.

I once had a partner with a very large extended family. ‘Wild and woolly’, as one of the clan put it to me. Sixty-odd relatives would amass around the trestle tables at the annual family picnic by the Hawkesbury River. All warm, all welcoming, all getting louder and louder. So many of them. How could I navigate these radiant clusters as the foreign body in their orbit? Wine, usually.

Even at the much smaller family gatherings I’d find myself overwhelmed. Within an hour I’d quite often have to excuse myself to lie down – citing something fatiguing but non-contagious – and would be offered a bedroom in which to nap. I was at the peak of my career in magazines (RIP magazines) and I’d hear Pete’s relatives speaking affectionately in the next room as I read a book: ‘She works so hard!’

‘She does!’

I never explicitly discussed this ‘fatigued’ tactic with Pete, but then, when he was at primary school he hated the noise of his classroom so much that his teacher let him move his desk into the corridor to sit on his own. So I imagine he got it. And anyway, I was fatigued, only it was through socialising rather than through overwork. The reason I don’t have kids is because Mummy would need some ‘alone time’ 24/7.

I’ve even felt disconnected from my own family as the WhatsApp group buzzes away while I sleep in a different time zone – ‘What pub shall we meet at?’ ‘Who’s bringing the salad?’ – but then, I’ve entirely been the architect of that, by settling down on other side of the world. Every year I fly back for a week-long family holiday by the seaside, but I find being fully present during this intensive period a real struggle. After each trip my cousin Adam posts a big album of photos to Facebook. Without fail I’m only in about two of them, because all week I’ll forever be ‘just going back to the house’, ‘just off to get something’, or giving them a head start to the beach hut and promising to catch up. Eventually.



What about you? Do you…


	pretend you haven’t seen someone at the shops or across the street, to avoid small talk?

	hope that using lots of exuberant exclamation marks in texts and emails will compensate for in-person stand-offishness?

	stare at your ringing phone screen, mentally composing your wholly untrue ‘I’m in a meeting! What’s up?’ text?



We all preserve our battery life in different ways. Those extended family picnics I went to, by the river? If I’d been less self-absorbed I might have noticed things, like the person who was sticking close to their more outgoing partner, or the person drinking harder and faster than everyone else, or the person making all the introductions for me but then expertly skipping out on the small talk, because, frankly, they couldn’t be arsed with it either.

When podcaster and lifestyle guru Tim Ferriss had Susan Cain on his show – Susan being the author of Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking – Tim shared his own hacks as an introvert. These included: ‘frequently taking bathroom breaks during social outings to give himself a reset/break’. I hard relate to that: I’m sure people think I have a very overactive bladder, but honestly there’s not much goin’ down behind that cubicle door; I just need a break from perkier people.

If there was one common denominator that drained people’s batteries, it would have to be the pandemic. Sure, some introverts were on Twitter, smugly pointing out that lockdown life was how they chose to live anyway, but many introverts realised that while they don’t necessarily want to socialise every day, they do want to be around people. Take working on a laptop in a cafe (which is how this book was written). Plenty of freelancers like to do that because they want to be in the vicinity of human movement and conversation without completely engaging with it.

A lot of people also appreciate the routine that going to work or university or socialising brings to our days. Completely lacking structure to my hours during lockdowns, I had to invent some. I fussed over my crammed and coded whiteboard of daily activities. These included calling a friend, which must have shocked every last one of them.

Emerging from the pandemic hasn’t looked the same for everyone. If the virus itself had a ‘long tail’ for some people, so did the effects of lockdown. As my memoirist friend Elly Varrenti wrote for The Guardian, her son deferred his place at uni and spent the pandemic ‘siege-surviving on everything from Uber Eats to drugs delivered straight to your door, thanks very much, via encrypted text messaging’. Add to this the rise of supermarket home delivery and streaming services that have made cinemas almost obsolete: once we fell out of the habit of going out, we realised we really don’t have to anymore.

Maybe this is actually an opportunity to reassess what socialising should look like for us. Sometimes that might look like abandoning FOMO and saying no to a gathering that you’re just not that comfortable with, but I think we also need to reassess the misconception that all socialising drains an introvert’s battery – and figure out precisely what drains us and what doesn’t.



Why our battery life can sometimes be charged by company

My friend Jane Hone has hosted the ‘Story Slam’ open mic nights for years, inviting strangers to share personal stories on whatever theme she’s chosen. She was inspired by walking along a cobblestone lane in Edinburgh and seeing a similar gathering through the fogged-up window of a cosy pub. Maybe people had downed a few wee drams, but their faces seemed to glow. Jane, the wistful outsider looking in, didn’t enter, and this regret turned into the launch of her own events a few years down the track.

Jane identifies as an introvert all the way but, as host, she’s confident and vivacious, jumping up to do a turn whenever others need encouragement and giving off-the-cuff feedback about whatever’s been shared. If we think back to Chapter 1, ‘Two Tricks to Tide You Over’, she’s pulled on that invisible hi-vis vest and has a clear role. In person, though, she’s more reserved and prefers to assess a situation. So the battery metaphor makes a lot of sense to her.

‘I often think of social interactions as an exercise in energetic budgeting, and I bear in mind that I only have so many “sociability credits”,’ she tells me.

Most introverts also have their special person with whom they just won’t shut up, and who experiences a side of them that most don’t get to see. With this person, their energy levels can remain healthy for hours at a time, if not all the time. Sometimes they are charged up not by a person, but by a topic. If you get to rave about your special interests, things that you obsess about, with someone who feels likewise, you’re unlikely to get caught up in the weeds of second-guessing what the other person is thinking or worrying about whether you’re coming across like a weirdo.

That’s why group conversations are so much harder, because in order to find common ground they often focus on superficial topics, which lack the hooks necessary for genuine connection. So much energy can be wasted on trying to find an ‘in’ that doesn’t sound too inane; in fact, Jane’s ex used to surreptitiously coach her by whispering ‘Now! Now!’ at opportune points, such as when the subject turned to something that Jane had strong opinions on.

‘Sometimes when I’m in a small-talk situation it feels like this weird pantomime where everyone is saying all the things people are supposed to say and I’m breaking my brain trying to sound normal,’ Jane says, ‘because if I said what was on my mind it would be complete non-sequiturs.’ By this she means statements that don’t logically follow on from the conversation, because frankly, she’s not that interested in the conversation. ‘I also don’t know how to answer questions like, “How’s work?” without launching into a deep and serious answer, so I just stick to “Good.” ’

Okay, so knowing that we operate better with specific topics and specific people, how can we engineer our social meet-ups to be as energising as possible?


EXERCISE: Play swapsies

Think of some social gatherings you might have and ask yourself which part you may need to opt out of, but which part you will commit to, to make up for it. For instance, on my family holidays I might opt out of sitting chatting in the beach hut, but will commit to board games in the evening. Anything involving food also works well if you’re the sort of person who needs something to do while you’re sitting talking.

If I opt out of –––– I will opt in for ––––






Numbers: forewarned is forearmed

Jane prefers to know in advance how many people are coming, as do I. A newish friend once suggested we go on holiday overseas. I agreed, we made an itinerary, then she announced that another woman, who I didn’t know, would be joining us. ‘The more the merrier!’ my friend said. Worst holiday ever.

‘Too many times a gregarious friend will ask if I want to go to the beach and I get there expecting it to be just the two of us but it turns out they’ve invited five other people,’ Jane says. ‘If I’m in a sociable mood this is fine, but more often than not I’d rather go to the beach by myself than make small talk with a group. Being friends with extroverts is kind of like having rich friends who can splash their cash around willy-nilly. They don’t realise you’re working to a different energetic budget. I can only spend so much energy each week on socialising and if I’ve already used some of my credits on other things, I have to be careful with my spending or I’ll come across like a zombie with nothing to say.’

If more people are coming than you expected, this could just be a classic SUFOE situation (as I’ll call Show Up and Fuck Off Early). The person who invited you might be appreciative of you just showing up for a spell, and mightn’t expect or particularly notice if you’re not the last person standing.



Choose shoulder-to-shoulder activities

If you find it excruciating sitting directly across a table from someone, suggest an alternative.

‘Shoulder-to-shoulder activities’ describe things that we do alongside each other rather than face to face, such as walking, playing pool, group jogging, volunteering for a working bee, games nights, even taking a drive. Men tend to do it more than women when meeting up; in fact, the Men’s Shed Association slogan is ‘Men don’t talk face to face, but shoulder to shoulder’.

Journalist Louis Theroux interviewed Germaine Greer for his podcast, and the feminist opined that women could really take their cues from men on this front. She told Louis:


I watch men a lot because I wish women could learn some of the things they know how to do, and one of the things they know how to do is to be ‘clubbable’, to be together as an undemanding group, who give each other support by meaningless activities like obscene jokes or playing bar billiards or whatever. I wish women could learn that a bit more, because they tend to be demanding of friendships: ‘Tell me more, tell me more, tell me more.’ Whereas sometimes the real secret is to ‘Tell me less, tell me less, tell me less. Take care of me. Make me laugh. Tell me a joke. Let’s run a sweepstake…’ all those things men do.



Sometimes people need herding out of their indecision or dull meet-up suggestions. If you don’t like wafting around without purpose, suggest a shoulder-to-shoulder activity.



Get that dopamine surging

Within human evolution, gossiping replaced physical grooming as a form of social bonding. In anticipation of a juicy reward, our brains release dopamine, while also releasing oxytocin to reinforce feelings of connection with the other person, so much so that The New York Times published an article in 2021, mid-pandemic, titled ‘Feeling Socially Rusty? Try a Little Light Gossiping.’

Rather than resort to that, let’s try to find out what else gets those brain chemicals surging for you – something ‘meaty’. Anyone with a special interest will be fired up by a conversation that does away




The case for not really trying






Honesty is sometimes the best policy






*YOUR GO-FORTH LIST


	Be proactive with meet-ups and arrange a shoulder-to-shoulder activity such as a walk.

	If you find you’re flagging, see if you can get a bite of interest from the other person or the group to troubleshoot a project you’re working on.

	I can’t claim this to be noble advice, but if you feel overwhelmed, I find taking an ‘emergency work/family phone call’ is a lifesaver for at least ten minutes. Is that a white lie? I think that’s a white lie.

	Regularly ask yourself: Have I lapsed into ‘Sad Affleck’?
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