
1

Conversations:
The Good, the Bad, and the Awkward
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QUESTION: My wife’s company is holding a holiday party next
week and I’m the world’s worst conversationalist. Any advice?

ANSWER: Take heart—most conversational blunders are commit-
ted by those who talk too much, not too little. Think before you
speak. Have a list of possible topics in mind that will help get a con-
versation going. Avoid yes or no questions. “What are your plans for
the holidays?” will take you further than “Are you traveling for the
holidays?” Don’t be afraid to introduce yourself, especially to an-
other outsider, who may feel like a fish out of water, too.

THE FINE ART OF SMALL TALK

Some people just seem to have the gift of gab—they can chat up
even virtual strangers with ease. Here’s how to become a great
conversationalist:

1. BE WELL VERSED ON CURRENT EVENTS. Make it your mission to
be a generalist. Read local and national newspapers and news
magazines and watch TV news shows to bone up on events in your
town and around the nation and world. Keep up on entertainment
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Smooth-Talking Tips
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4 C O N V E R S A T I O N S

and the arts with general-interest magazines and TV. Know which
sports teams are winning and which aren’t.

2. ASK PEOPLE FOR THEIR OPINIONS. Before you go to an event,
think of a few questions you can ask at the start of a conversation.
People usually love to be asked for their views on a subject.

3. STEER CLEAR OF CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS. Politics, sex, and re-
ligion are potential minefields. You want to start a pleasant conver-
sation, not an argument.

4. KNOW YOUR HOSTS. If you don’t already know much about your
hosts, learn their interests ahead of time. Are they into skiing, hik-
ing, travel, computers? You can ask around, or check out pictures
and other objects on display in your hosts’ home for clues.
Whether you are chatting with them or fellow guests, the hosts’ in-
terests can jump-start a conversation.

5. PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE. The people you meet every
day—taxicab drivers, store clerks, UPS delivery personnel—can be
conversation partners, too. The more you practice, the easier it gets.

6. REMEMBER TO LISTEN. Put aside your worries about what to say
next, and instead concentrate on what the other person is saying.
He’ll enjoy chatting with you much more if you’re actively listen-
ing (that means eye contact and an occasional nod or brief com-
ment). Plus, the conversation will flow back and forth more easily
for you, since you’ll be able to branch out from what he’s just said.
If you’re truly at a loss, ask him a question and listen some more.
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Top Ten Nosy Questions—
and Quick Retorts

1. “HOW MUCH MONEY DO YOU MAKE?”

“Not enough to buy the house that’s going up down the road.”
“My mother told me never to discuss money, except with my

accountant.”

2. “DID YOU MAKE A KILLING WHEN YOU SOLD YOUR HOUSE?”

“We did just fine, thanks.”

3. “HOW MUCH DID YOU PAY FOR THAT SUIT?”

“Why, does it look expensive?”

4. “IS YOUR CHILD ADOPTED?”

“He really does have his own unique personality, doesn’t he?”

5. “DO YOU DYE YOUR HAIR?”

“Sorry, that’s between me and my hairstylist.”

6. “HAVE YOU HAD WORK DONE—LIKE A FACE-LIFT?”

“Hey, do I look younger? It must be all that clean living!”

7. “WHY ARE YOU GOING TO THE DOCTOR?”

“You don’t want to know.”
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6 C O N V E R S A T I O N S

8. “ARE YOU FEELING OKAY? YOU LOOK TIRED.”

“Actually, I feel great!”

9. “HOW OLD ARE YOU?”

“Twenty-nine and holding.”
“Today I feel about 93.”

10. “WHAT ARE YOU TWO TALKING ABOUT?”

“Nothing to write home about.”

RESPONSE RESCUES

Use humor. Make a light joke out of the question.

Use body language. Let your facial expression say, “Don’t go there.”

Tell it like it is. “I’d rather not say,” or, “I’m not comfortable an-
swering that question.”

“Back atcha.” When all else fails, turn the tables with this one-size-
fits-all response to a nosy question: “Why do you ask?”
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Recovering From Foot-in-Mouth
Disease

QUESTION: I recently asked the librarian at my daughter’s school
when her baby was due. To my horror, she responded, “I’m not preg-
nant.” I could only manage to stutter, “Oh, I’m so sorry!” and disap-
pear as soon as I could. What should I have done?

ANSWER: Don’t be too hard on yourself; how you responded was
just fine. The best recovery is to apologize and change the subject—
fast. “Sorry! My eyes must be going! Speaking of which, I like your
new glasses. Where did you get them?”

FINESSING THE FLUB

The Flub: Mistaking a friend’s sister for her mother.
Finesse It: “I thought Stacy told me she was meeting her mother for
lunch today. Well, you do look way too young to be Stacy’s mother!”
Most people are more than willing to overlook a comment that was
not intended to be hurtful.
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The Flub: Your young son points to a man at the grocery store and
yells, “Look at his big, fat belly, Mommy!”
Finesse It: Ah, the candor of children! Calmly tell your son to quiet
down and then apologize for him to the other shopper. Later, explain
to your child that he shouldn’t say things that hurt other people’s
feelings.

The Flub: Complaining about having to find a Mother’s Day present
to a friend who recently lost her mother.
Finesse It: Fess up to being an insensitive dolt—“I’m sorry. I wasn’t
thinking”—and then move on.

The Flub: Saying, “It’s nice to meet you,” at a business meeting and
having the person reply, “Don’t you remember? We met last month
at the Chamber Convention.”
Finesse It: “I remember. I’m just so bad at names. Sorry!” If you can,
add something that shows you aren’t totally forgetful: “We talked
about the new software your company is developing for hospital
administrators.” This shows that at least you remember the
conversation. Here’s a helpful tip: When you’re introduced to
someone you may have met before, say “It’s nice to see you” instead
of “It’s nice to meet you.”
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Telling a Tasteless Joke

QUESTION: After drinking too much at a party, which he rarely
does, my husband told a joke that I think offended one of the guests.
My husband is embarrassed and would rather that I just forget
about it. But the hostess is a good friend. Should I apologize to her?

ANSWER: It’s difficult to apologize for someone else. Your husband
should take responsibility for his own behavior—if he felt his com-
ments gave offense, he should try to make amends. If you’d also like
to express your own concern to the hostess, you can mention the
blunder. Try not to make a big deal about it. Your friend may have
not even heard the joke, and by drawing attention to it the situation
may become more awkward. The next time you talk to her, add in a
light tone, “You know Sam, he gets carried away—I think he may
have shocked Linda the other night. I hope she didn’t take him too
seriously.”

TEN CONVERSATIONAL BLUNDERS

• “I can see I’ll have to simplify this for you.”
• “Are you tired? You look it.”
• “I just heard! Are you and that awful Chris really getting a divorce?”
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1 0 C O N V E R S A T I O N S

• “Have you had cosmetic surgery? You look better somehow.”
• “Why are you wearing that bandage [eye patch, neck brace]?”
• “What happened to Bobby’s complexion since he went away to

school?”
• “Isn’t your baby a little small for his age?”
• “You live there? But it’s such a dirty city!”
• “What made you choose that couch?”
• “When are you expecting?” (When a person isn’t pregnant.)
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Party Politics

QUESTION: At a party recently, I started talking politics with some
of the guests and the discussion got heated. The host seemed un-
comfortable. I enjoy a good debate and think our argument was
civil, but my wife insists it was rude to talk politics at a party. Who’s
right?

ANSWER: An intelligent discussion of an interesting topic can be
great party entertainment, provided no one curses or resorts to
full-scale arguing. Most subjects—world events, sports, the stock
market, even war and politics—are fair game if everyone expresses
himself rationally, listens with an open mind, and refrains from in-
sisting too vehemently on his own views. Unless your conversation
amounted to all-out verbal combat, it shouldn’t be considered
rude.

THE THREE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

Although it’s okay to broach potentially sensitive topics at social
gatherings, it’s important to do it in a way that will stimulate intelli-
gent discussion—not get anyone’s back up or start a brawl. Here’s
how to keep the discussion civil:
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1. Consider Your Audience
Think twice before introducing a hot-button subject. If some-

one in the room has a family member in the military, for example,
starting a discussion about the war on terror is not a great idea.

2. Don’t Attack
Saying “You’re wrong!” or “That’s not true!” is like saying your

conversation partner is less than intelligent or less than honest. It’s
more tactful to say, “I don’t think I agree with you about that,” or, “It
seems to me . . .”

3. Know How to End It
If an argument is going nowhere, put a stop to it and clear the

air with a comment like, “Poor Catherine, I bet she didn’t expect
fireworks when she invited us over.” Or, “Harry, I’ve enjoyed our de-
bate as much as Catherine’s wonderful dinner. But let’s say we now
drop the subject and simply agree to disagree. Okay?” Or, “Well, we
obviously don’t agree on this one, but I can see your point of view.”
And then, by all means, change the subject: “How about them Yan-
kees?”
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Cutting Ties With
Your Hairdresser

QUESTION: I just got a great haircut from another stylist at my reg-
ular salon when my stylist was out sick. I’d love to switch to the new
hairdresser, but my current stylist has cut my hair for the last four
years and I don’t want to hurt her feelings. Help!

ANSWER: Breaking up with a hairdresser is like ending any rela-
tionship: The key is to be honest and polite. Avoiding the situation
could cause hurt feelings. Instead, talk to your old stylist. Tell her
that her coworker has taken your hair in a new direction: “I really
liked the way Pam cut my hair, so I’m going to make my next ap-
pointment with her. I hope you understand.” Thank her and offer to
refer friends to her. Hopefully, she will understand and also appre-
ciate the fact that you’re keeping your business at the salon. You may
feel awkward, but it’s a situation that most stylists have encoun-
tered. In fact, the consensus among stylists and other professionals
is that they prefer to know the reason why someone leaves them.
They want their clients to be happy, so they welcome feedback.

FIRING FAIRLY: THE POLITE ADIEU

It’s not easy firing your stylist, babysitter, housecleaner, or assistant.
In fact, many people say they’d rather put up with the spiked haircut
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or the dust bunnies under the chairs than let someone go. They’re
not wimps. It’s just that they don’t like to hurt others’ feelings. But
sometimes it’s necessary to bid adieu, and there’s a right way to do it.

• Have a good reason. As a client or an employer, you’re responsi-
ble for communicating the job description and your expectations.
Outline what you want from the very beginning, and update your
preferences as necessary.

• Give fair warning. Many firings occur due to general incompe-
tence or a specific slacking off. Before firing, give the employee or
service provider a warning—a reasonable presentation of your
concern—and also give him or her a chance to correct the problem.

• Give adequate notice. Sometimes, the problem is not due to per-
formance. Instead, the services are no longer needed or feasible.
Your situation could change: Perhaps you’re becoming an empty-
nest parent without the need for regular housecleaning, or your
budget no longer enables you to splurge at the deluxe salon. Ex-
plain as soon as you can.

• Be honest. This means no made-up reasons. Don’t pretend that
you’re giving up having a housecleaner entirely, only to turn
around and hire someone else. Instead, tell the person you’re let-
ting go that things didn’t improve after you pointed out specific
problems. Now, it’s time to move on.

• Be kind. There’s no need to be cruel. There’s always something
good to say about the person and the work that has been performed.
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PTA Pressures

QUESTION: Parents from the PTA keep calling me to help out with
school projects, but I’m overwhelmed with my job and my kids.
What should I do?

ANSWER: Just because you can’t chair the big school fund-raiser
doesn’t mean you can’t help out at all. Get specifics on what’s
needed for particular projects and pick a task you can handle—
stuffing envelopes, posting flyers, or attending a weekend function.
Your kids and their school will benefit from your involvement, no
matter how small, and you’ll enjoy interacting with other parents.
And when other parents call for volunteers, you can explain that
you’re already helping out.

HOW TO “JUST SAY NO”

Whether they’re hesitant to hurt others or afraid they’ll be less popu-
lar, most people don’t like to say no. Yet it’s considerate to be honest.
Others deserve to know where you stand, and being wishy-washy
usually only makes matters worse—for example, first saying yes
( just to be “nice”) but later changing your mind and saying you can’t
help out. Here’s how to make saying no a little easier for everyone:
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Stall briefly before answering/count to ten. Pause. Think—even
if your answer is needed in a matter of minutes. (Don’t make it
worse for the requester by dragging out your reply.) Weigh your
pros and cons. Understand your limits (time, money, interest).
The result is that you’ll have the power of your convictions,
making the decline easier to deliver and easier for your re-
quester to accept.

Accentuate the positive; answer respectfully. Responses such as
“No, but thanks for asking” and “No, I can’t help right now, but
you’re kind to think of me” show you appreciate the person’s
thoughtfulness.

Give a reason when possible. When you can, give a good, honest
reason: “I’m swamped getting the kids and me out the door every
day.” “I give to other charities.” “I have three kids in college and
just can’t afford it.” There’s no need to be defensive, and only
provide your reason if doing so is sincere and helpful to your
delivery.

Don’t equivocate. Saying “I don’t think so” or “I probably shouldn’t”
sends a mixed message. Don’t stretch out the discomfort; be
direct.

Be straight about the future. Don’t leave the door open to more re-
quests unless you will definitely welcome them. For example, if
you won’t have time to be a homeroom helper for your child’s
class either now or in the foreseeable future, respond clearly:
“No. With my work schedule, I’m sorry I can’t help. I’ll let you
know if my situation changes.” If you would like to help in the
future, however, say so: “No, I can’t right now, but I’d really like
to help sometime. Please call me again next year.”
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Beware of traps. Watch out for . . .

Flattery. “You’re so good at baking pumpkin pie! How about five
for Thanksgiving dinner?”

Bullying. “You’ve got to help out. Everyone else is calling two
hundred names on the list.”

Someone else’s problem becoming yours. “I’m so swamped!
Could you just . . . ?”

Pass the buck. Politely, of course! Offer a solution or an alterna-
tive but only if it’s viable: “I can’t attend the meeting, but Char-
lie would like to take my place.” Be sure to check with the other
person first.
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QUESTION: I have a license plate with a handicapped symbol and
use the handicapped spaces when I park. But I sometimes get dirty
looks and rude comments from people because they can’t see my
disability. How should I respond?

ANSWER: Because your disability isn’t visible, some people may
wrongly assume you’re abusing the privilege of handicapped park-
ing. The safe response is to do nothing and ignore the looks and
comments. Although this may hurt your pride and may not stop the
negative reactions, responding could make the situation escalate
into a nasty confrontation. If you want to respond, stand your
ground with grace. In a calm, pleasant voice, say, “You look upset.
Is something wrong?” Think Mother Teresa, not Tony Soprano. If
you speak politely, you may be able to start a conversation about it
without the situation getting testy. Or, try an ounce of prevention:
Print up some cards to display on your dashboard with a message
that says something like this: “I have debilitating arthritis. While I
may look okay to you, the short walk from my car to the store is a
major challenge for me. That’s why I have handicapped parking ac-
cess.” Of course, some incorrigible characters couldn’t care less
what your ailment is. They are incapable of empathy, so just ignore
them.

8

Handicapped Parking Dilemma
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HOW TO TREAT A PERSON WITH A DISABILITY

People with disabilities number about seventeen percent of the
United States population, which is a large minority group. The hu-
manity of these fifty million individuals is no different from yours.
Focusing on this fact should make it easier for you to put aside any
anxiety and be yourself when you interact with a person who has a
disability.

• Don’t stare, even discreetly.
• All basic manners apply—friendly greetings, smiles, “please” and

“thank you,” and introductions.
• Avoid being overly solicitous. If you want to help, ask first. People

who have mastered getting about in wheelchairs, on crutches, or
in braces, or who manage without the benefit of vision or hearing,
take justifiable pride in their independence. Take your cue from
the person with the special needs or from his caregiver.

• Refrain from asking personal questions of a person with a disabil-
ity. If he wants to talk about the condition, he’ll broach the subject.

• Don’t pity the person. Life is what you make it. If a person with a
disability doesn’t see his life as tragic, then it most certainly isn’t.
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QUESTION: What’s a polite way to ask someone to stop e-mailing
jokes, political propaganda, and other forwarded messages?

ANSWER: Whether it’s work-related or personal, many people
are inundated with e-mail and often feel annoyed, not pleased,
when they receive pass-along messages. If you’re a victim of
“friendly spam,” politely and honestly ask the sender to stop. Say,
“John, I love hearing from you, but please stop sending me jokes
via e-mail. I’m so busy at work that I don’t have time to read them
and they’re clogging up my in-box. But let’s keep in touch as we
always do.”

TEN E-MAIL NO-NO’S

1. FORWARDING OFF-COLOR JOKES

2. USING ALL CAPITAL LETTERS

3. SPREADING GOSSIP

4. DISCUSSING PERSONALLY SENSITIVE ISSUES

5. CRITICIZING OTHERS

6. COMPLAINING ABOUT WORK OR YOUR BOSS

9

Stopping Friendly Spam
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7. DETAILING A PERSONAL MISHAP

8. USING E-MAIL TO AVOID A FACE-TO-FACE DISCUSSION

9. GOING INTO DETAIL ABOUT PERSONAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

10. ARGUING WITH FAMILY OR FRIENDS
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How Rude!
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Rude Awakening

QUESTION: When I had to return something at a clothing store re-
cently, the salesperson kept me waiting a long time and then was
very curt—she didn’t apologize or say “Thank you,” “Have a nice
day,” or even “Good-bye.” How should I respond when an employee
is rude?

ANSWER: You have a choice: Speak up or say nothing. If you want
to respond, look the person in the eye, smile, and say, “Thanks!”
Overwhelmed or underpaid, anyone can have a bad day; a positive
encounter could change the karma. If not, you might let the man-
agement know that someone on their sales staff is forgetting basic
courtesies. Even better, write a letter—with specifics. Complaints
in writing are harder to ignore.

EXCUSE ME, YOU’RE RUDE!

Most people simply ignore rudeness, perhaps because they’re afraid
a minor quarrel could escalate or because an affront happens so
quickly, they don’t have a chance to react. It’s okay to stand up to
rude behavior as long as you don’t respond in kind or sense that a
nasty confrontation could erupt. Staying cool and pleasant is the
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best way to make your point. There might even be a bonus: Perhaps
your good manners will be contagious. Here are some guidelines for
deciding whether to respond to rude behavior—or not:

Don’t take it personally. Perhaps the offender is having a bad day.
Take the focus off your hurt feelings by imagining what he
might be going through—the sting of a recent confrontation, fi-
nancial troubles, an ill spouse.

Size up your annoyances. Will it accomplish anything to make a
stink about the person who’s using a credit card at the “Cash
Only” register, or will it just be a waste of your emotional energy?

Set a good example. Rudeness begets rudeness. If you speak
sharply to a bank teller, don’t be surprised if you get the same
treatment in return.

Count to ten. When someone’s behavior makes you angry, take a
few deep breaths and ask yourself, “Is it really worth blowing my
stack over this?”

Laugh it off. Countering the comment “You look awful!” with a sar-
castic retort like “How kind of you to say so!” is preferable to
“Well, you don’t look so hot yourself!” If you can’t come up with
a friendly joke, just chuckle and change the subject.
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Telephone Troubles

QUESTION: I’ve left several messages for the public information of-
ficer at a local nonprofit where I’m working on a fund-raiser. She
hasn’t returned my phone calls. What should I do?

ANSWER: Try once more before giving up. Say, “Mrs. Hollings, this
is Jack Pierce (at phone number xxx). I’m the Kids’ Day Committee
member calling about the April event. I’m worried about meeting the
fund-raising committee’s deadlines, so could you please give me a call?
I need information from you before moving forward. Thanks.” Be sure
to leave your number. If there is still no response, contact someone
else at the organization and politely explain the problem and ask for
help. Or, if you can get the information elsewhere, by all means, do.

THE RUDEST OF TIMES

As the pace of modern life speeds up, rudeness seems to escalate,
too. Below are some of the most offensive and, sadly, most common
rude behaviors of our day:

Doing the “cell yell.” Broadcasting a cell phone conversation in a
public place as if your phone mate were hard of hearing.
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Driving recklessly. Zipping from lane to lane (without signaling, un-
fortunately) and generally driving like a maniac, endangering
the lives of others.

Telling racist or ethnic jokes. Passing along unfunny “jokes” that
insult the listener’s intelligence while smearing entire races and
populations.

Looking down on servers and sales help. Treating workers rudely or
as if they were somehow beneath you.

Swearing in public. Using obscenities or four-letter words, which
are especially offensive when children are within earshot.

Allowing your kids to bother others. Letting kids run wild or make
noise in restaurants, supermarkets, theaters, or any other public
or private place.

Abusing the umpire. Just because the ref/coach/umpire makes a
call that doesn’t work in your child’s or team’s favor doesn’t
mean it’s okay to harass the sports official or the opposing team’s
players or spectators.

Leaving a mess on the sidewalk. Fouling the walkway or street with
spit, trash, or pet poop left unscooped.

Not giving up your seat. On public transportation, staying planted
in your seat when an elderly, pregnant, or person with a disability
obviously needs it more than you do.

Charging through crowds. This is especially obnoxious—and
dangerous—when the charger is skating, riding a bike or an elec-
tric scooter, or pushing a baby stroller. Even minus the extra
equipment, anyone who pushes though crowds—especially with-
out so much as an “Excuse me!” is just plain rude.
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Cutting in. Doing so on a checkout line, or taking a parking space
that someone else is clearly waiting for.

Holding up the checkout line while cell-phoning. Ignoring 
others—wasting their time while you’re gabbing away on your
cell phone.
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QUESTION: Recently, I was in a long line at the grocery store and
had been waiting quite a while. A new lane opened up and a
woman who had just joined the end of the line rushed over to get
there first. The cashier started ringing up her purchases. What
should I have done?

ANSWER: If someone jumps in front of you in line, you can imme-
diately say, “Excuse me, but I was ahead of you. I believe I’m next.”
If the person doesn’t retreat, don’t push it—just go speak to the
manager. Suggest that when a cashier opens a new register, he
should say “May I help the next person in line?” Then next time, see
if the request is followed correctly.

THE RIGHT RESPONSE

When someone’s behavior irks you, ask yourself if it’s worthwhile to
take on the person who’s acting rudely. The answer is usually no.
But even if you decide to keep mum, there is one subtle but effec-
tive antidote to rudeness: Kill ’em with kindness. At the very least,
you may shame the offender into acting more civilized. Here are a
few other strategies for dealing with rudeness:

12

“Excuse Me, But I Was Next”
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Give the offender the benefit of the doubt. Try not to take the
rudeness personally.

Offer empathy. If a young child behind you on a plane is kicking
your seat, calmly say to the parent, “I know space is tight and
kids have lots of energy, but your son has been kicking my seat
since we boarded. I’d appreciate it if you’d ask him to stop.
Thanks!” Or, if it’s an older child or an adult, make the same
calm request directly.

Encourage a positive response. “Shut up! You’re driving me crazy!”
is not going to get the results you’re looking for. Instead, try “A
few of us are trying to read. Could you please lower your voice?
Thanks!” Say it with a smile.

Take it to the top. If you’ve been treated rudely by a business em-
ployee, who fails to cease being rude, tell the manager or write a
letter to the company.
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“Delighted to Meet You”
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Terms of Endearment

QUESTION: I’m a divorced woman with grown children. How
should I introduce my “significant other” of three years? I certainly
can’t use the term boyfriend.

ANSWER: Simply introduce him by using his name. Defining a re-
lationship in an introduction can be a distraction anyway; focus in-
stead on a warm and gracious exchange of names. If you decide to
explain your personal relationship, it’s more natural to do it in
conversation.

In any case, finding a word to define an unmarried relationship
can be tricky. Whether your relationship is with someone of the op-
posite sex or the same sex, terms like partner, live-in, roommate, and
my good friend can be confusing and easily misinterpreted. Boyfriend,
girlfriend, and special friend seem childishly inappropriate for cou-
ples in their thirties and older. And significant other and domestic
partner can sound stilted and legalistic. People who get to know you
better will soon figure out that you two are romantically involved; de-
tails of your personal relationship are probably not that important to
others.
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FIVE INTRODUCTION GOOFS

Some introduction mistakes are the result of memory lapses or ner-
vousness, but others are entirely preventable. Avoid these foul-ups
for smoother introductions:

Looking away. People who look elsewhere while being introduced
to someone may be suffering from a case of nerves or self-
consciousness, but what their actions say is that they aren’t very
interested.

Making overly personal comments. Such subjects as divorces, be-
reavements, job losses, and illnesses make people uncomfort-
able and should not be raised in introductions.

Interrupting. When someone is engaged in serious conversation or
obviously occupied, don’t break in to introduce someone else.
Wait for a more convenient moment.

Leaving someone out of the post-introduction conversation. Once
you’ve been introduced, don’t launch into an animated conver-
sation with the person you’ve met, leaving the person who’s in-
troduced you hanging. Be sure that both parties are included in
any conversation that follows an introduction.

Gushing. Most people are embarrassed by overly flattering intro-
ductions. Matchmakers take note: Even if you think that two el-
igible people would be the perfect couple, a low-key
introduction is your best bet. Exaggerated praise is likely to be a
turnoff.

=
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Name Amnesia

QUESTION: What do I do when I’m introducing someone and sud-
denly forget their name?

ANSWER: Don’t panic. At one time or other, we’ve all had that
awkward moment when we’ve begun to introduce two acquain-
tances and then drawn a blank. Just be straightforward: “I’m so
embarrassed—I’ve forgotten your name.” Fessing up is far better
than ignoring the expected introduction (and person). Sometimes
you might even have a chance to instead discreetly ask someone else
to tell you the person’s name before it’s time to make the introduc-
tion. If you’re the one who’s being introduced and suspect someone
has forgotten your name, help them out of their jam by extending
your hand and saying, “Hello, I’m Susie Smith. It’s so nice to meet
you.” The person who is introducing you will appreciate your
thoughtfulness and quick thinking.

THE RIGHT WAY TO MEET AND GREET

It’s true: First impressions do count. The image you project when
meeting someone for the first time is, in many cases, the picture of
you they will always carry with them. If you smile and stay relaxed,
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make eye contact, shake hands firmly, and greet the person warmly
and sincerely, you’re likely to make a positive and long-lasting first
impression.

Stand up. Today this rule applies to men and women alike. If
there’s no room to stand—for instance, you’re at a restaurant
wedged behind a table—briefly lift yourself out of your chair,
extend your hand, and say, “Please excuse me for not standing.
I’m glad to meet you.”

Smile and make eye contact. Your smile conveys warmth and
openness; looking a person in the eye clearly shows that you’re
focused on him or her.

State your greeting. The direct “How do you do?” and “Hello” and
“It’s so nice to meet you” are all good openers. Repeating the
person’s name—“I’m pleased to meet you, Ms. Dowd”—not
only is polite, but helps you remember the person’s name.

Shake hands. Grasp the other person’s hand firmly but not too
tightly. A proper handshake lasts about three seconds. The
clasped hands are pumped two or three times, after which you
let go and step back. If you think it sounds silly to mention a
specific number of pumps, do remember the last time someone
hung on to your hand for a seemingly endless time and you
wondered if they would ever let go.

=
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Manners at Work
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Sneeze in Hand

QUESTION: I noticed a client sneezing into his hand. A few min-
utes later, my boss introduced me to him. I didn’t want to shake his
hand, but I did. Was there any other option?

ANSWER: No, not really. You did the right thing (assuming that
your next stop was the restroom for a thorough hand washing with
soap and hot water). If you didn’t shake, the client would have won-
dered what was wrong with you, and your boss could have been em-
barrassed or annoyed by your actions. In a social situation, you have
a little more leeway—you can claim to be fighting a cold yourself, a
perfectly legitimate reason for forgoing a handshake, as long as you
offer an apology and an explanation.

BODY LANGUAGE IN OTHER COUNTRIES

When you travel abroad, interpreting body language is important—
and challenging. Once you’ve been in a country for a while, you’ll
probably get the feel of the local body language. Meanwhile, here
are a few guidelines:
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• Personal space. The distance maintained between yourself and
others is important; getting too close or moving too far away can
be misconstrued as unwanted familiarity or standoffishness.
North Americans and Europeans are comfortable standing some
two to three feet apart. The Japanese and other Asians require
more space, but most of the rest of the world likes to get closer.

• Handshakes. In North America and Europe, a firm handshake is
an appropriate form of greeting. In Asia and the Middle East,
where hand shaking is still relatively new, the customary grip is
gentler; a too-hearty grip could be interpreted as aggressive. In Is-
lamic countries, offering your hand to a woman is highly offen-
sive. At the other extreme, it’s said that you can never shake hands
too much in France, where women shake hands as freely and as
often as men.

• Bowing and similar greetings. In Japan and some other Asian
countries, the bow is the equivalent of the handshake. In rank-
conscious Japan, the person of inferior rank bows first and lowest.
The Indians and Thai may place their hands together at the chest
in a prayerlike gesture as a form of greeting.

• Touching. North Americans don’t engage in casual touching, but
Latin Americans and southern Europeans often do. If a native
jabs you with his finger to make a point or touches your arm in
conversation, don’t be offended. In the Middle East, and in
Southeast Asian and Pacific Island nations, a man may even find
his male host taking his hand. Do not misconstrue these gestures,
but don’t try to copy them, either.

=
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Private Papers: No Peeking!

QUESTION: While sorting through some papers on my boss’s desk,
I came across a friend’s employee evaluation. She’s getting a poor re-
view and being put on probation. Should I tell her now so she can
start looking elsewhere before she gets fired? It’s a terrible time to
lose a job.

ANSWER: Your intentions may have been good, but the spying was
not. The papers were private and you shouldn’t have read them. Your
friend’s job performance is between her and the boss. Furthermore,
you might be jumping the gun. Being put on probation isn’t the same
as being fired. Supervisors often give employees time to improve
their performance, with specifics on how to do it. Your only obliga-
tion is to be there for her as a friend after she gets critiqued. Take
your cue from her as to how much she wants to talk about her eval-
uation with you.

HOW TO BE A GOOD LISTENER AT WORK

At work, it’s not only discourteous but bad business practice to be
an indifferent listener. Supervisors claim they can easily tell whether
a subordinate has been listening by the quality of the questions he
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asks at the end of a discussion, along with the accuracy of his sum-
mation. Score high as a listener by remembering to do the following:

Concentrate. Pay close attention to what the other person is saying
and don’t let your mind wander. Don’t let your eyes wander, ei-
ther. Look at the person, not over his shoulder to see what else
is going on. And be patient with someone who’s speaking too
slowly or faltering in getting their message across.

Confirm. To show that you understand, occasionally paraphrase
what the speaker is saying. Once you’ve picked up the rhythm of
the other person’s speech, you should be able to briefly summa-
rize without seeming to interrupt.

Wait. In conversation, patience is a virtue and interrupting is a sin.
Remember that there’s a difference between the occasional in-
terruption made to confirm or question a particular point and the
interruption that’s made because the speaker is bursting to throw
in his two cents’ worth. The former is okay; the latter is not.

Question. If you don’t understand something, ask for an explanation.

Respond. Use positive body language to show you’re paying attention.
Lean slightly toward the speaker, maintain eye contact, and react
to what he says with the occasional nod, smile, or cocked eyebrow.

Keep still. If you’re at your desk, don’t shuffle papers or make a
halfhearted effort to continue whatever you’re working on.
When standing, refrain from any distracting gestures, such as
rattling the change in your pocket. While on the phone, no loud
chewing or banging away on your computer keyboard.

=
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Smelly Situations

QUESTION: My coworker has really bad body odor. Colleagues
joke about it behind his back. I feel bad for him and would like to
help. Should I broach the subject?

ANSWER: Surveys show that most people would want to be told,
preferably by a friend, if they had an offensive body odor. If you two
aren’t really good friends, however, don’t bring it up. It’s not worth
the risk of humiliating or angering him. His problem might be
caused by a medical condition. If you are close friends or if he has a
good friend in the office, either you or his friend could say, “I need
to discuss something with you that’s difficult for me to bring up, but
that I’d want you to tell me if the shoe was on the other foot. I also
want you to know that I care about you and want you to succeed
here. That’s why I’m telling you, as a friend, that your body odor is
an issue.” You may be able to recommend something that has
worked for you. Tell him that the discussion about his problem will
stay private, and be sure it does. If there is no one at the office who
feels close enough to talk to him about the problem, you could men-
tion it, confidentially, to someone in human resources, who can talk
with him.
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CUBICLE COURTESY

Those who work cheek-by-jowl with others need to be extra consider-
ate, since every sound and smell they emit affects everyone nearby.
Here are the top manners minefields for cubicle-dwellers and how to
avoid them:

What is that smell? Bringing food into the workplace? Spicy or
smelly foods like greasy subs, cooked broccoli, and garlic bread
should not be eaten at your desk. Try the lunchroom, kitchen,
lounge, an empty conference room, or outdoors. Also, go easy
on the perfume or cologne and do what you can to prevent
body odor.

Big primping. Applying nail polish, massaging your feet, cutting
your nails (nail clipper alert!), combing your hair, or putting on
makeup is not appropriate at your desk. Save it for the bathroom
or, better yet, do it at home.

Noise pollution. Be conscious of your contribution to office noise
and how distracting it is to others. Keep your voice modulated
when talking on the phone, limit personal phone calls, and don’t
use the speakerphone or play music others can hear. Likewise,
keep conversations with coworkers sotto voce or step into a con-
ference room or hallway.

No privacy. Just because their door is always open doesn’t mean cu-
bicle workers are always available. You can’t effectively knock,
but you can, and should, ask if you can come in. And keep
“prairie-dogging”—standing up or hanging over the wall to speak
to the person in the neighboring cubicle—to a minimum. If the
coworker you want to speak with is on the phone, don’t hover.
Try again later.

=
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Damage Control for 
E-mail Bloopers

QUESTION: I just trashed my boss in an e-mail and then sent it to
her instead of my friend in accounting! What should I do?

ANSWER: Own up to your mistake immediately. Seek out your boss
before she comes to you and say, “I can’t believe I did such a stupid
thing. I’m so sorry.” If the comments you made in the e-mail expressed
frustration with the way your boss is handling things, use this as a
chance to discuss the problem. If it was a personal attack, just apologize
profusely and do your best to see that the damage is mended over time.

THE GOLDEN RULES OF 

E-MAIL ETIQUETTE

1. IF YOU CAN’T POST IT ON A BULLETIN BOARD FOR EVERYONE TO

READ, DON’T SEND IT. Stories abound about the “private” e-mail
that became a public embarrassment. Nothing is private on
e-mail; it’s all too easy for sensitive information to end up in the
wrong in-box.

2. HIT SEND ONLY WHEN YOU’RE SURE YOUR MESSAGE IS READY

TO GO. Let it simmer for a little while, rereading your cyber-
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communication before sending. Hold any messages that may be
delicate, using the Draft or Send Later feature as a safety net.

3. NIX THE TEMPTATION TO HIDE BEHIND E-MAIL. Discuss the most
sensitive topics in person or on the phone. You’re about to fire an
employee via e-mail? Forget about it, and do the deed person to
person.

4. MAKE IT EASY TO READ. Use a simple, clear font. Avoid using all
capitals in your e-mails. They’re the e-mail equivalent of yelling
and are also difficult to read.

5. CHECK YOUR SPELLING AND GRAMMAR. Even a simple e-mailed
message begs for some standards, especially when you’re sending
professional correspondence.

6. ANNOUNCE YOUR MESSAGE. Use of the subject line helps the re-
cipient sort the mail in order of priority.

7. FORGO THE JOKES AND CHAIN LETTERS. Send the personal spam
only if you know it’s welcome.

8. RESPECT PRIVACY. Don’t share others’ e-mail addresses unless
you know they don’t mind.

=
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The Importance of 
Being Punctual

QUESTION: I was five minutes late for a job interview because it
took me longer than I expected to get there. I didn’t get the job, even
though I was more than qualified. Was my lateness the reason?

ANSWER: Most likely your tardiness did you in. There is one invi-
olable rule for job interviews: Be on time. First impressions are
lasting, and if you keep your interviewer waiting, it will be very dif-
ficult to recover from the poor impression you’ve made. Prevent it
from happening next time: Do a trial run by traveling to the com-
pany a day or two before the interview to learn how long it takes to
get there—and then factor in some extra time (ten to twenty min-
utes) to ensure that you’re on time on the day of your interview. If
you really are unavoidably late, it’s imperative that you call to alert
those you’re inconveniencing. Apologize profusely (no made-up
stories), give an estimate of when you’ll arrive, and ask if they
would prefer to reschedule. Note that if something truly beyond
your control has been the cause of your delay (a train breakdown,
a sudden ice storm), you’ll probably receive a more sympathetic re-
ception.
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DEAL MAKERS, NOT BREAKERS

There is so much advice thrown at those interviewing for jobs that
the most important points can get lost. Here are the five things that
will give you a clear edge in a job interview:

1. BE PUNCTUAL. Plan to arrive early to ensure that you are calm,
collected, and on time—no matter what. Allow an extra ten to
twenty minutes for your travel time; and if you are really thirty
minutes early, wait elsewhere until five (or even ten) minutes be-
fore your scheduled interview.

2. BE PREPARED. Read up on the company or organization through
industry trade magazines and Web sites. Have a sense of the com-
pany’s products, markets, and plans for growth. Prepare to talk
about your aptitude and experience and, especially, your
strengths. Review your resume, refreshing your memory with
dates of employment and job titles. If necessary, revise the resume
to highlight areas of experience most relevant to the job you’re ap-
plying for. Ask your spouse, a family member, or a friend to role-
play the interview with you, or practice alone, asking yourself the
questions you’re likely to be asked and then answering them
aloud.

3. DRESS FOR SUCCESS. It’s a fact of interview life that appearance
matters. To get your wardrobe right, briefly stop by the company’s
reception area in the days or weeks before the interview and note
how people dress. If you can’t make a pre-interview visit, call and
ask a human resources representative or someone you know there
about the dress code. When selecting interview clothes, go one
better than the company’s standard office wear. For example, if the
men normally wear slacks and a sport shirt, wear slacks with a shirt
and tie and a blazer or sport coat. Don’t overdo it by wearing any-
thing flashy or attention-getting, like a loud, bright-colored shirt or
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gaudy jewelry. And turn a critical eye to your coat, umbrella, and
pocketbook and/or briefcase—they’re part of your interview
wardrobe and should be presentable, too.

4. BE ENGAGING. Smile, be energetic, and look your interviewer in
the eye. This is your chance to demonstrate that you’ll represent
the company well and that you are a confident, can-do person. Be-
ing sincerely enthusiastic and friendly goes a long way toward hav-
ing a positive interview—and leaving a favorable impression.

5. SAY “THANK YOU”—TWICE. The first thank-you comes at the end
of the interview, along with eye contact and a firm handshake. It
should be a clear statement—“I really appreciate your taking the
time to talk to me about the position”—not a mumbled “thanks.”
That night or the next day, write your second thank-you. Your note
can either be handwritten (legibly) or word-processed—and in
some cases it can be e-mailed. It’s up to you to decide the most ap-
propriate way to send it. Pen and paper (snail mail) is more tradi-
tional and the best choice in most cases. You may decide to e-mail
your thank-you, however, to a dot-com or a tech company. An
e-mailed thank-you is also faster if the interviewer is traveling or
making a decision about final interviews within the next day or two
after your interview. You can always follow up your e-mail with a
written note. Your note doesn’t need to be lengthy, but it should
recap your strong points and answer any questions that may have
arisen during the interview. End the letter by thanking the inter-
viewer and expressing your hope for a positive outcome. Put your
note aside to reread once more before mailing, to be sure it’s error-
free.

=
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QUESTION: I am female and have a male client who likes to greet
me with a kiss. It doesn’t bother me, but my boss thinks it’s odd.
Should I ask him to stop? I don’t want to offend him and possibly
jeopardize our business relationship.

ANSWER: Generally, when you’re greeting a business colleague of
the opposite sex, a handshake is the best bet. If you’re in a business
social situation, however, such as at a restaurant or cocktail recep-
tion, and you know each other well, a peck on the cheek is okay.
(Kissing on the lips is never appropriate.) When you’re greeting your
client in an office setting, try a counter-offensive smile and stick out
your hand before he has a chance to move in for the kiss. That’s a
better plan than making a big issue out of the kiss by speaking with
your client about it.

BEYOND THE HANDSHAKE

Greetings among business clients can sometimes go a step beyond
handshakes. Here, when it’s okay—and not—to use more personal
greetings:

20

Sealed With a Kiss
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The Peck on the Cheek. Men and women should refrain from kiss-
ing in business situations, since even an innocent peck might be
misconstrued. The exception is when the people know each
other well, especially when they greet each other at a quasi-
social event like a convention or business lunch.

The Air Kiss. This cheek-touch with pursed lips that began as a way
of avoiding smudged makeup can come across as insincere.
Stick with the handshake.

The Bear Hug. Save this two-armed hug for old friends or business
associates with whom you’re especially close and you haven’t
seen for a long time.

The Semi-Hug. This quick clutch, with each person placing his
arms briefly around the other person’s shoulders, is sometimes
appropriate among businesspeople of the same sex, but only if
they have a close personal friendship as well.

The Shoulder Clutch. This hug-handshake combo involves grab-
bing each other’s right upper arms or shoulders with the free
hand while shaking hands with the other. It’s best used by busi-
ness associates who haven’t seen each other for a long time but
maintain a warm relationship.

=
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QUESTION: My boss always gives me a gift at the holidays. Should
I give him one, too?

ANSWER: Generally, no. It could be perceived as trying to curry
favor. However, a joint gift from you and other employees that isn’t
too expensive or personal is fine. Or, if you and your boss have
worked closely together for years, it’s okay to give a small present.

WHO GETS A GIFT AT WORK?

Should I Give Holiday Gifts to the People Who Report to Me?
You’re the boss, so it’s your choice! It’s certainly a nice gesture

and a great way to acknowledge your staff. If you give gifts, do so
across the board—don’t give to only one department head, leaving
out the other two. Good gift ideas include tasty gourmet food items;
gift certificates; tickets to the theater or a sporting event; books,
CDs, or DVDs; and nice bottles of wine.

What About Coworkers?
The “Secret Santa” system (in which each employee draws a

name and gives a gift to that person) and the holiday grab bag are

21

Gifting Up
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two easy, fun ways to handle gift giving with coworkers. (Or try a
“Yankee Swap,” where numbers are drawn and anonymous gifts are
opened and traded.) These gift exchanges keep costs down and can
be a lot of fun. Humorous gifts are okay if they don’t go too far (no
tasteless, off-color items). Edible gifts are easy and economical: You
can bring in a batch of cookies or a box of chocolates to share with
your colleagues.

And Clients?
Company policy typically dictates whether you can give and re-

ceive gifts from clients and vendors. If gifts are allowed, usually
there are cost limits (typically $25). If you plan to give a gift to a
client, check his company’s policy first. Token gifts from business
associates are generally fine, especially during the holidays. If you
receive a gift that violates company policy, it’s important to return
it—with a gracious explanation so as not to embarrass the giver.

=
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QUESTION: How do I politely turn down requests from coworkers
to donate to a charity or purchase items for a fund-raiser?

ANSWER: Don’t refuse all requests, since you’ll come across as
less than generous. But repeated requests from coworkers to open
your wallet for various causes can make you feel like you’re being
nickel-and-dimed to death. If you don’t want to contribute, simply
say, “I wish I could, but I’m afraid I can’t give this time.” If you’ve
just contributed to another organization, explain that you can give
only so much each year and that you hope the person understands.
Some offices have guidelines that limit collections; if yours doesn’t,
you could suggest instituting one.

THE RIGHT WORDS WHEN . . .

A coworker becomes engaged or married. You could say, “Best
wishes! I wish you much happiness!” Or, “I’m so happy for you!
What are your plans?” Genuinely wish your coworker well.
Don’t be overly inquisitive about the choice of spouse (that’s
what in-laws are for!), and don’t be too free with marriage ad-
vice or horror stories.

22

The Limits of Generosity
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A coworker is pregnant. Express your happiness, but don’t pry into
personal details. Refrain from giving advice unless it’s asked for,
and avoid giving any that may conflict with current medical
opinion. And it’s in poor taste to share details of your own labor
and childbirth, or any horror stories that you’ve heard.

A coworker miscarries. A miscarriage is a death that requires griev-
ing. Be sympathetic by recognizing the depth of the loss and by
being there for your friend if she wants to talk about it. Never
say, “It was for the best,” or, “It was God’s will.” And never, under
any circumstances, imply that the miscarriage may have resulted
from something your coworker did or did not do.

A coworker divorces. Divorce is another kind of death. It’s better to
listen than to talk, although you might offer practical advice, such
as how to find child care or file income taxes, if asked. And what-
ever you do, don’t say awful things about your coworker’s soon-to-
be former spouse (“I’ve wondered when you’d get rid of that
louse!”). A simple response—no matter the circumstances—is
“I’m sorry. Thanks for telling me.”

A coworker is ill. When a coworker or a coworker’s relative is seri-
ously ill, actions speak louder than words. Show sympathy by
helping the person at work and not complaining about absences.
Be alert if anyone tries to undermine the worker’s position dur-
ing the illness or to loot his office or files (it happens). Keep the
person in the loop, if he’s receptive, about what’s happening in
the office.

A coworker loses a loved one. Write, and speak, your condolences.
If you’re close, attend pre-funeral and funeral services. If you
aren’t close, don’t use the occasion as an excuse to take a day
off. Never make comments such as “It was a blessing” and “Be
thankful his suffering is over.” The death of a loved one will
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deeply affect your coworker, so don’t expect him or her to
bounce back in a few weeks’ time.

A coworker is fired or the victim of downsizing. Be sympathetic,
but don’t prolong the agony by talking it into the ground. Accept
your coworker’s official explanation for the firing, and don’t en-
gage in speculation with him or anyone else about the cause. If
you can give practical assistance, do so—a recommendation,
help with a resume update, job leads.

=
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New Low: Bathroom Stall
as Phone Booth

QUESTION: I was in the bathroom at a restaurant and the woman
in the stall next to me was talking on her cell phone! I was forced to
listen to her conversation, while others waited in line for a stall. Was
there anything I could have done?

ANSWER: Is no place sacred? You’d think you’d be safe from intru-
sive cell phone conversations in the bathroom! Someone who makes
a call there is invading your privacy by forcing you to listen in. Not to
mention that she’s hogging the stall! There’s nothing much you can
do about such boorish behavior while in the stall next door, but upon
leaving the restroom you could tell the restaurant manager about the
problem. I think restaurants should post notices declaring restrooms
cell phone–free zones. In the meantime, cell phone users, listen up:
When the urge to make a call strikes, take it outside.

THE TOP FIVE CELL PHONE TURNOFFS

Talking Too Loudly
Whenever you make a call in public, speak as quietly as you can.

Don’t shout into your phone. Talking loudly forces everyone around
you to listen in, try as they might to tune you out.
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Leaving the Ringer On in Quiet Places
Theaters, places of worship, and funerals should always be cell

phone–free zones—as should most enclosed spaces (like public
restrooms) where you can’t maintain a ten-foot distance from other
people. Turn the ringer off and let the phone take messages until
you’re in a place where you can talk freely without disturbing any-
one. If you must be “on call” for some reason, leave the phone in vi-
brate mode and move quietly to answer it where you won’t disturb
anyone.

Ignoring Those You’re With
Live people should get priority over disembodied voices. If you

want your friends or relatives to feel second-rate—is that what you
want to do?!—then make or take calls when you’re in the middle of
a conversation with them. (If your sudden call is an emergency,
however, go for it; in this case, they’ll understand.)

Going on a Calling Jag in Public
Keep calls to a minimum on public transportation, in line at the

bank, store, or movies, or in busy areas like airports. Placing one call
after another (especially just to pass the time) eventually exasper-
ates even the most understanding captive listener. Barring an emer-
gency, limit your calls or move to a more private spot.

Using Offensive Language
If you must inflict your conversation on others, don’t add insult

to injury by using obscenities or telling gross stories (“. . . and so, my
surgery went like this . . .”).

=
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Getting the Word Out
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Signing Off on Holiday Cards

QUESTION: Is it tacky to send holiday cards with your name
printed inside? It’s so much easier than signing 100 cards.

ANSWER: Holiday cards printed with your name in lieu of a signa-
ture are more appropriate for business use, but sometimes people
use this shortcut for their personal holiday cards because they’re so
pressed for time. The manners police won’t ticket you for using
printed holiday cards, but it’s warmer and more personal to sign
each card to your friends yourself. Some ideas for taking the pres-
sure off: Shorten your list, start earlier, or choose a different, less
hectic holiday such as New Year’s to send your greetings.

NOTEWORTHY NEWSLETTERS

Another holiday greetings shortcut is to send newsletters, which are
basically form letters recapping a family’s personal news for the year.
At their best, these letters are an efficient and fun way to update
friends and relatives on family news; at their worst, they’re imper-
sonal turnoffs that earn their nickname, “Brag and Gag” letters. Here
are some suggestions on how to create a holiday newsletter that will
be an enjoyable read—not an annoyance or the butt of holiday jokes.

30126_ch01.qxd  8/7/06  5:09 PM  Page 63



6 4 G E T T I N G  T H E  W O R D  O U T

Do
• Send holiday newsletters only to those you think will really be in-

terested in family news.
• Keep your letter to one page or less.
• Keep it positive and not too personal.
• Include a handwritten personal salutation—“Dear Kathy and

Dale”—rather than the stilted “Dear Friends.”
• Sign each letter individually to personalize it more. If you can, in-

clude a short friendly note, like “How is your new house? We
would love to hear from you!”

Don’t
• Brag. “Sam and I were lucky enough to visit Europe last Septem-

ber” is fine, but “Sam and I spent a week at one of France’s top re-
sorts and were utterly pampered” screams “Eat your heart out!” So
does reporting on your teenager’s near-perfect SAT scores.

• Include boring or gruesome details. People don’t want to read a
blow-by-blow account of little Tim’s T-ball season or your recent
bunion surgery.

=
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Group Dinner Dilemma

QUESTION: How do I invite others to a restaurant but let them
know that they’ll have to pay for their own meals?

ANSWER: It’s all in how you phrase it. Call your friends or rela-
tives and say, “John, would you and Ellen like to meet us at Jack-
son’s Place on Saturday night? We’re asking Michelle and Eric, too.
We thought it would be fun for the six of us to have a night out to-
gether. Just let me know if you can come and I’ll make the reserva-
tion.” By posing your request this way, it’s clear that you’re just the
social coordinator and not the host, so everyone should understand
that they’re paying for their own meal. However, if you said, “We’re
hosting a dinner at Jackson’s Place,” or sent a written invitation
with that wording, your guests would be right to assume that dinner
is on you.

THE RIGHT INVITE

Invitations should include the basics of who, what, when, where,
and why. Sometimes there’s other information your guests would ap-
preciate knowing, too. Here’s how to keep them in the loop:
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Dress code. On formal invitations, notations such as “Black tie” and
“White tie” are printed or written in the lower right corner. On
informal invitations, it’s not necessary to mention a dress code,
but guests will welcome any guidance you can give, such as
“Casual dress,” “Business casual,” “No jeans, please,” or “Jackets
required.” If there’s nothing on the invitation about dress, and
the recipient is left wondering, it’s okay to ask the host or others
who are invited.

“No gifts, please.” Once considered a no-no (and still inappropriate
on wedding invitations), it’s now okay to include the notation “No
gifts, please” at the bottom of an invitation, such as one to an an-
niversary party. Or you can tell invitees in person or by phone.

“Bring your bathing suit.” If you’d like your guests to bring any-
thing special, say so on the invitation. “The pool is open! Don’t
forget your suit and towel.”

Potluck. These suppers, in which all guests contribute food, are a
fun and easy way for family and friends to share their favorite
dishes and an evening together. It’s important to be clear that
it’s a potluck, so write it on the invitation or tell people if you’re
inviting them in person. You might also want to assign food cat-
egories (appetizer, salad, casserole) to keep the menu varied.
This can also be noted on the invitation.

BYOB/BYOF. BYOB on an invitation means “Bring your own bot-
tle”; guests bring their beverages and the hosts supply glasses,
ice, and possibly mixers and/or appetizers. BYOF means “Bring
your own food.” Guests come with food for themselves, not
dishes to be shared (though they may if they wish). Technically,
these events are “organized,” not “hosted.” An important note:
BYOB invitations mean that the guests should plan on leaving
any unused alcoholic beverages with the hosts. In most states in
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the U.S., it’s illegal to drive with opened containers or bottles of
alcoholic beverages. On the other hand, after BYOF or potluck
parties, it’s customary for guests to ask the hosts if they would
like to keep any leftover food or if they would rather that guests
take the leftovers home. Either way is okay.

When will the party be over? Generally, it isn’t considered polite or
necessary to include ending times on invitations, but there are
exceptions. They include invitations to children’s parties (par-
ents need to know when to return for their kids) and invitations
to parties that precede other events, such as a cocktail party be-
fore a play and a brunch before a business meeting. In these
cases, an end time is included to allow guests to get to the next
location. End times are also included for open houses, when
guests are free to come and go during the specified hours.

=
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The Perfectly Polite Date
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Breakup Basics

QUESTION: I’m ready to end a relationship. Is it better to break the
news in a public place, such as a café, or in my home?

ANSWER: Meet privately. It’s better to give the person you’re
breaking up with the courtesy of not being observed by other people
during such a traumatic time. It’s therefore inappropriate to stage a
breakup in public in hopes that the presence of others will keep
things calm; delivering your news in a quiet place like your home—
or even at a remote table at a restaurant—would be the kinder way
to go. Think of the other person’s feelings. Be sure that he’s reason-
ably in control before leaving. Someone who’s extremely upset or an-
gry should not be driving or going off on their own. Just because
you’re ending the relationship doesn’t mean it’s okay to ignore con-
cerns for your ex’s safety and well-being.

GETTING BACK TO DATING

For someone who has lost a spouse through divorce or death or ex-
perienced the breakup of a long-standing relationship, it can be very
difficult to begin dating again, and people often put their social lives
on hold. But sooner or later, most people decide it’s time to take the
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plunge and reenter the dating pool. When that time comes, it can be
helpful to consider the following do’s and don’ts:

Do give yourself permission to enjoy yourself and the companion-
ship of other adults. Dating is not a lifelong commitment. It’s an
opportunity to get to know someone else, do something differ-
ent, and have fun for a few hours.

Do understand that times have changed. If you’re nervous about the
new dating rituals, talk with some of your contemporaries who
date to get a clearer picture of how things are done in your so-
cial group. Dating customs can vary considerably among re-
gional, cultural, and age groups, and you’ll feel more confident
when you know what to expect.

Do set fundamental standards for yourself and your dates. Decide
what you hope to gain from dating—friendship or something
more. Think about the qualities you look for in potential com-
panions or partners and evaluate your own assets. You’ll proba-
bly discover that your expectations of others have changed
radically since your earlier dating days, and that you have a lot
more to offer than you were aware of.

Do tell dates about your family responsibilities. If you have children
(whether you’re the custodial or noncustodial parent) or if
you’re the caregiver for a family member, it’s only fair to tell any-
one you date about your responsibilities. Besides, it’s better to
know at the outset whether someone is or isn’t interested in a
relationship that comes complete with a family.

Do let your children know you’re dating and introduce them to your
dates. Be aware that children of any age naturally have ques-
tions, which stem from concern for their parent or worries
about how a new relationship could affect the family. Children
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not only need reassurance, but also need to understand that
their parent has a right to a social life.

Don’t be embarrassed to express your feelings and preferences and
to ask questions of a date. If you’re more comfortable sharing
expenses, say so. Be willing to offer suggestions and alternatives
when someone asks what you’d like to do or suggests an activity
that you’d rather not do.

=
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QUESTION: My former sister-in-law and I have known each other
since high school and remain good friends although she is now di-
vorced from my brother. But neither of us has figured out how to
make introductions to people who don’t know our family history.

ANSWER: Unless there’s a reason to indicate the past relationship,
simply introduce each other (and other members of your families)
by first and last names. You might say, “This is Ashley McNamara,
whom I’ve known since high school.” If your surnames are the same
and someone asks if you’re related, you can truthfully say no. Or if
you really do want to describe the relationship—and it’s your choice
whether to do so—just say something brief and upbeat like, “We
used to be in-laws, but we’ve always been friends.” Then, steer the
conversation in another direction. By the way, using the term former
sister-in-law as you do in your question is friendlier than calling her
an “ex.”

DIVORCE: NO CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION

Letting others know about a divorce should be done with tact and
sensitivity. A recent fad (fortunately, not widespread) has been to
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Making Complicated 
Introductions Simple
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celebrate new divorces in a public way by holding “independence
parties” and sending “funny” divorce announcements and greeting
cards. Announcing a divorce is not a time for any behavior that de-
means a former spouse. Treating an ex-spouse as an object of
ridicule is cruel, is in bad taste, and in the long run, isn’t likely to
make anyone feel better. Mean-spirited jabs at one’s ex can also
cause pain for children who are dealing with difficult adjustments in
the aftermath of a divorce. As if these aren’t reasons enough, di-
vorce parties and announcements often backfire, making the one
who is gleefully celebrating, not the ex-spouse, appear cold-hearted
and insensitive.

=
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QUESTION: I met my boyfriend one year ago through an on-line
dating service. We’re often asked, “How did you two meet?” I’m un-
comfortable talking about it. What’s a noncommittal but honest an-
swer to the question?

ANSWER: There’s no shame in admitting that you met your
boyfriend on-line through a dating service. People meet on-line
every day, and it can be a great way to connect. However, if you’re
uncomfortable about it, you don’t need to share your “how we met”
story. Instead, reply with an entertaining story about one of your
first dates: “Well, a better story is what happened on our third
date, when Stan took me skiing for the first time.” You could also
say you met on a blind date (which is true). If the person presses
for more information, change the subject. Say, “Let’s not talk
about that; it’s old news. Want to hear about the cruise we’re tak-
ing in January?”

INTERNET DATING ETIQUETTE

Despite any promised safeguards, on-line dating services are rela-
tively new, and security measures and client etiquette can still be
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Shy About Meeting On-Line
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considered “under construction.” The following tips should help
subscribers get the most for their investment of time and money:

• Use a reputable service. Check it out before you sign on. How?
Get referrals from friends or search for message boards where
people discuss their experiences.

• Be honest when writing your profile, and post only an up-to-date
photo. Proofread the profile carefully.

• Respond when someone contacts you, even when you aren’t
interested—a quick message expressing thanks and a courteous
regret will do. If you’re no longer available, say so, but don’t use
this excuse if you continue to use the service and your cybername.

• If someone uses inappropriate or offensive language, don’t reply.
If the approaches continue, notify the service.

• Protect yourself by not giving out any personal information—last
name, home address, phone number, e-mail address, or office ad-
dress and number.

• Arrange first meetings in a public place and limit the duration. An
hour should be long enough to decide if you want to meet again.
Tell a friend or family member where you’ll be and how long you
expect the meeting to last.

Some services are better than others at screening out undesir-
able contacts, and a smart user will take other people’s profiles with
a grain of salt. It’s human to exaggerate one’s good points, and espe-
cially easy on the Internet. If you’re interested in a person but not
quite sure about his claims, trust your instincts and curtail any con-
tact that seems odd or makes you uncomfortable.

=
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QUESTION: I’m newly single and just met a guy that I’d like to go
out with. Is it okay for me to ask him out? If I ask, does that mean I
should pay?

ANSWER: Surveys show that most men still like to be the one to ask
a woman out, and most women still prefer being asked. But like so
many customs today, the issue of who asks is not carved in stone. If
you want to go out with him and he hasn’t asked, don’t stand on
ceremony—go ahead and pop the question. It could be the start of a
beautiful relationship! By inviting him out, you are in effect saying that
you intend to pay. Unless both of you agree in advance to overturn the
tradition of the host paying or you’ve decided to share expenses, the
person who asks should foot the bill. However, if you’re at the theater
or restaurant and your date insists on paying for his half, don’t get into
a skirmish over the bill. Thank him and accept his offer graciously.

EQUAL-OPPORTUNITY CHIVALRY

Thankfully, chivalry is not dead. But today, it’s not so much about
men rescuing and protecting women as it is about being considerate
of others. Holding the door for the person behind you, helping a
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To Pay or Not to Pay?
Dating Dilemmas
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friend put on his coat, standing to greet a newcomer—a polite per-
son should extend these gestures to everyone, regardless of gender.
Of course, if a man insists on playing the perfect gentleman, and is
especially attentive to a woman, she shouldn’t be offended. What-
ever his motive, he’s still trying to be kind.

Here are some long-standing chivalries, updated and made
gender-neutral:

• Holding the door. Whoever gets to the door first holds it for
others.

• Getting off an elevator. The person closest to the door exits
first.

• Helping to put on a coat. Anyone having trouble putting on a
coat or sweater should receive some help, regardless of gender.

• Paying for a meal. Whoever does the inviting does the paying.
• Standing. Getting up to greet someone is always polite—and this

is especially important when the person is elderly or is a business
superior or client. It’s also the thing to do when you’re being intro-
duced to someone.

• Walking on the outside. The custom of a man walking between
his female companion and the street was the custom in the days
when carriages splashed mud and ladies’ finery needed shielding.
These days, it doesn’t matter who is walking on the street side of
the sidewalk.

• Shaking hands. Used to be that a man was supposed to wait for
a woman to offer her hand before he extended his. Today, regard-
less of gender, people should shake hands upon meeting, and it
doesn’t matter who puts out their hand first.

• Helping to carry something. A neighbor or coworker—
anyone—who is overloaded with books or packages will appreci-
ate an offer of help from whoever is nearby.

=
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QUESTION: I went on a date with a really nice guy, but I’m not in-
terested in seeing him again. He has called me three times to ask for
a second date. How can I let him down firmly but politely?

ANSWER: Most people get the hint after a few rejections. But if
they’re persistent, you need to be firm—not cruel. Make your feel-
ings clear. You could say: “I’m flattered that you want to go out with
me, John, and I had a nice time last week, but I’m not really inter-
ested in dating you.” When there’s a truthful reason, one should
state it: “I’m already seeing someone exclusively” or “I’ve made it a
personal policy never to date anyone I work with.” Avoid any re-
marks that might give the person false hope. Don’t stoop to personal
insults or make up excuses that will come back to haunt you.

HOW TO SPOT A DUD ON THE FIRST DATE

“My way or the highway” dates. These petty dictators have to be in
control. The person who initiates the date usually has a plan in
mind, but a willingness to consult and compromise shows gen-
uine respect.

30

How to Say No to
a Second Date
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Abandoners. Treating dates like hot potatoes by leaving them to
fend for themselves at social gatherings is a dating felony. Being
attentive to a date and making introductions to others is com-
mon decency.

Social show-offs. Examples: The guy who thinks he’s so impor-
tant/rich that he can bully the head waiter, and the gal who
drops names as if certain important people were her dearest
friends. Making others feel inferior by elevating yourself is rude,
and running on about strangers, no matter how well known, is
boring.

Outrageous flirts. Noticing other people is natural. But ogling other
women or men shows disrespect for your date.

Touchy-feelers. In public and in private, they treat dates like cuddly
toys—stroking, hugging, squeezing, and hanging on when it’s
not welcome. Lacking all awareness of personal space, touchy-
feelers apparently never learned the difference between a com-
fortable physical gesture and incessant grabbing, grasping, and
groping.

Dates who live in the past. Her last boyfriend was a control freak.
His first wife ran off with the pool man. Interesting . . . to a
point. But after that point, endless remembrances of
relationships-past hardly flatter the person relating them. Be-
yond that, they’re dull, dull, dull.

Promise-breakers. Some troglodytes still end a date by promising to
call when they have no intention to do so. It’s such an easy
promise to make and so hurtful when it’s broken.

=
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Family Matters
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Straight Talk on
Sleeping Arrangements

QUESTION: My son and his girlfriend are students at a nearby col-
lege, and we’ve invited them to spend Thanksgiving break with us.
The problem is, they’ve been living together for six months, a situa-
tion we’re not happy with. How should we handle the sleeping
arrangements?

ANSWER: Parents have a right to insist that their standards be ob-
served in their own home. Before the visit, let your son know what
the sleeping arrangements will be: “We’re really looking forward to
your visit. You can stay in your old room and Becky can stay in the
guest room.” If he knows you aren’t happy that he and his girlfriend
are living together, the news may not come as a surprise. In fact, the
issue isn’t whether you agree with their live-in situation when they’re
in their own place; this is your place. Stand your ground. If you and
your son understand each other and have a good relationship, he’s
more likely to accept the “rules” you establish than try to get you to
change your mind. Just be sure to let your feelings be known from
the start—not when he and his girlfriend are carrying their bags into
the house.
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MEET THE PARENTS

Oh, those awkward first moments when you’re meeting the parents
of your significant other for the first time. Should you introduce
yourself to them or do you want to be introduced? How do you greet
them—with a hug or a handshake? And what should you call them?

Bill and Julie are visiting Julie’s parents for the weekend—the first time
Bill has ever met them. The front door swings open.

Julie’s parents: Julie, honey, you made it! We’re so glad to see you!
(Hugs and kisses for Julie.)

Julie: Dad, Mom (you always address the more important person or
persons first when making an introduction. In this case, Julie
shows respect for her parents by talking to them first), I’d like to
introduce Bill Thompson to you. (Julie turns to Bill) “Bill, these
are my parents, Tim and Heather Jackson.” (Julie also was cor-
rect by stating everyone’s first—and last—names.) 

Bill (faced with the big question whether to call them “Tim and
Heather” or “Mr. and Mrs. Jackson,” Bill does the right thing and
uses the formal, most respectful form of address): Nice to meet
you, Mr. and Mrs. Jackson. (Bill extends his hand first to Mr.
Jackson and then to Mrs. Jackson.)

Mr. and Mrs. Jackson: Oh, Bill, we’re so glad to finally meet you.
Julie’s told us so much about you. And, please, call us Tim and
Heather. (Once they’ve given permission, it’s fine for Bill to speak
to them on a first-name basis.)

=
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Pass the Turkey, Hold the
Dirty Jokes; or, Keeping Dinner

Conversations Clean

QUESTION: Is there a way to keep my husband’s grandfather from
telling inappropriate jokes and stories at the Thanksgiving dinner
table? We love having him over, but my eight-year-old son is getting
quite an education!

ANSWER: Establish some “house rules” and then share them with
your husband’s grandfather weeks before the gathering. Say, “Pop, we
can’t wait to see you on the 26th, but we have to ask you to save the
off-color jokes for after dinner—and away from the children.” Let him
know that his stories offend some family members and aren’t appro-
priate for young listeners. Ask him to refrain so the meal is pleasant
for the whole group. Don’t lecture him or tell him he has to change;
just stress that in your house, holidays are G-rated. Nothing is fool-
proof, though, so unless you’re willing to dis-invite him (a hurtful step
I wouldn’t recommend)—be prepared to change the subject quickly
should his conversation range into R-rated territory.

A FAMILY GATHERING SURVIVAL GUIDE

Extended families often get together for holidays, birthdays, and
family reunions—and some who live close to one another gather
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more regularly. Cut down on the stress and focus on the fun with
these survival tips:

Spread the responsibilities around. Offer to help when a family
member holds a get-together. If you live close by, alternate loca-
tions for events. At the party, adults should take turns watching
the kids.

Adapt to different entertaining styles. Your sister-in-law likes to
prepare everything herself, you prefer a potluck, and Uncle Jim
insists on taking everyone out to eat. Celebrate the variety.

Don’t bring family problems to the party. This is not the time to
complain. Negative talk about someone who isn’t present will
probably get back to them and cause hurt feelings. Refrain from
picking on those you’re visiting with, as well.

Indulge the family storytellers. As long as the tales aren’t at the ex-
pense of someone else, stories from the past (even if oft-
repeated) are how younger generations and new in-laws learn
the family’s history.

Accept one another’s quirks. Be tolerant of harmless idiosyncrasies.

=
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Holiday Visiting Marathon

QUESTION: My husband and I married last July, and both our
parents have invited us for the holidays. We’d love to see everyone,
but we all live hundreds of miles apart. To visit with both families
would mean spending most of our holiday on the road or in air-
ports.

ANSWER: With so many families separated by distance these days,
this is a common dilemma. You and your husband have to decide
what you want to do. You might take turns visiting one family this
Christmas and the other next year. Flip a coin to avoid any appear-
ance of favoritism. (Some couples who alternate the years with their
families also include Thanksgiving in the mix: This year, it’s Christ-
mas with his family, Thanksgiving with hers. Next year, it’s the re-
verse. This way, you see both families at holiday times each year.)
Another option is to host both sets of parents at Christmas—though
a large gathering of out-of-town guests presents its own set of
stresses. Or you might spend your first Christmas on your own and
visit with your families at a less busy time. It’s unlikely that either
set of parents wants your holiday to be an endurance test, so if you
take the time to explain your situation and feelings, they should be
understanding. If you decide not to travel, call your parents on
Christmas at a time when you’ll have a chance to chat at length.
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STAYING WITH RELATIVES

Follow these etiquette essentials when you stay with relatives. Treat
host family members with the same respect and consideration you
would friends.

Establish convenient dates for visits. Invitations to visit family are
usually casual, but it’s still important to consider your relatives’
schedules and responsibilities. Consult about plans well in ad-
vance.

Avoid surprises. Don’t drop in for the weekend unexpectedly. Leave
pets at home or in a boarding facility unless your hosts insist
that your animal come along.

Consider the hosting family’s capabilities. If Aunt Maggie recently
sold her five-bedroom house and moved to a small condo, it’s
unlikely she can accommodate you, your spouse, and children.
Staying at a nearby hotel or B&B would be considerate, as well
as perhaps the only feasible way to go.

Set specific arrival and departure dates and times. Avoid vague
itineraries like, “We’ll be there Thursday or Friday, Saturday at
the latest.” If you can’t pin down an arrival time, stay overnight
at a motel rather than arriving on a family member’s doorstep at
three in the morning.

Be gracious. A thank-you note and gift for your relative hosts is al-
ways appreciated. If you visit frequently, notes and gifts aren’t
required every time, though saying “thank you” is.

Help out and clean up. Volunteer your help and pitch in with daily
chores. Be neat.
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Prepare your children for the visit, too. Brief your kids on what you
expect of them when they’re visiting their relatives. Set a good
example; when they see you picking up your belongings and
helping in the kitchen, they’ll be more likely to do the same—
even if you need to remind them. Reinforce the ideas of re-
specting others’ property and privacy.

Leave on time. If you must delay your departure, be sure it’s okay
with your host. Move to other lodgings if an extended stay is
likely to cause stress.

=
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QUESTION: Last Christmas, both sets of grandparents gave our
five-year-old son an avalanche of gifts. This year, my husband and I
would like to downplay the material side of the holidays. How can
we persuade our parents to scale back?

ANSWER: Begin by trying to see it from their perspective. For
grandparents, the great joy of gift giving is watching their grand-
child’s eyes light up with joy at the sight of a present. They may also
enjoy the opportunity to be more generous than they could be when
their own children were young. With that in mind, you and your
husband might tell each set of grandparents that you’d like to sim-
plify the holidays and encourage your son to focus not just on toys
but on the important people in his life (including his grandparents).
Say that you’re giving him fewer things, and that you hope they’ll cut
back as well. However, be prepared for them to ignore your request.
They may feel that while you’re entitled to your approach, so are
they. To downplay materialism in a different way, ask them to give
your son the gift of their time (making cookies with him, building a
snowman, going to a local Christmas concert) along with their other
gifts.

34

Too Much of a Good Thing
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WHAT’S IN A (GRANDPARENT’S) NAME?

Grandpa, Gramps, Grammy, Grandma—there are endless versions of
grandparent nicknames. The only “rule” is that the name the grand-
parent is called be one that he or she can live with, for a long time!

Once their first child is born, new parents often begin to ad-
dress their own parents the same way they addressed their
grandparents—as “Nana” and “Gramps,” for example. Sometimes a
new nickname evolves when a toddler grandchild christens his
grandparent with one of his own words: Enter “Boppa” or “Mimi” or
something equally unique.

If everyone is happy with a grandparent nickname, by all means
stick with it. But grandparents who aren’t shouldn’t hesitate to make
their preference clear. Explain to the new parents that you are un-
comfortable with your assigned name or title. Let the family know
what name you prefer and ask for their help in establishing that
name with your grandchild or step-grandchild.

When choosing a name or title, give consideration to the long-
term consequences. The name will probably work its way through
the entire family, so if you’re not happy with it, speak up before it
becomes permanent.

=
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QUESTION: My mother-in-law is full of advice and quick to criti-
cize me. If my three-year-old gets an ear infection, she mentions the
time I took him to the playground without a hat. She compares my
cooking to hers—unfavorably, of course. I feel like telling her off,
but I don’t want to cause a family feud.

ANSWER: Telling off your mother-in-law will only make the situa-
tion worse. Any response to her nit-picking will likely be received as
criticism and further erode your relationship. Negative feedback
won’t trigger a change in her behavior, either—in fact, if she thinks
she’s getting to you, it could actually encourage her fault-finding. In-
stead of imitating her poor manners, take the opposite approach and
be beautifully mannered. When she makes an intrusive comment,
thank her for her advice and change the subject. Encourage your
husband to pipe in when appropriate with a compliment on your
cooking, mothering, or anything else—within earshot of his mother.
When your mother-in-law understands that neither of you is fazed
by her negative comments, she may begin to let up. And your pleas-
ant, positive demeanor may shame her into silence when a criticism
comes to mind.

35

Mother-in-Law Woes
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THE WRONG WAY TO TREAT FAMILY

There’s a saying that family are the people who have to take you in
when no one else will. The fact that they are always there for us
should be a reason to treat them with love and appreciation; unfortu-
nately, however, it sometimes means that they are taken for granted
and treated rudely. Here, the most common crimes against family:

Taking unfair advantage. Dropping in unannounced, treating rela-
tives as a day-care drop-off, freely borrowing money, cars, and
other valuable possessions and then “forgetting” to return them.

Putting them down. Criticizing them in their presence or behind
their backs.

Gossiping about them. Telling personal stories about them or blurt-
ing out private information.

Wasting their time. Failing to communicate plans for a visit or al-
ways showing up late.

Talking business. Treating family occasions as business opportuni-
ties or expecting relatives to provide free professional advice,
service, or goods.

Not lifting a finger. Failing to offer to help at family gatherings or
playing the martyr by refusing assistance when hosting.

Boorish behavior. Displaying poor table manners, interrupting,
dominating conversation, and any other behavior that a person
wouldn’t dare try with people who aren’t related.
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Letting kids run wild. Not disciplining children and letting them
break relatives’ house rules; allowing kids to tease or bully other
relatives’ children.

Shameless bragging. Boasting excessively about one’s child or one-
self. Frequently comparing members of the family—with some
always in an unfavorable way—is another no-no.

Bringing kids to adult events. Insisting that children be included in
occasions for adult family members.

=
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Torn Between Divorced Parents

QUESTION: My parents are divorced and not on good terms. It’s
uncomfortable if they’re both at social events, but I don’t want to ex-
clude them from family get-togethers such as holidays and my chil-
dren’s birthdays. When they both invite us to their houses for the
same holiday, how do we manage to keep from running ourselves
ragged or choosing one and hurting the other’s feelings? We also
have my husband’s parents to consider.

ANSWER: Your sensitivity is admirable, but your priority is with
your own family and the creation of your own pleasant holiday tradi-
tions. Don’t make your parents’ hostile relationship your problem.
Be frank with each parent, telling them that you want your family’s
special times to be relaxed and happy for your children. This means
you can’t spend Christmas driving to one parent’s home and then to
the other’s, and then to your husband’s parents’. Consider taking
turns celebrating an event on its real date with one parent and then
having a second celebration on another day with the other. Don’t al-
low your parents to put you in the middle. Remind them that you
love them both, but insist that your children be able to spend time
with all their grandparents in a harmonious atmosphere. Assuming
that both your parents are otherwise lovely people, ask your in-laws
if your mother or father could be invited to a holiday celebration at
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their house. For those once-in-a-lifetime events that can’t be dupli-
cated (like christenings, graduations, recitals, and weddings), ask
your parents if, for the sake of their grandchildren, they could bury
the hatchet for the day so no one misses out.

“WE’RE GETTING DIVORCED”: HOW NOT

TO RESPOND

• “No wonder you seem so stressed!”
• “Was she having an affair?”
• “I hope you take him for every penny.”
• “I feel bad for your children. It’s going to be tough for them.”
• “I guess you’ll be selling the house now.”
• “I always thought he was a jerk.”
• “I’m surprised it lasted this long.”

Questions and comments of this sort run the gamut from pre-
sumptuous to downright mean. Though there’s no all-purpose re-
sponse to the news, try to say something that shows concern
without prying, such as, “Thanks for letting me know. I wish you the
best.”

How should a divorced or separated person reply to thoughtless
comments? With a large grain of salt. Without being rude, you can
ignore or defuse the remark or question (“It’s all for the best” or “I re-
ally don’t discuss it”) and turn the conversation in another direction.

=
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Kid Stuff
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