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Good manners sometimes means simply putting up with other people’s bad manners.

—H. Jackson Browne

Fall not in love; it will stick to your face.

—National Lampoon
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INTRODUCTION

At some point in the past—or maybe it’s still in your future—you must have wondered, “Is it okay to play the field?” Here’s the short answer: Sure, as long as you’re honest about it and you practice safe sex. Or maybe you’ve run into this conundrum: You’ve met a woman online and you go to meet her, only to find she looks nothing like her photo. Is it okay to ditch her?* And while we’re talking about this stuff: You come home one night and you’re really frisky, but your partner’s sound asleep. Is there a polite way to wake him?†

Dating, mating, and sex are fraught with legions of nitpicky etiquette questions just like these, partly because dating and its consequences have become so complicated. Just a few decades ago, people would court, become engaged, and remain virgins till their wedding night. Nowadays many of us start dating in our mid-teens and go till our mid-thirties before finding The One. That’s two decades of dating—and probably less than two decades of sex. So we have lots of experience, and we end up dating a wide range of people (especially if we speed-date or online-date). And that means, of course, that there are more opportunities to be lied to, blogged about, stubble-burned, and cheated on.

We don’t mean to be negative. We are, in fact, happy to no longer have to abide by silly rules that forbid women from asking out men or that brand people immoral for sleeping together on the first date. We’re simply pointing out that it’s important to maintain some code of behavior in a dating world that often seems chaotic. Rules create comfort levels that, far from imposing limitations on us, actually make it easier to develop relationships.

Manners don’t need to be strict and Victorian. They simply should be acts of decency and consideration. Courtly gestures like disposing of a condom neatly or refusing to date your friend’s ex—these decent acts send a similar message: We are civilized human beings, and we’re in this together.

Navigating the worlds of dating and sex is bound to be a bumpy experience. People tend to behave badly when they’re worried about getting hurt, and nothing exposes a soft underbelly like asking someone on a date or declaring your love. There’s always the fear that you won’t measure up: Am I lovable? Is he into me? Is she faking it? What if he says no? We hope this book will help. It’s organized chronologically, beginning with the process of finding a date and ending with the by-no-means-inevitable breakup. Consider this a roadmap to the major twists and turns on the path to love.

If you’re still feeling a bit apprehensive about diving in to dating, we’ll leave you with Emily Post’s wise counsel: “It doesn’t matter which fork you use; it matters that you use a fork.” Go ahead. Dig in. And happy forking.


*Since she lied, you don’t have any obligation to stay or pay, but you should at least say hello.

†This one takes a bit of explaining. See chapter 5.
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FINDING A DATE IN THE MODERN MEET MARKET


Pick-up joints and meet markets (or whichever euphemism you prefer for “the place to go to find a date”) have changed dramatically during the last few decades. Online dating has shed its sheath of shame, leading more people to rendezvous in cyberspace.



[image: ]

It’s now just as kosher for a woman to make a first move as it is for a man. And for some, “dating” itself has gone by the wayside in favor of hooking up and hanging out—at least until the biological clock kicks in and there’s a mad dash to find a life mate. All of these changes might lead a person to wonder (1) if the old rules of the pick-up still apply, and (2) if there are any new rules. The answer to each quandary is yes, of course. Past rules are still very relevant. And at the same time, modern times demand new guidelines.

MEETING ONLINE

Online dating lost its stigma somewhere around the late ’90s, when people realized that it was a necessary replacement for the kinds of community events—like sock hops and barn-raisings—that used to provide a more natural means for meeting people. Back in the day when a sidewalk stroll promised actual human interaction as opposed to an opportunity to make phone calls and listen to your iPod, people would meet in person. Now, we’re meeting online. This entirely modern forum demands its own set of rules, from how to present oneself in the best—and most inoffensive—light, to how to engage and disengage from potentially sticky entanglements.

Writing a Profile

No matter how hard people try to be honest in their online profiles, they’re not going to be able to present an accurate version of themselves. Maybe if they asked their friends, family members, colleagues, and shrink to weigh in, they’d have a shot, but no one person possesses enough self-awareness to write a 100-percent truthful description of her own personality strengths and flaws. The truth is, everyone presents an “online” version of herself that’s as much a representation of her as Monet’s Water Lilies is of actual water lilies. A few basic rules will keep you on the straight and narrow.


  1.    Never lie in your profile. Remember that omission is a form of lying, so don’t leave blank any categories that you expect others to truthfully report, such as marital status, age, number of children, political stance, packs per day, and general location of your hometown.

  2.    Do not use online dating clichés (e.g., “I’m the one your mother warned you about”) or rely on lines from popular songs (“Come on, baby, light my fire”). It’s rude to add to the already significant amount of low-quality online content.

  3.    Do not write poetry. Since only 1 percent of poems are any good, the odds are against you that yours is the exception.

  4.    Spell-check your profile and ask a grammarian friend to give it a once over.



Decoding a Profile

It’s possible to read between the lines of online profiles to guess at the truth—will he be a boor or a white knight? Is she a pouty princess or a gracious companion? Here are some clues to look out for:


  1.    Lists of activities he doesn’t like and would never do tell you he’s a wet blanket.

  2.    Putdowns of past dates show a general lack of respect for humankind, especially for the humans she dated. Should you start seeing this person, you can expect her to decide—and to inform the next two people she dates—that you suck, too.

  3.    Specific dealbreakers—e.g., “No mama’s boys,” or “Only girls who wear backward baseball caps and root for the Bears”—signal a person who isn’t over loving (or hating) his or her ex.

  4.    Typos and grammatical mistakes warn of a schlub who’ll show up for Date #1 with a stain on his shirt.

  5.    Assume that when categories such as “Marital Status” and “kids” are left blank, this person is/was married with kids.



Posting a Photo

Similarly, you should abide by some essential rules for posting a picture with your profile:


  1.    Post a current picture. Resist the temptation to upload a photo from when you were thinner or younger or more hirsute.

  2.    Don’t post a pic in which you appear with someone who could be construed as an ex. Potential dates may think (a) you’re taken, (b) you’re trying too hard to prove that you’re lovable, or (c) you date only blondes.

  3.    Take some pride in presentation. If all you have is a picture with someone else attached to your body in some way, get a friend with a digital camera to take a new picture. Don’t crop the shot so that there’s a disembodied arm around your shoulders.

  4.    Don’t take too much pride in presentation and post a shot that’s been touched up and enhanced so much that it no longer resembles you.





Top 5 Signs You’re Being Duped





  1.    The guy in the picture is young, fine, and sporting a Flock of Seagulls haircut.

  2.    Sitting on the credenza behind her is a framed photo of her with a man, and three kids who resemble them.

  3.    He’s posing in front of the Concorde.

  4.    Her face and neck are a different hue from her body.

  5.    It’s a vacation photo, and you can detect a ring-tan on his wedding finger.








  5.    If you’re a man, don’t pose with a baby or a cat. It’s too obviously manipulative. Give people some credit.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Some online services let you send winks or shout-outs to let another person know that you’ve noticed them without your having to write an actual e-mail. This tactic is hokey. You’re already online, hiding behind a screen—you might as well demonstrate some chutzpah and send an actual message. You are not, after all, risking face-to-face rejection.



Rules of Engagement: Introductory E-mails

Thes first e-mail is the equivalent of walking up to a person in a bar and delivering your opening line. What kind of impression do you want to make?


  1.    Do not spam. Do not look at this as a game of odds, copying and pasting the same introductory e-mail text into a dozen new windows and sending it to as many people as possible. This is easy to detect, and you’re likely to be busted when you spam friends who are comparing notes.

  2.    Mention something specific from the profile. Not only will this assure the recipient that he or she is not part of some scattershot tactic, it also will echo the give-and-take of face-to-face engagement.

  3.    Don’t send an e-mail to someone who’s clearly not interested in you: for example, someone who’s looking for a 30- to 35-year-old nonsmoking childless man in Burlington, Vermont, and you’re a 55-year-old man in Jacksonville, Florida, with a pack-a-day habit and three kids.

  4.    Never use capital letters for emphasis—this is the equivalent of shouting. If you really need to emphasize a word, bracket it with asterisks. Keep emoticons, especially kinetic ones, to a minimum.

  5.    Do not send a brief e-mail that asks for a novel-length answer (e.g., “Dug your profile. Tell me more.—Jason”).



Dealing with a Spammer

You can tell that the “introductory” e-mail in your inbox is a form e-mail. There’s no personalized “Dear naturegrrrl” greeting, and the curt text doesn’t mention anything specific about your profile. Instead, it says something like, “Hi. My name is Michael. I’m a lawyer, but music—and my guitar—is what gets me up in the morning. The law stuff just pays the bills. I’d like to get to know you. Let’s chat.”

This is obviously a case of an online dater who’s playing the numbers, spraying tens of potential dates with the same tired faux-personal e-mail in the hopes he’ll net one or two replies. And this calls for a dressing down.


  1.    Don’t bother responding.

  2.    Alert your friends who are also online about the potential spammer with a guitar-playing-lawyer shtick. Information is power.

  3.    If he includes you in another trawling mission, give him a clear brush-off so it doesn’t happen again: “I wasn’t interested the first time. This time I’m even less interested in responding to your transparent spam e-mail.”

  4.    If he mistakes your brush-off as an invitation to chat, restrain yourself from engaging him any further.



Premature E-mail Intimacies

When all we have to go on are words on a computer screen, it’s easy to convince ourselves that the person we’re corresponding with is sincere, kind, and likeminded—and just the kind of person with whom we’d like to share our most personal thoughts. Experts call this common phenomenon “transference” and explain it as the tendency to project one’s own expectations, hopes, and fears—born either from past relationships or from one’s romantic ideals—onto another person. To keep yourself in check, follow these rules during the beginning of an e-mail correspondence:


  1.    Reread your message before hitting “send.”

  2.    Ask yourself after each sentence, “Would I say this to someone I’d just met in the flesh?”

  3.    If you’re unsure, say it out loud. Does it sound natural coming out of your mouth, or does it make you blush and/or feel queasy?

  4.    Pace yourself. Limit your e-mail exchanges to once a day at the most during the first week to tamp down the premature intimacy factor.

  5.    Move on to a phone call after a week or two. Talking on the phone will reinforce the fact that this is a real person, and essentially a stranger.



The Too-Personal Too-Soon E-mailer

In his third e-mail he recounts the reasons he and his three ex-girlfriends called it quits. In his fourth, he confesses to a fetish for big toes and says how much he’d like to draw you a hot bath and give your big toes a soapy rub-down. You feel that this is way too soon to be sharing this kind of information, but you liked his profile and his first two e-mails, and you’d like to give this a shot. How should you correct his pacing faux pas?


  1.    In your reply, ignore the too-personal information he’s introduced.

  2.    Reset the tone to Neutral by asking some tame, low-intensity, getting-to-know-you questions, such as “What are your Oscar picks this year?”

  3.    If he continues to share classified information, you need to address the problem head-on. Write, “I do want to learn more about you, but why don’t we start with some less intense stuff, like telling each other which books we consider a waste of library space and whether we’re dog people or cat people?”

  4.    Another tactic is to let a day or two go by before you reply. Slowing the pace will indicate that in general you’d like to proceed at a slower tempo.





Appropriate Acronyms for First Few Rounds of E-mailing





	•  imho—in my humble opinion

	•  rofl—rolling on the floor laughing




	•  btw—by the way

	•  lol—laughing out loud




	•  fyi—for your information

	•  bbfn—buh-bye for now




	•  jk—just kidding

	•  fwiw—for what it’s worth






Inappropriate Acronyms (Until You Get to Know the Person)





	•  ctc—choking the chicken

	•  sybt—sucking your big toe




	•  ewi—e-mailing while intoxicated

	•  lmao—laughing my ass off




	•  gbh—great big hug

	•  gtgp—got to go pee




	•  xo—kiss and hug

	•  gypo—get your pants off








  5.    If he doesn’t get the hint after one to two more exchanges, you may want to chalk this one up to experience and let him know that this isn’t a good match.



Taking It Offline

After a few rounds of witty banter and some disclosure of vital stats, it’s time to take a budding relationship into real-time. One of you should now suggest a phone conversation. Letting the “pursued,” or the person who was first approached, initiate this step lends this dance of romance a nice symmetry. The pursuer asked her mark to dance; by offering or asking for digits, the pursued accepts and leads the pursuer to the floor. We’ll assume that’s the case for this scenario:


  1.    In an e-mail to the pursuer (hereafter known as “Amy”), the pursued (“Bill”) indicates interest in taking the next step. This might go something like: “I’ve really enjoyed e-mailing with you this week. Want to talk on the phone sometime?”

  2.    If Amy replies in the negative, Bill should consider moving on. Not wanting to talk on the telephone could indicate an antisocial personality and/or a fear of commitment.

  3.    If Amy’s response is positive, she can offer a phone number and suggest a good time to call. (Amy should give Bill her cell phone number, in case Bill’s a potential stalker.) If Amy says yes, but doesn’t offer contact info, Bill can ask for her number. Always suggest a good time to call, so that you’re not interrupted during something important, like your favorite TV show.

  4.    Here is how a bad phone call might go (with some analysis in italics):

Bill: Hello, Amy?

Amy: Hi, yes, is this Bill?

(Critique: Amy’s effort to name the caller before he identifies himself is a nice way to immediately put him at ease.)

Bill: Yes, this is Bill.… Hmm, you don’t sound at all like how I thought you’d sound.

(Critique: This is an example of something Bill should keep to himself, as it might make Amy paranoid that he was hoping for someone with a different sort of voice.)

Amy: Oh, well, that is funny. So, what were you up to today?

(Critique: Good for Amy for smoothly maneuvering past the rough spot caused by Bill’s inappropriate comment and guiding the conversation in a new direction. Amy is a cool customer.)

Bill: Oh, you know, e-mailing a bunch. This online dating thing is like a full-time job!

(Critique: Bringing up other online contenders is way out of line. This subject comes under the category of “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” at least for the first few dates. Amy is probably thinking one of two things: “Do I measure up to the other women?” or “Who cares? This guy has no class.” Either way, she’s in an uncomfortable spot.)

  5.    If the phone call proceeds more smoothly than the one above, and if both parties are generally enjoying the conversation—and there are only a few awkward silences—the next step is an in-person meeting. Arrange a coffee or drink date: a short, noncommittal meeting that’s easy to end. In other words, you’re booking a mutual audition for a real first date.



Facing a Profile Impostor

There comes a time in all online daters’ lives when they arrive at a coffee shop go-see and are faced with someone who is definitely not the person they thought they were talking to—and who hasn’t been that person for ten years. What do you do when greeted with someone who’s twenty pounds heavier and ten years older?


  1.    Squint a little at your date to express confusion. “Brad?” you might say, inquisitively, as if you’re in a dark room and can hardly see a thing. “Is that you?” This unsure greeting will set him up for your eventual quick exit.

  2.    Engage him in conversation. You like him enough to have forged some minor connection already, so you may as well relax and enjoy your beverage.

  3.    Keep the chit-chat neutral and impersonal: Talk about work, the weather, the coffee shop. Don’t flirt. You don’t want to give him the false impression that you’re interested in letting him into your life.

  4.    As soon as you see coffee grounds, make a speedy exit. Lay some cash on the table (you don’t want him to feel as if you owe him anything), stand up, and stick out your hand for a brisk handshake.

  5.    To quash any lingering hope that you might be interested in a second date, say, “Best of luck to you. I hope you find everything you’re looking for,” and vamoose.



Online Dating Disengagement: E-mail or Phone?

If you’ve only been on the go-see/audition, it’s fine to let the other person down via e-mail. E-mail is the vehicle by which this relationship began, so why not send that person off using the same mode of communication? Since you hardly know each other, there isn’t enough fodder for discussion to merit a phone call, anyway. Here are the guidelines for the e-mail send-off:


  1.    Send the e-mail no later than the day after the go-see.

  2.    Write something short and to-the-point, but include something personal so it’s clear you didn’t lift a form letter from your templates folder. Here’s a sample:

“Dan, it was good to meet you in person yesterday. As much as you impressed me with your story about winning the Midwestern Regional Spelling Bee Championship at age eight (how very cool!), I don’t think we have enough in common for this to be a match. (For one thing, I’m a horrible speller.) But it was fun meeting you, and I wish you all the best.”

  3.    After a second date, you can still get away with an e-mail—unless there was a kiss or any contact beyond a handshake or hug.

  4.    A phone call is required after the third date.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] After an overnight stay, a phone call is required, no matter whether the date was a go-see, a first, or a second.





In Cyberspace, Everyone Can Hear You Lie




With online dating, it’s best not to disengage with a white lie. When you’re online, your activity is easily tracked, especially if you’re on the same dating site. Unless you can block her from looking at your profile, she can catch you in the lie, making the whole motivation for telling the white lie—sparing her feelings—an exercise in futility.








	WHITE LIE

	HOW SHE’LL KNOW YOU’RE LYING




	•  I’m getting back together with my ex.

	•  Your online profile is still active.




	•  I’ve decided to be single for a while and see how that goes.

	•  Your online profile has been active within 24 hours.




	•  Work just got insane—I’m too busy to start a relationship right now.

	•  Ditto.




	•  I’m moving.

	•  Your geographic location on your profile remains the same.




	•  I’m impotent.

	•  Your “secret” porn video comes up when she Googles your name.




	•  I didn’t get your e-mail; the site must be down.

	•  She’s on the same dating site—if yours is down, hers will be down, too.




	Say you’ve made the mistake of telling a white lie—for example, that you’ve gone back with your ex—but the person you’ve told can see that your profile is still active, and she demands an explanation. Spurned souls who keep track of your dating life by checking the status of your online profile should be guiltlessly ignored. You don’t owe her anything.







MEETING IN PERSON

We’re not complete slaves to online matchmaking services—many people do still in fact meet each other in person in many different ways, including through friends, at work, volunteering for causes, working on political campaigns, pursuing hobbies, and even through the old stand-by, “networking” happy hours put on by your regional Young Professionals group. Be aware, however, that, perhaps because they’re woefully out of practice, a lot of people who go hunting for a mate are forward, grabby, and crass. They’re simply out of touch with the subtle niceties of the courtship rituals practiced by our parents and grandparents. If you’re headed to a place where date-worthy prospects may lurk, first be certain your grooming and hygiene are under control (see chapter 2). And then make sure you’re up to speed on the rules of the pick-up. Whether you need to deploy a pick-up or fend off a too-forward advance, it’s best to know how to stay on the right side of the unspoken etiquette rules.



Pick-Up Don’ts





  1.    Never hit on a married person.

  2.    Never try to date anyone who outranks you (a teacher/boss) …

  3.    … or anyone you outrank (a student/underling at work).

  4.    Lose the “honey,” “sweetie,” “doll,” “sugar.” It’s disrespectful to address someone as your familiar when you hardly know them.

  5.    Don’t hit on someone who’s at work and could get fired for goofing off.






Settings Where It’s Rude to Make Advances





  1.    A funeral.

  2.    A psychotherapist’s waiting room.

  3.    At a wedding, to the bride or groom.

  4.    At an anniversary party, to the guests of honor.

  5.    In front of an ex.







The Supermarket Pick-Up

The modes of picking up a person vary by age group and by venue, but there are some basics that everyone should abide by. For simplicity’s sake, let’s take a look at a pick-up in a grocery store. Here’s a modern meeting place that’s rife with singles, teeming with aphrodisiacs like chocolate and fruit, and well-stocked with all sorts of conversation starters.


  1.    Once you spot the person you’d like to approach, assess her basket to ascertain her availability. Baby food? Step off the trail. Individual servings of string cheese and baby carrots? These could be for a kid—but they could also be for her own brown-bag lunches. Proceed with caution.

  2.    Make eye contact, and gauge her level of interest by her reaction. If she holds your gaze, or if she looks down at her basket and then up again, feel free to proceed. If she studiously examines a pile of cantaloupes, prepare to meet with some resistance.

  3.    Use this time to devise a decent opening line—all you need is something inoffensive that’s going to garner a response. The desired response is laughter and/or interest, as opposed to eye rolling or a slap across the face. (See “Pick-Up Lines to Avoid,” this page.)

  4.    Don’t let too much time pass before you make your move. The longer you lag, the more likely it is that she’ll move on to the frozen foods aisle, where a more toothsome, more aggressive suitor might be waiting to try his luck.

  5.    Once you’ve made the first step in her direction, do not falter. Be swift and sure in your walk and your posture—shoulders back, head held high, hands pumping purposefully at your sides.

  6.    As you deliver your opening line, reach down to the lower registers of your voice and make eye contact.

  7.    If you’re met with silence or a brush-off, do not stay and beg. Wish her a good day and retreat. If nothing else, this episode is good practice for the next time you spot a looker in the citrus section.





Pick-Up Lines to Avoid





•  Is it hot in here, or is it just you?

•  Are you free tonight, or will it cost me?

•  I’m shipping out tomorrow.

•  I have a brain tumor.

•  Bond. James Bond.

•  I’m a thief, and I’m here to steal your heart.

•  I didn’t know angels could fly so low.

•  You must be Jamaican, because Jamaican me crazy.

•  I’m going outside to make out. Care to join me?

•  What’s your sign?

•  Do you believe in love at first sight, or should I walk by again?







Making Small Talk

If you’re not met with rejection, the next step is to parlay the opening line (the amuse bouche) into the conversational appetizer that is small talk. Small talk is difficult, especially for those who weren’t raised by skilled conversationalists and especially now that most of our communication is done via computer. But it’s vital to learn how to talk “small”: Such communication is the essential gateway to all other kinds of talk, including medium, large, and pillow talk.


  1.    Once you’re past the pick-up line exchange, stick out your hand for a firm handshake and a name exchange.

  2.    Proceed with a breezy inquiry pertaining to your immediate surroundings, and address your potential pick-up by name: “So, Meg, tell me, I’m hopeless at this: How do you know when a cantaloupe is ripe?”

  3.    Continue to talk about the subject at hand, subtly folding in a comment regarding your dating status: “I find it’s not as fun to cook when you’re cooking just for one.” If she’s interested, she will respond in kind.

  4.    Listen more than you speak. If you ask a question, let her finish answering before you jump in with a comment or another question. You might try nodding and cocking your head to one side as she speaks, to indicate you are listening intently.

  5.    Smile and keep the tone light by avoiding serious or controversial topics, such as politics, illness, death, war, or terrorism.





Small-Talk Don’ts





•  Quoting a single line from your favorite Monty Python movie/Simpsons episode/Keats poem is interesting, but don’t make lines from movies, TV programs, or famous poets the core of your conversational repertoire.

•  Teasing is fun and flirtatious, but do it lightly—you never know what people take personally, especially if they don’t know you enough to know that you’re kidding.

•  Never tease people about their appearance, specifically about hair loss, size, or anything else over which they have little or no control.

•  Don’t be gross—save that hilarious anecdote about your friend with the explosive diarrhea until a much later date.

•  Never compliment someone on a body part. It’s creepy, and it’s a conversation stopper.







Removing Your Foot from Your Mouth

Once in a while, small talk will go terribly, terribly wrong. You’ll start out with the best of intentions, offering a hilarious and critical review of the latest blockbuster, only to find out that your conversation partner is the director’s cousin.


  1.    Realize that mistakes happen.

  2.    Do not run away. Maintain eye contact and a friendly (if perhaps sheepish) demeanor at all times.

  3.    Apologize sincerely—not for your beliefs, but for any hurt feelings you might have caused by voicing those beliefs. Say, “I am so sorry if I’ve offended you.”

  4.    Backpedal and offer up some positive spin: “I have so much admiration for anyone who makes it in the movie industry. It’s such a cutthroat field.”

  5.    Say something funny or self-deprecating to cut the tension: “I tried to make a movie once in high school, and the only ones who would watch it all the way through were my mother and my dog. It turned out my dog was sleeping with her eyes open.”

  6.    Change the subject.



Extricating Yourself from an Exchange Gone Hideously Wrong

You may have struck up a conversation with a looker who turns out to have nothing to say and/or has no interest in you beyond trying to lure you to a cult meeting. Often, all it takes for you to lose interest is for a person to open his mouth and speak. After you’ve obviously made an effort to approach and start a conversation, how can you retreat quickly and gracefully?

Option A


  1.    Pretend that you’ve just spotted someone over his shoulder. Give a little gasp and mutter an explanation that’s so quick and complicated it’s almost unintelligible, such as, “Oh my gosh, is that Sue? I haven’t seen Sue in ages, and I still have her spare house keys. You know she changed her number because someone stole her cell phone, and it was such a big mess! Anyway, I haven’t been able to reach her, and now I must go and catch her. So take care, it’s been really nice meeting you!”

  2.    Walk briskly and don’t look back to see if he’s watching you. Turn a corner so you’re out of sight.

  3.    Leave the premises so that he can’t see that you are not in fact talking to a woman named Sue.



Option B


  1.    Act weirdly so he can’t help but want you to leave.

  2.    No matter what he asks, answer every question as if he’s asking, “What’s your favorite color?” So, if he asks, “Do you shop here a lot?,” you’ll reply, “Actually it’s green, but when I was growing up I had a thing for pink. Everything had to be pink. It drove my parents crazy!”

  3.    If he asks what’s wrong with you, shrug your shoulders, and say, “Yeah, green, there are so many different shades. It’s been nice talking to you.”



Tooting Your Own Horn

As Judith Martin, aka Miss Manners, once said, “It is far more impressive when others discover your good qualities without your help.” Enlisting a friend (or paid lackey) as a “wingman” (see this page) to dispense little “did-you-knows,” as in, “Did you know Tad went to Harvard?” or “Did you know that Erin has two advanced degrees?” is ideal. This allows you to blush and shake your head modestly as your impressive résumé unscrolls before your person of interest.

Weaving such tidbits into the small talk while you’re flying solo is a much harder task. But it’s necessary. For the times you’re without a wingman, you should learn how to toot your horn just enough to stand out from the rest of the players. Here’s how to do so with aplomb:


  1.    If you’re going to wear your accomplishments on your sleeve, limit it to a one-résumé-item garment. For example, a college sweatshirt should be worn alone, not paired with a med-school cap and an “I climbed Mt. Washington” tee.

  2.    Don’t haunt a wine store if you’re doing so only to dazzle women who’ve sauntered into the “domestic reds” aisle with your extensive knowledge of California tannins and terroir.

  3.    Figure out what’s most important for you to slip into the conversation—is it the fact that you’re attending a top-tier law school? Is it your ability to eat twenty hot dogs in twenty minutes? Pick one thing to boast about—one boast shows confidence; more than one comes off as cocky.

  4.    Don’t count on the topic to arrive on its own—instead, slip it into the natural course of the conversation. Here’s some sample dialogue:

You: Do you live around here?

Person of Interest: Yes, I live a few blocks away.

You: Me, too. Normally it’d be a cinch to walk here, but I’m in a bit of pain from running the marathon last weekend …

Person of Interest: Wow, good for you. Very impressive!

You: Thanks. It feels great to be able to say I did it, but I don’t know if I could train for another one. It was really grueling.

(Critique: Note the confirmation of the accomplishment followed by the declaration of modesty, which makes it seem less like bragging.)



Wing-Things

Small talk is where wing-things really come in handy. “Wingman” originated as an air-force term for a pilot whose plane is positioned behind and outside the leader’s, or the gunner’s, in an aircraft flying formation. In the air, the wingman watches the gunner’s back and sides, protecting him from enemy fire so he can shoot without impediment. In the dating world, a wingman keeps a woman’s friends occupied while his buddy tries to pick her up. The term has expanded past this original definition. A wingman can also be a friend who has an easier time approaching attractive strangers, so he’ll go along with his buddy to strike up conversations. And the “wing” notion stretches across gender and species:


a.  “wingwoman” is a female “wingman”

b.  “wingpet” or “wingchild” (a cute dog or child, respectively) attracts cooing females



It’s understood that being a wing-thing is a thankless task. There’s nothing in it for the wing-thing besides feeling generous, although a single wing-thing can later demand payback. Here are some rules for deploying your wing-things, be they men, women, children, or animals.


  1.    Your wing-thing should understand his role before you set off on your adventure. Don’t try to enlist him under the auspices of a normal night out. He should be aware of your goals so he’s not left sniffing his underarms when you ditch him later.

  2.    Have a strategy in place before you enter the target location so that you don’t panic once you’re face-to-face with your person of interest. Devise a signal for indicating that you are now okay and would like to be left alone. This could be a word, like “Oreo,” or a gesture, such as pulling thrice on your earlobe.

  3.    Once you’ve reeled in your mark, don’t become so involved that you stop paying attention to your wing-thing, especially if it’s a baby or animal who can’t fend for itself.

  4.    If the pet or child you’re using to attract potential lovers is not your own, admit this up front to avoid any later misunderstanding.

  5.    Never turn your back on your wingman. If you are heavily involved in your flirtation, your wing-thing should sense this and excuse himself to visit the men’s room, get a drink, etc. If you’d like him to get lost, enlist your signal (see step 2).

  6.    Be solicitous of your wing-friend. Should she begin to flag and request relief, assess her services thus far. If she’s put in a few hours, give her a “get out of jail free” card and go at it on your own.



Disarming the Cock Block

A “cock block” is someone who interferes with a pick-up that’s proceeding apace. (The term can also be used as a verb, meaning to interfere with the pick-up.) Despite the obviously male overtones, the term can refer to both a man or a woman on the chase. For example, an inexperienced wingwoman might cock-block her friend while she and her mark are in the middle of some sparkling repartee by cutting in with a, “Hey, Deb, isn’t that your psycho ex over there?” This puts Deb in a tight spot—what’s a person to do?


  1.    First make a mental note to school your friend on the basic function of a “wingwoman,” namely that her role is to facilitate the process, not stop it in its tracks.

  2.    While your mark is glancing in the direction of your psycho ex, give your wingwoman a stern look to communicate your displeasure over her faux pas. Say something to the effect that your ex was not psycho. Badmouthing an ex is bad form, especially when you’re trying to look good in front of a prospect. You might say in a scolding tone, “Mara, my ex was not a psycho. He was just very fragile.”

  3.    Move quickly past the incident so that your mark has little time to think the whole thing over. The last thing he wants to talk about this early in the game is your ex. Resume the conversation you were having before the cock-blocking maneuver: “So, you were telling me about your dissertation on shoe symbolism in late twentieth-century chick lit”?



CLOSING THE DEAL

If you’ve managed not to be cock-blocked, there’s one final hurdle to clear: asking a potential date for contact information. The timing is sensitive—you want to be sure the mark is receptive. Here are some clues that you’re being given the green light:


  1.    It’s been ten minutes, and she’s still talking to you.

  2.    His body language mirrors yours. Her voice speeds up or slows down when yours does. She’s shrugging her shoulders the same way you do when you deliver a punchline.

  3.    Her feet are pointed toward you or she’s stretching her legs in your direction. (The lower portion of a person’s body is under the least conscious control.)

  4.    His eyes remain on yours instead of flitting away to look at the other people in the bar or at the TV situated above the bar. He also blinks frequently (a natural nervous response that indicates an attraction).

  5.    She’s emphasizing a point by touching your arm or leg with her hand, or she brushes up against you when she moves past you.

  6.    When he laughs, he throws his head back, thereby exposing his vulnerable throat and communicating his desire to submit to your charms.





How to Read Your Manimal (and, uh, Womanimal)




According to anthropologist Dr. Helen Fisher, humans share these ancient courtship strategies with chimps and other species.


•  Women “crouch,” or try to make themselves smaller by covering their face with their hands when they laugh or by sitting down to make themselves seem shorter.

•  Women also make subtle gestures that say “protect me,” such as pretending to have a hard time opening a door or lifting a bag.

•  Men “loom,” or try to make themselves larger by puffing out their chests and making grand motions, such as stirring their drinks with their entire arms instead of with their wrists.

•  Someone who’s interested in touching you but isn’t sure you’re receptive will make “intention gestures,” rubbing their own arm or leg, or stroking their own hair.







Signs of Disinterest


  1.    She’s making “wrapping-up” statements, such as, “Well, I should really get back to my friends” or “It was really nice to meet you.”

  2.    He’s logging serious face-time with the TV above your head.

  3.    Instead of trying to impress you, she’s trying to talk you out of it: “I’m really not that great,” “I wear a retainer at night,” “I have a highly contagious disease,” “If I smell like kitty litter, it’s because I have five cats.”

  4.    He shudders when you accidentally brush up against him.



Going in for the Digits

If you feel as if all signs are reading “Go,” you should consider asking for the contact info before the conversation hits a road block (e.g., your nose starts to run or there’s an awkward silence). Don’t jump right in to the request. Let the conversation take its course, then fold it into the natural flow.


  1.    Once you’ve reached the end of a conversational thread, acknowledge that you’re having a good time by saying, “I’m really enjoying talking with you” or “I’m so glad I met you.”

  2.    Say something flirty, so she understands that your interest surpasses mere friendship: “And I almost waited until Sunday to do my grocery shopping—wouldn’t that have been a real shame!”

  3.    Make it clear why you’re asking for her contact information: “I’d love to see you again. Maybe we could have dinner?”

  4.    Make an open-ended request so she can decide what she wants to hand over (phone number, e-mail address, etc.): “How can I get in touch with you?”




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] There’s something classy and confident about a person who skips asking for the “digits” in favor of going right to the first-date request. Instead of asking to get in touch, ask to get together for a drink on Friday or dinner on Wednesday. This is only suitable, however, if two or more of the body-language cues (see this page) are observable.



Turning Down an Unwanted Suitor

Many of us are illiterate in body language. We can’t tell the difference between “I’m interested” and “You disgust me.” Here’s how to turn down a suitor who can’t read the nonverbal cues you’re conveying:


  1.    Don’t let him buy you anything, be it a drink, an order of buffalo wings, or a song on the jukebox.

  2.    Make a casual reference to your boyfriend: “Oh, my boyfriend and I went to see that movie. We thought it was hilarious” or “I do come here often, but usually I’m with my boyfriend. He had to work tonight.”

  3.    The boyfriend lie in step 2 only works with strangers, of course. If he knows you’re single, prepare to recognize the signs that he’s about to ask you out:


a.  He’s in the middle of a lengthy pause, indicating that he’s about to switch gears.

b.  He begins to act nervously: sweating profusely, blinking his eyes faster, or laughing a little too loudly.

c.  He begins a sentence with “So …”



  4.    Head him off at the pass—if he looks like he’s about to go for it, extricate yourself quickly. Say, “Hold that thought! I really need to visit the ladies’ room.” By the time you get back, he’ll have lost steam.



If he still doesn’t take the hint:


  1.    Offer a vague yet firm statement: “I’ve really enjoyed talking with you, but I’m not looking to date anyone right now.”

  2.    Retreat immediately to prevent him from retorting with a plea or a “why not?”

  3.    If he continues to talk even after you’ve turned away, do not stop and look back—this may indicate to him that you’re likely to reconsider.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] It’s never fair to lead someone on by giving out a fake/wrong number, unless he’s a cocky putz who totally deserves to be humiliated.



VIOLATIONS OF PERSONAL SPACE

Notions of “personal space” shift from culture to culture. Americans, Germans, and Asians are more comfortable with a larger space-bubble, while Russians, Latin-Americans, Italians, and Middle-Easterners generally don’t need a big buffer zone. Depending on where you are and to whom you’re talking, close-talking could undermine an honest attempt at getting to know another person. Follow these guidelines so you know how close to stand and how much touching is appropriate when you’ve only just met:


  1.    Keep about two to four feet (.6–1.2 m) of distance between you and your person of interest during the initial stages of flirting.

  2.    Progress closer bit by bit, with small moves. Perhaps when you return from the restroom, you scooch your chair a little closer to hers. Or as she’s getting to the good part of a funny story, you place your hand on her forearm in disbelief.

  3.    Let the touch resonate for a few minutes before you attempt another.

  4.    Read the verbal and physical signs that you’re being too aggressive—if the conversation suddenly loses its playful tone or she pulls away, you should go back to step 1 or stay more than an arm’s length away.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Never attempt to cop an unauthorized feel by employing an otherwise acceptable move, including any of the following:


•  A lingering hello or goodbye hug.

•  A protective arm flung across the front-seat passenger’s chest.

•  The “here, let me help you fasten that seatbelt” reach.

•  The Heimlich maneuver for someone who isn’t choking.

•  Digging for popcorn at the bottom of his empty bag.





The Gawker

Some meet markets are, for some players, strictly meat markets, where the purveyors are more interested in looking at a woman’s voluptuous twins than into her eyes. Sometimes this proclivity doesn’t become obvious until you’re already engaged in conversation. Maybe you can’t disengage because you’re a wingwoman and your friend is having a good time. How do you direct his attention upward?


  1.    Start rubbing an eye as if it’s suddenly become irritated.

  2.    Ask him if he would mind looking into your eye to see if there’s a renegade eyelash.

  3.    When he’s finished looking, resume the conversation.

  4.    If his gaze continues to veer downward, try to shake him out of his reverie by saying, “Have you ever heard that the eyes are the window to a person’s soul?”

  5.    If he still seems confused, spell it out for him: “Listen, I know my girls are spectacular, but my brain’s even more stunning.”



Disarming the Over-Toucher

When he goes for the goodbye hug, he pulls you extra close. When he sits near you, he not only touches your arm for emphasis, he touches your upper leg and lets his hand linger. He asks to see your ring, and as he holds your hand up, he rubs your palm with his finger. When he’s telling you a story, he leans in extra close so you can smell exactly what he ate for lunch. What do you do with this inappropriate character?


  1.    When he goes to hug you hello, stick out your right hand and give him a firm, brief handshake.

  2.    Each time he goes in for a touch, pull away promptly so that he doesn’t have a chance to linger.

  3.    Try to create a barrier between you and the over-toucher at all times, whether it’s a table, your backpack, a pet snuggled against your chest, or lots of layered clothing.



If he’s still not getting the hint, it may be time to take aggressive action:


  1.    Get him alone (ask him to help you in the kitchen, for example).

  2.    Spell out your boundaries, using “I” statements—say, “I really appreciate how friendly you are toward me, but I am not a touchy-feely person. I just don’t communicate that way.

  3.    If he’s still not getting the hint, tell him you got him alone to let him know that you’ve been diagnosed with a contagious skin disease.



The Work-You-from-Behind Clubgoer

An all-too-common move at dance clubs is the cheesy work-her-from-behind, when an eager fellow approaches his mark from the rear and proceeds to dry-hump her without her permission. A woman can get around this by going to clubs only on gay night (when they have the best music, anyway) or with these step-by-step guidelines for extraction:


  1.    Immediately dance forward and away from the offending clubgoer.

  2.    If you are dancing with a group of friends, dance over to a spot between two of them and stay there for protection.

  3.    Make eye contact with the clubgoer and indicate, by shaking your head “no” or by wiggling your finger back and forth, that you’re not interested.

  4.    If you’ve tried the subtle approach and the fellow is still all over you like a cheap suit, resort to simple self-defense moves. You’re in the perfect position to take an elbow and jerk it backward, directly into the clubgoer’s gut. Or, raise your dominant foot and stamp down hard on one of his feet.

  5.    Now, turn around and say in no uncertain terms, “I do not want to dance with you.”



SET-UPS

An attempt at making a match should not be taken lightly—much thought should go into the “why,” as in: Why are these two people good for each other? Much thought should also go into the “how.” When you decide to wade into these torrid waters and make a match for a friend, remember that your method should match the singles’ constitutions. For example, if one of them is shy, be subtle—arrange a group gathering.

Sometimes a friend will decide that he’s through with being single and that the best way to meet someone is to petition the people in his life to set him up with their single friends. How should you handle this task if you’re one of the people he approaches?


  1.    Remember that having the same sexual orientation—e.g., “Bob’s gay. So’s Paul. They’ll love each other!”—does not compatibility make.

  2.    Don’t set him up with a friend you have the hots for—this could haunt you once they’re an established couple and you’re suddenly single.

  3.    When gauging compatibility, remember that opposites don’t really attract. A Type C (laidback, often late) will infuriate a Type A personality (frenetic, always on the go). A romantic will frustrate a cynic. And so on.

  4.    Once you’ve decided on a match, don’t give either party too many details—positive or negative—about the other. Your role is to prep them with basic info, then let them meet and decide if it’s a match.

  5.    If it doesn’t work out, don’t take it personally.



Sneak-Attack Set-Ups

It’s nice that happy-couple friends want their single friends to also be halves of happy couples, but let’s face it: Your friends are not always the best judges of compatibility. Maybe it’s because they’ve known you since high school and haven’t realized that you’ve evolved past salivating over bad-boy types. Perhaps they don’t read people very well. Whatever the reason, what do you do when you find yourself invited to a dinner party and seated next to an obvious set-up who is not your cup of tea?


  1.    Once you’ve made the requisite small talk and found that the two of you are the only single people at the party, lightly acknowledge the situation. Say in a breezy, conspiratorial tone, “Oh, they must be trying to set us up” or “They’ve done this to me before, you know.”

  2.    Employ a gentle white lie. “They don’t know that I’ve started dating someone. I haven’t told people yet, because I don’t want to jinx it.”

  3.    If the match-ee fails to take the hint and continues to try playing footsie with you beneath the table, jokingly suggest that you might accidentally spill your wine in his lap if he keeps that up.

  4.    Pull your matchmaking friend aside at some point during the evening to list all the ways this person is not a good match for you. This is a good “teachable moment.” If your friend is going to persist in trying to set you up, he may as well know what you’re looking for.

  5.    If your meddling friend strikes out three times, put the kibosh on the madness. Tell him or her, “Thank you. I appreciate your help, and I know you’re trying to help, but I’d rather die alone than have to spend time with the total freaks you’ve been sending my way.”



Extrication from Blind Dates

People seem to think it’s alright to mistreat a blind date—to ditch him at the restaurant, say, or start flirting with someone else when you go for a post-dinner drink. But blind dates should be afforded the same degree of consideration allotted to regular dates. Just because you didn’t do the setting up yourself doesn’t mean you can turn around and treat someone unkindly. Just take a few prophylactic measures in the event you need to extricate yourself quickly—and gracefully, without leaving the poor soul sitting at a table for two, wondering if you’re ever coming back from the ladies’ room.


  1.    Limit the length of the date: Agree to meet for coffee or a drink instead of dinner or a concert. It’s always better to extend a good time than to try to curtail a bad one.

  2.    Keep it safe: Meet in a public place that’s sure to be populated, such as a popular coffee shop, a major museum, a live-music venue, or a park in midday.

  3.    Have an escape plan: Schedule something directly after the date. Tell your date at the very beginning about the upcoming engagement. If the date isn’t a disaster, you’ll have left him or her wanting more, and can always follow up with a second date.

  4.    Give the date at least an hour: If it’s really horrible, consider it a learning experience, a lesson in social interaction.



FORBIDDEN FRUIT

Temptation can pop up anywhere—at work (a new coworker), at a family gathering (your girlfriend’s brother’s new girlfriend), at the grocery store (the hunky and happily married stock boy). Since the mysterious blend of biological and chemical forces that drive human attraction also tends to stem your font of common sense, it’s important to be absolutely certain about the rules. When is it okay to act on your feelings of lust? When should you settle for lusting from afar? A fuzzy understanding of these dos and don’ts may end with you losing your job, your friends, and possibly your health, so take note:


  1.    Resist your coworkers’ temptations with all your might, unless one of you has definite plans to quit your job or works on an extremely part-time schedule.

  2.    Do not date a relative whose proximity to you in the family tree is closer than second cousin.

  3.    Friends’ and family members’ exes are off-limits.

  4.    So are friends’ and family members’ current partners.

  5.    Married people should be left alone.

  6.    So should far younger individuals who don’t share your level of intelligence or decision-making faculties.



The Flirty Coworker

It’s only natural for coworkers who toil in close quarters to become attracted to one another. In addition to physical proximity, sharing in the passion of accomplishment and failure builds an emotional bond—as does a shared dislike for your boss. Sometimes, though, these feelings aren’t mutual, and unrequited crushes flare up at office parties after the alcohol has been flowing for a few hours. What do you do when you’re the unwilling object of a smitten coworker’s drunken advances?


  1.    Leave the party early. In order to avoid the “witching hour” when coworkers unleash their lecherous alter-egos, make for the exit after one drink, an efficient lap around the room, and a thank-you handshake for the boss.

  2.    If you’re still present when your careening coworker makes a beeline, make sure you’re deep in conversation with another partygoer.

  3.    When the crush arrives at your side, nip his confession in the bud by steering him deftly into the conversation at hand: “Jon, Beverly was just telling me about her trip to Disney World. You ever been?”

  4.    Once the dangerous moment has passed, and he is ensconced in the conversation, excuse yourself from the little group and make your goodbyes.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Another way to avoid unfortunate moments at drink-fueled work events is to employ a Crisis Buddy to help enact a Nuclear Option. Confess your fears to a trusted work friend before the party, and come up with some kind of code word or sign that will indicate you need rescuing. Make the code subtle, like pulling on your right earlobe, but not anything you would do unconsciously—you don’t want to set off a false alarm.



The Friend’s Ex

There are certain unwritten rules among friends, and one of these is that you don’t date a friend’s ex, unless the circumstances are unique. An exception to the rule can be considered if you’ve asked your friend for permission and if one or more of the following holds true:


  1.    They’ve been exes for a longer period than they were together.

  2.    Your friend is over—really over—the ex, and happily involved with someone who is a much better match.

  3.    You and the ex have exceptional chemistry—better, in fact, than with anyone you’ve ever dated.




[image: ]

MAKING YOURSELF PRESENTABLE


As you travel deeper into the world of dating and mating, you will need to attend to your body, wardrobe, and psyche. One objective of good manners is to put others at ease, and this can’t happen if you’re assaulting a potential love interest with foul body odor, horrendous grooming habits, an outdated wardrobe, and ludicrous social biases.



[image: ]

Diversity and freedom of expression as it relates to someone’s hair and clothing is all well and good: Be a hipster. Be a neopunk. Be a goth or a modern boho. But be a fresh-smelling one. Change your look on the surface, but be pristine beneath. Once you have a date on the books, it’s time to really take a look at yourself in the mirror and assess all the ways you could potentially offend your date—even before you open your mouth.

GROOMING AND PERSONAL HYGIENE

While hunting and dating, it’s vital to be as presentable as possible. To be taken seriously as a potential mate, you will need to take stock of some personal habits. Your goal? To not provoke disgust from those in close proximity. Here are some basics:


  1.    Shower and/or bathe every day in the summer, and at least every other day in the winter.

  2.    Outsmart bedhead by combing, brushing, and styling your hair (not by sticking on a baseball cap).

  3.    Brush your teeth every morning and night (and floss at least once a day, before brushing.)

  4.    Apply deodorant in the morning; reapply if necessary.

  5.    Keep your fingernails and toenails trimmed, clean, and devoid of cheese.

  6.    Change your underwear daily.

  7.    Launder your clothes regularly and discard permanently stained or ripped garments.

  8.    Shave, pluck, or wax excess hair from areas of your body you plan to expose in public.

  9.    Check your teeth, beard, and décolletage for food particles before leaving the house.



Simple Chronic Halitosis

Why bother sweet-talking your date when you’ve got a mouth full of halitosis? She’s expecting fascinating insights and soigné remarks. Instead she’s met with a rancid odor. Here’s how to keep this from happening.


  1.    Before leaving home, scrape your tongue with a tongue scraper or a spoon: Place it as far back as you can go without gagging, pressing it against your tongue and drawing it forward firmly and gently. Most of the sulfur compounds that produce halitosis lurk on the posterior part of the tongue.

  2.    Brush your teeth with paste that contains antibacterial agents such as chlorine dioxide or cetylpyridinium chloride. These will kill the odor, as will sulfur neutralizers like chlorine dioxide or zinc.

  3.    After brushing, avoid coffee, cigarettes, dairy foods, garlic, onions, sugar, and alcohol.



If, despite all your proactive measures, you’re out and about and have detected the presence of foul bacteria, you’ll need a remedy on the spot:


  1.    Excuse yourself from whatever you’re doing, pop gum or a mint (which you should always carry with you), and chew it vigorously for two minutes to get the saliva circulating.

  2.    Spit out the gum or mint before returning to your date. The negative effects of seeing and hearing you chew will outweigh the gum’s positive effects. (As your grandmother said, it’s like watching a cow chewing its cud.)

  3.    If you forgot gum and can’t find a mint, seek out a sprig of parsley, a sprig of mint, or a cinnamon stick. If you’re in or near a restaurant, consider asking a waiter or hostess for a sample of these common garnishes. Chew and spit out as above.

  4.    Try to avoid making the problem worse. Don’t consume any dairy, coffee, alcohol, onions, or garlic, and don’t smoke.



Avoiding Your Date’s Bad Breath

What if your date’s clueless about her bad breath? Since you’re going to be in close quarters with this person for the duration of the date, you’ll need to take action for your own survival. You don’t know the person well enough to come right out and confess, “Your breath is making me feel ill.” So what do you do?


  1.    If you’re at a restaurant, encourage your date to order a dish with coarse foods, such as a salad with iceberg lettuce or a sandwich on a hard roll. These can act as natural tongue-scrapers and get rid of some of the odor-causing bacteria.

  2.    Similarly, discourage your date from ordering dishes with garlic or onion, and coffee or alcohol. If she is eyeing the Chicken with Forty Cloves, you might say, “Oh, I forgot to mention: I read a recent review of this place and apparently the chicken is really dry. The grilled swordfish is supposed to be excellent, though.”

  3.    Offer an after-dinner (or mid-bowling or pre-walk-in-the-park, etc.) mint. As you offer it, say, “I just love the fresh feeling I get in my mouth after I suck slowly on one of these until they completely dissolve”—sensual and instructive!

  4.    Should none of these measures prove effective, combat the bad odor by seeking out sweet smells. If you pass a sidewalk shop selling flowers, stop and smell the roses. If you happen into a drugstore, open and sniff a few shampoos or a bottle of original-scent Tide. Suck on a mint.

  5.    Encourage activities where you’ll be walking or sitting side-by-side—an evening stroll or a movie—instead of face-to-face.

  6.    Claim an oncoming cold or flu when your date leans in for a goodbye kiss. Say, “I feel like something’s coming on, and I don’t want to give it to you.” If your date insists, match her in intensity: “No, really, when I get a cold, it’s a doozy. You’re much better off playing it safe.”



Body Hair Grooming Tips

There was a slight blip in the late 1960s and ’70s, when certain segments of society (read: hippies) espoused an abundance of body hair as part of their rebellion against The Man. Offshoots of this particular movement remain today (vegans, jam-band followers, raw foodies, etc.), and certainly it’d be rude for us to insist they conform. But we don’t have to date those who allow their lifestyle choice to dictate their lack of grooming. Although it’s nice to fantasize about a world where one does not have to regularly trim, wax, or shave, the truth is that intimate exchanges are much more pleasant when we’re not confronted with ear-hair or a feminine moustache. This goes tenfold when you’re on the dating scene.

Taming Nostril Bush

The basic rule is: Trim it. It is imperative that you do. As turn-offs go, a single hair dangling from the nostril is on par with the rankest body odor. A fully grown Nostril Bush can, at the very least, make your date squirm, and at the very worst irretrievably damage your dating life. If that’s not incentive enough, try this: Hair springing from these orifices can make a twenty-something person look twenty years older.

For those of you without sisters, good friends, or mothers who care enough to teach you how to rid yourself of unwanted hair, here are some basic rules.


  1.    Do not just hack the hairs that are visible when you’re looking at yourself straight-on. Think of those who are looking up at you. Your goal is to make sure they are not confronted with jungle brush, not to mention the errant substances that may be trapped in its tendrils.

  2.    If, after trimming, you look in the magnifying mirror and spy hairs that have eluded the electric or manual trimmer, take out the tweezers and pluck those errant hairs. This might be painful, but the pain will last only a few seconds. Wipe those tears away and soldier on.

  3.    At least once a week, haul out the equipment and check your orifices for growth. Trim as necessary.

  4.    Do not trim while you’re on the subway, or even in the office bathroom. This ritual should remain between you and your bathroom mirror.






	Grooming In Public




	Okay:

•  Applying lipstick

•  Powdering your nose

	Not Okay:

•  Hair brushing

•  Checking teeth in compact (or hallway) mirror

•  Tweezing

•  Shaving

•  Zit-popping

•  Trimming ear or nose hair




	Grooming In a Public Bathroom




	Okay:

•  Teeth-brushing (as long as you make sure all the spit washes down the drain)

•  Hair-brushing (dispose of shedding hair)

•  Applying makeup (if there’s no line for the sink)

•  Zit-popping (if it’s fast and clean and no one’s around)

	Not Okay:

•  Tweezing

•  Giving yourself a sponge bath

•  Shaving (unless you’re desperate and you clean up all the whiskers)

•  Mustache-bleaching








ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Make friends with your magnifying mirror. It will help you spot the long, pubic-like hairs that begin to sprout from your neck, your chin, the outer edge of your ear, or from other unexpected places once you reach your late 20s or early 30s. No one knows exactly why this happens, but it has something to do with hormones. (Perhaps these hairs are throwbacks to a time when we were fur-covered.)



Meeting Face-to-Bush

What happens when someone blatantly ignores lengthy nose hairs? You go to meet your blind date at a coffee shop, he stands up to greet you, and you’re gazing up into a wild jungle. All you can do is try to subtly divert your attention.


  1.    As soon as possible, suggest that you both take a seat so you are eye-to-eye as opposed to eye-up-into-nose.

  2.    Create a buffer zone by sitting with something between you, such as a table. If there’s no table—if you’re sitting side-by-side—place your purse or backpack or whatever else you may be carrying between you and the offensive person, continuing the flow of conversation so as not to draw attention to your blocking maneuver.

  3.    Find something else to focus on. If you’re having trouble tearing your eyes away from the bush, focus on something else, such as your date’s eyes. Repeat to yourself silently, in mantra-form, “His eyes, his eyes, his eyes,” and your mind will follow suit.



Friends Don’t Let Friends Grow Unruly Body Hair

When is it your place to steer someone toward a weed-wacker, spa, or bleaching kit? It’s tough to say where this line starts and ends, but it’s probably not right to broach the nose-hair problem with, say, a coworker unless your friendship outside of work has grown more significant than your relationship at work. The exception would be if your colleague came right out and asked you, “Why am I constantly rejected when I ask women out?” In this case, you might do the following:


  1.    Bring up the issue via an anecdote. You have this friend, see, who has an unbelievably shallow rule—she refuses to go out with guys who don’t trim their nose hair. Can you believe that? Crazy broad. (Just raising the topic is enough to prompt any thinking person to wonder, “Hmm, will buying a nose-hair trimmer increase my odds?”)

  2.    Take him or her shopping. Need to go to the drugstore this afternoon? Ask your hairy friend to keep you company. Browse breezily down the hair-removal aisle, and pick some products off the shelves as if you’re considering them for your own use. Ask, “Have you ever used something like this?” and confide that you’ve been thinking of using it yourself.

  3.    If he asks, be honest. Once you’ve planted the seed by taking the previous steps, your friend’s mind might be spinning with thoughts like, “Do I have a problem? Do I?” If he turns to you, his trusted friend, it’s your duty to gently break the news. Say, “Well, yes, you could stand to do something about it,” or “If you think it might be an issue, it probably is. Why don’t you try a trimmer and see how it goes?”



To Intervene or Not?

Speaking of friends, what do you do when a friend, acquaintance, or relative has overplucked her eyebrows, is wearing way more blush on one cheek than the other, has a big piece of food stuck on her face, or is wearing pants that double as tracing paper for her Wonder Woman underwear? Here are some guidelines for when to intervene:


  1.    If it’s something the person can resolve immediately, like food stuck on his face, tell him immediately.

  2.    If it’s something they’ll need a bathroom and some tools to fix, like lopsided rouge or uneven eyebrows, wait until you’re near a bathroom to tell them—and only if it’s fixable.

  3.    When you inform them, pull them aside and talk under your breath so that no one overhears you.

  4.    Begin by making it clear that this is embarrassing for you, too, but that it’s for your friend’s benefit—not for your entertainment. You might say, “Now, I’m only telling you this because if it was me, I’d want to know …”






	Must Tell or Don’t Tell?




	It’s practically your duty to broach the topic with:

	It’s iffier when they’re:




	•  Siblings

•  Parents

•  Sons or daughters

•  Fraternity brothers

•  Sorority sisters

•  “Best” friends

•  Good friends

•  Future or past wedding attendants

•  Boyfriends or girlfriends of two months or more

	•  Coworkers with whom you never socialize outside of work

•  Neighbors

•  Teachers

•  Brand-new friends

•  Baristas

•  Mothers-in-law

•  Bosses

•  Clients

•  Pre-significant others (i.e., with whom you’re not yet exclusive)




	There are many relationship categories that fall into the fuzzy area between Must Tell and Don’t Tell, so here’s a good rule of thumb: If you were in their position, and you’d want to know, you should go for it.







Pass the Salt—Not the Gas

“My Most Embarrassing Moment” stories are a staple of teen magazines, and if you’ve ever read YM, you know that most of these stories are about farts that whooshed out in the presence of crush-worthy boys. Indeed, there’s nothing worse than prematurely letting slip in front of an object of affection. This reveals to that Special Someone that you’re no different from anyone else—you, too, have an active digestive system.

Farting is a necessary bodily function. Indeed, everyone passes gas an average of 11 to 14 times a day: It’s simply inevitable that some of these instances will occur in public. But people you’re hoping to attract don’t need to know about it—at least not until you’ve moved on to a more advanced stage of your relationship. Audible farting and burping are never okay while you’re dating, no matter how cool or laidback your date.

Fartiquette

Some stats: Men fart more than women, because they consume more food. Only 1 percent of your 11 to 14 individual daily farts are odiferous, so unless it’s a blaster, your discharge will probably go unnoticed. You never know how it’s going to come out until it, well, comes out, so it’s best to be safe. Deal with it in private, or prepare some coping strategies in advance:


  1.    Place an antacid in your bag or pocket just in case you begin to feel bloated and gassy during the date.

  2.    Do not suggest an Indian or Mexican restaurant.

  3.    Scan the menu and avoid the following foods and drinks: beans, fruits, vegetables, whole grains, soda, fruit drinks, milk, and milk products.

  4.    Drink water instead of a fizzy drink or a beer. And if you do order a soda or beer, pour it into a glass to reduce the fizz.

  5.    Eat slowly so you’re not gulping down voluminous amounts of air, which will create air bubbles (and gas) inside you. (Other air-gulping activities to avoid are smoking, chewing gum, and sucking on hard candies.)

  6.    Eat a small meal—the bigger the meal, the more the gas build-up.

  7.    After dinner, drink peppermint tea to calm your stomach.

  8.    If you engage in a post-dinner stroll, walk downwind from your date.



Taking Care of Business

If you’ve taken all the precautionary measures and you still feel a gas attack coming on, excuse yourself immediately to visit the restroom, where you can deal with the oncoming explosions in private:


  1.    If it’s not a private bathroom, find a stall, preferably one that’s not abutting any occupied stalls, and lock the door.

  2.    Get on all fours, arranging some paper towels on the floor so that your elbows and knees aren’t making direct contact with the dirty floor.

  3.    Lift your buttocks up into the air while simultaneously lowering your head to the floor to try to force out the gas and relieve your bloating.

  4.    If there are too many people in the bathroom to perform these steps, lock yourself in a stall and sit on the toilet (first covering it with paper), put your head between your knees, and force out the gas.



When all else fails, and you let a loud one loose while you’re with your date, what do you do?


  1.    Understand that you and your date are in the same boat: neither of you wants to believe that what just happened, happened.

  2.    You need to take the lead in ignoring what just occurred. Don’t miss a beat. Continue what you were just doing.

  3.    Do not cough or clear your throat—this is a futile nervous reaction. Neither of these activities sounds like a fart, so it’s unrealistic to act as if that’s what your date just heard.

  4.    If you feel yourself turning red, look down or to the side, and take deep breaths to calm yourself and stem the tide of your blush.

  5.    If you sense your date looking at you quizzically, as if she might broach the topic, try not to give in to laughter—this will seal your culpability.

  6.    If it happens in a quiet place, like a library or museum or at a movie during a hushed scene, the above steps are harder to pull off. Instead, you might try to blame it on someone standing nearby by immediately giving that person a sharp glance, then turning to your date and raising your eyebrows as if amused.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Philosopher and educator Erasmus of Rotterdam wrote the following advice in his 1530 bestseller, On Civility in Children: “Do not move back and forth on your chair. Whoever does that gives the impression of constantly breaking or trying to break wind.” One should follow this sage advice even today.



PROPER DATING ATTIRE

Just as your grooming and gas protocol should be well in order before you attempt to enter the dating marketplace, so should the condition of your attire. After you’ve given your wardrobe the sniff test to make sure everything’s fresh and clean, you’ll need to contend with the question of what to wear. These days, anything goes—and that’s the problem. Back when there were fewer options, when women wore corsets and hoop skirts and men dressed in breeches and waistcoats, there was less of a chance that you’d show up in the wrong outfit. Donning several layers and yards of cloth was de rigueur, as opposed to now, when nipple-slips are an all-too-common occurrence. This doesn’t mean we should return to dressing in uncomfortable clothing that restricts our range of motion; it simply means that getting dressed for a date is a much more complicated process. Here are some basic rules:


  1.    Inspect your clothing for rips, tears or frays, stains, or stubborn wrinkles. Discard—or place in the around-the-house-only pile—anything that looks like it’s past its prime. Get rid of anything you consider borderline.

  2.    Sniff clothes that have been lying around for a while. If any item smells less than fresh, throw it in the wash or bring it to a professional cleaner. If there’s any doubt, wash it out.

  3.    Before leaving your house, go over your clothing with a lint roller. If you don’t have a lint roller, apply pieces of Scotch tape to your clothing to lift off lint and/or pet hair.

  4.    Look in the mirror to make sure your appearance is neat. Common mistakes for men include leaving shirts untucked, not wearing a belt, and not matching shoes to belt; for women, it’s walking out the door with runs in their stockings and not realizing their skirt’s caught in their underwear.

  5.    Don’t wear anything too revealing, or you may send the wrong message (unless your message is that you’re looking for action, as opposed to interaction).



Wardrobe Malfunctions

You thought, “Hey, why not? It’s a date, I’ve got it, and I’m gonna flaunt it.” You decided to go with the shirt that looked great in the dressing room, even though you didn’t feel totally comfortable in it. Once you’re out, though, everything goes terribly wrong. You suddenly realize that your top is essentially two wide ribbons of fabric, and the double-sided tape you read about in a fashion magazine is not working at all. Every few seconds you’re looking down to make sure you’re not niptacular. How do you prevent such a mishap?


  1.    Test-drive your date-wear before the big day. Walk around, sit down, do some calisthenics to make sure nothing’s popping out.

  2.    Remember to test-drive any kind of adhesive or newfangled support system along with the outfit.

  3.    If there’s any doubt in your mind that you don’t have the body to pull this off, ask the advice of a brutally honest friend.

  4.    If you need to tug something back into place or adjust a bunched-up undergarment or do any other kind of major maintenance during the test-drive, you should reconsider your wardrobe choice.

  5.    If you’re particularly well-endowed, consider double-hook closures and wide straps.



What if you’re on a date and your companion is flashing you without her knowledge?


  1.    Most of all, be a gentleman and do not take advantage by drinking in the view.

  2.    Suggest that it’s a bit chilly. Say, “Aren’t you cold? I don’t know how women do it, with so much skin exposed to the elements.”

  3.    Glance pointedly at her décolletage, so she gets the hint.

  4.    Offer your jacket for her to drape around her shoulders.

  5.    If this fails, bring up a new conversation topic: the phenomenon of “wardrobe malfunctions,” with boobs popping out all over stages and red carpets. This will alert her to her own malfunction.



Sweatiquette

Sometimes our sweat glands betray us and shift into overdrive at the most inconvenient times. What to do when you’re out on a date and you start to perspire heavily?


  1.    Try to stay calm by taking long, deep breaths. Feeling anxious will just make you sweat more.

  2.    Drink water. The intake of fluids will cool your body down and will stave off more sweat.

  3.    If you’re wearing layers, consider visiting the bathroom and removing any synthetic, tight-fitting pieces in favor of loose-fitting, breathable cotton garments.

  4.    Even if you can’t remove clothes, go to the bathroom to soak up some of the sweat with paper towels.

  5.    Avoid sitting in direct sunlight.



If you’re the companion who’s watching your date become damper and damper, how can you deal with the situation politely?


  1.    Find some water for the poor soul—and for yourself so they don’t feel singled out and embarrassed.

  2.    Assess the surroundings—if you’re inside and it’s particularly warm, or if you’re outside and sitting in sunlight, suggest that you move. Say, “Well, this has been fun, but what do you say we check out the frozen section of that supermarket over there? Suddenly, I feel like Gordon’s fish sticks.” Or suggest that you go for ice cream.

  3.    If they continue to sweat heavily, ask if they’re feeling alright. Sweating could also be a symptom of an allergic reaction or an illness.



Fashion Emergencies

From one region to the next, casual has different connotations. Even from one group of friends to another, casual, semiformal, and business casual can be poles apart. That’s why it’s important to pin down the meaning before you show up for an event. If a date asks you to a casual barbecue, do some reconnaissance by asking for specifics; for example: “So, when your friends say casual, do they mean shorts and T-shirts, or sundresses?” Or, “I’d be delighted to escort you to your company’s Christmas party. When you went last year, were the men in jackets and ties?”

If you go to pick up your date and she’s obviously underdressed for the occasion, you will have to broach the topic.


  1.    First, tell her how wonderful she looks. Say, “Wow, you look great. I love those jeans—are they Chip & Pepper?”

  2.    As she’s thanking you for the compliment, crumple your face so that you’re wearing a “But yet …” expression. She will ask you what’s wrong.

  3.    This is where it gets delicate. Before you launch into the problem, take the blame: “I feel like such an idiot. I should’ve made clear what kind of event I was taking you to.”

  4.    As she’s trying to console you, tell her what you mean: “It’s just that most of the women will be in cocktail dresses, and even though I think you look way better than they do in those jeans, I wouldn’t want you to feel uncomfortable. Do you have something fancier you can change into?”





An Exercise in Attire

Can you match the venue with its suitable attire?





	CLOTHING BY VENUE (MEN):




	A.  Singles bar, urban

B.  Singles bar, suburban

C.  Book reading/signing at an independent bookstore

D.  Organic supermarket’s singles’ night

E.  Dog park

F.  Mensa meeting

G.  Young Democrats’ meet-up

H.  Young Republicans’ meet-up

I.  Gym

	1.  natural-fiber (preferably hemp) loose-fitting pants, blousy poet’s shirt

2.  sneakers, casual jeans and tee, dog leash and treats; dog

3.  shorts, sneakers, T-shirt with full coverage of underarm and chest hair

4.  gelled ’do, big, satisfied grin, schmoozy demeanor, pinstripe suit

5.  wire-rimmed specs, flat-front khakis, and unassuming polo knit

6.  pleated trousers, button-down shirt, brown loafers, and fleece jacket

7.  too-large specs, wool trousers, button-down shirt with pocket protector

8.  funky specs, jeans, “I Heart NPR” T-shirt

9.  smoky-hued monotone “party” shirt with three buttons undone, shiny black shoes, and non-designery designer jeans; product in hair





Answers: A(9), B(6), C(1), D(8), E(2), F(7), G(5), H(4), I(3)




	CLOTHING BY VENUE (WOMEN):




	A.  Religious function

B.  Speed-dating event at a coffee shop

C.  Summer picnic first date

D.  Singles’ bar

E.  Gym

F.  Book reading/signing

G.  Grad school library

H.  Happy hour

I.  Dog park

	1.  capri pants, summery top, sandals

2.  unassuming specs, lots of heavy books, jeans, and on top, casual layers

3.  designer jeans, revealing top, cute shoes with low- to medium-height heels

4.  casual but neat shorts or jeans and top that is attractive but not too nice; dog

5.  business clothes, makeup refreshed

6.  skirt past the knees or pants, modest blouse or sweater set, matching purse, and shoes

7.  funky specs; cords; a book or two

8.  figure-hugging sweater, eye-catching necklace or earrings, black pants

9.  sneakers and work-out gear—women can be more revealing here than men—but no make-up or jewelry





Answers: A(6), B(8), C(1), D(3), E(9), F(7), G(2), H(5), I(4)





When Your Date Smells

When someone is wearing too much perfume or cologne, not only is it difficult to breathe, it’s difficult to gauge your level of attraction. Scientists who study the chemistry of love have found that we are just as attracted to a person’s natural smell as we are to their expertise in the kitchen and their high-end home-entertainment system. Dousing that natural smell in musk and florals not only lessens the possibility of finding the right person, but also runs the risk of asphyxiating your date. What is a person to do when your date’s wearing so much Drakkar Noir, you feel like you might gag?


  1.    If you’re indoors, suggest an outdoor venue—walking off dessert, paddle-boating, window-shopping—for the next phase of your date.

  2.    If the weather allows it, claim that you’re very warm and need to open all the windows at least for a short while. Open windows that are on opposite sides of the room (or the car) to create a cross-draft.

  3.    If the smell is still getting to you, claim that you’re allergic. Always blame yourself. Say, “I’m sorry. I should have told you before we went out that I’m allergic to the chemicals used in most perfumes.”

  4.    Ask your date if it would be possible for her to tone down the smell by going to the bathroom, wetting a towel, and rubbing some off.

  5.    Provide some further credibility by describing your allergic reaction: “I hate asking you to do that, but there’s one chemical in particular that makes me break out in hives.”




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] How much scent is too much scent? To be sure you’re not overdoing it, dab on less than you think you need—one dab on each wrist and one behind each ear should suffice.



Proper Attire for Your Automobile

All the effort you put into your appearance is immediately canceled out by a messy car. Your vehicle says as much about you as your clothes do, and when you want to put your best foot forward, it’s a good idea to spend some time freshening the interior of your sweet ride. Do you really want to offer your date a passenger seat filled with crumbs, Taco Bell wrappers, and to-go cups?


  1.    Shake out the floor mats. Vacuum the floor mats and seats.

  2.    Discard any refuse lying in the backseat, front seats, on the dashboard, and in the trunk (unless you’re absolutely certain you won’t be using the trunk).

  3.    Ask an objective party to give your car a smell-test. Depending on the assessment, take care of any lingering odors by spritzing with a fabric freshener or removing and washing the seat covers.

  4.    Remove any offensive stickers or other accessories from your car, including those touting inflammatory political messages or images of truck-flap girls.

  5.    Once inside the car, let the passenger choose the music, or no music if that’s his preference.

  6.    Don’t drive too fast, too slow, or too herky-jerky. Stay at the speed limit or just below, so that you don’t scare your passenger or make him nauseous.

  7.    Don’t sing along with the music, at least not on the first date. Or the second or third dates. Again, you want to avoid scaring your passenger or making him nauseous.



CHIVALRY: NOT DEAD, JUST UPDATED

Courteous acts such as holding a door open or offering one’s seat on a bus have nothing to do with gender-equality issues. The motivation behind these acts is not to imply that a person is weak and needs help—rather, they’re gestures of kindness, generosity, and respect. Plus, they impress the hell out of a date.

As far as gender goes, it’s entirely appropriate for a woman to hold the door for a man—or a man for a man—or for that matter, a woman for a woman. Here are chivalrous gestures that people of either sex can extend:


  1.    Offer your date the seat with the better view.

  2.    Offer your date the last bite of dessert.

  3.    Help your date into her coat.

  4.    Walk between your date and the curb, to protect her from splattered mud.

  5.    Steer your date around dog poop, puddles, wads of gum, and other obstacles you may encounter during an evening stroll.

  6.    Open the car door for your date, making sure coats or skirts are not spilling out before you close it, then proceed to your side of the car.



If Your Date Is Anti-Chivalry

Sometimes a woman will misread a chivalrous gesture as a sexist one. Perhaps your date has had a bad experience in the past involving a chivalrous person who was also condescending. Perhaps she identifies so much with being an independent woman that she insists on doing everything for herself. Whatever the reason, what can you do but fulfill her wishes?


  1.    The next door you approach, refrain from reaching out to pull it open. Let your date do it on her own.

  2.    If you’re driving, allow your date to open her own door and seat herself.

  3.    Do not order food for your date; ordering runs the risk of appearing domineering.

  4.    Agree to split any expenses 50-50 while on your date.





Why Are You Still Single?




While you’re preparing to date, you may come across a friend, an acquaintance, or a meddling second cousin who feels the need to ask, “So, why are you still single?” Here are ten solid answers:


  1.    Oh crap, I knew I forgot to do something!

  2.    Relationships make you fat.

  3.    Brad Pitt (or Angelina Jolie) is still taken.

  4.    What an interesting question. How about you? How did you decide to commit to/marry [name of partner here]? (Deflect the question by turning it back on the questioner.)

  5.    Oh, you are too funny! Can you believe that people actually ask that question for real?

  6.    Just lucky, I guess.

  7.    It gives my mother something to dream about.

  8.    I’m really horrible in bed.

  9.    So many people just settle—I want to take my time and find the right person.

10.    Studies have shown that marrying at a later age increases the chances of the marriage lasting.








[image: ]

THE DATING WHIRL


Whether through a set-up or a virtual or in-the-flesh pick-up, you’ve maneuvered your way through the meet market and arranged for a date. So, what is a date exactly? At its essence, it’s an extended period of time spent engaging in low-intensity activities (such as miniature golf, eating, and/or drinking) with a person you find attractive and interesting.



[image: ]

Unlike the pick-up, the date takes place over a few hours or more. This requires endurance—can you continue the patterns of good behavior for longer than half an hour? You’ll need to step it up. If you groomed cursorily for the pick-up, groom intensely now. You will be under the microscope, as will your date, as you assess each other for further date-worthiness. The old maxim “Be yourself” doesn’t necessarily hold true on the first few dates. You might do better to follow this maxim: “Be your best-behaved, best-smelling self.”

FIRST DATES

If your date has the cojones to come out and ask for an actual date, then congratulations, you’re on your way. Now comes the fun part, because first-date anticipation is a veritable rollercoaster ride of hope and doom. Is she The One? Is he as cute in person as he is online? Will I sweat too much to wear the white top? Will she be the one who finally gets my fear of aquariums? There’s a good chance that each party is equally anxious, so be extra-aware of treating your date with delicacy and consideration.

The Fuzzy Invitation

How is one to decipher an invitation to “just hang out”? Is it a request for a romantic date, or will it entail sitting on his tattered couch, drinking Pabst, filling in for his vacationing therapist, and watching his friend’s skateboarding videos? If someone wants to take you on a date, his intentions should be clear. But what do you do if you’re interested in the person yet have no idea what you’re being asked?


  1.    Sit up and lean forward to indicate with your body language that you’re interested in entertaining this offer, however ambiguous it may be.

  2.    Restate what the person has just said, “Would I like to hang out on Saturday night?”

  3.    Use an “I” message to indicate your confusion: “I’m having trouble understanding exactly what you’re asking,” rather than the more accusatory “What? You don’t have the guts to ask me out on an actual date?”

  4.    If he doesn’t immediately clarify the offer, try to suss him out with an indirect line of questioning: “What will we be doing while we’re ‘hanging out’?”

  5.    If the answer is, “I don’t know,” reply that you’re busy, but if he wants to ask you out on an actual date, your schedule might just open up.



Everyone Googles

Before you go on the date, expect to Google and be Googled. Everyone does it, and there’s no need to be apologetic. If you need to justify your actions, simply think of the woman who found out via Google that her soon-to-be-date was actually a fugitive on the loose.

The reality is that you can’t not expect to be Googled, and you can’t really hold yourself back from Googling. In the absence of friends who can vouch for a person you’ve just met online or at a bar, you would be foolish not to take advantage of this modern-day resource. Just remember to obey some basic ground rules.


  1.    A person should not be banished based solely on their e-trail (except for people who’ve broken the law).

  2.    Remember that people share names. The guy you’ve met online might not be the same guy who runs the white supremacy Web site, even though they have the same name.

  3.    Nothing you’ve discovered via Google should be mentioned to the other person. Even if you pass a store with a Beanie Baby window display and you spent 20 minutes the evening before reading their Beanie Baby blog, keep your mouth shut.

  4.    Expect them to do the same.



Greeting Your Date

You can’t know what to expect when meeting a date for the first time. Will she stick her hand out for a firm handshake, or will she initiate the urban knuckle-to-knuckle fist bump? She may lean in for a hug, or, if she’s lived a few years in Europe or Canada, she may prefer cheek-smooching. (And then, does she expect one, two, or three kisses on alternating cheeks?) Even high-fives are de rigueur for certain groups. How will you maneuver your way through such a multitude of potential greetings?


  1.    Take charge of an uncertain situation by initiating the greeting yourself. The handshake is the most universal greeting, so opt for this.





How to Give a Firm—Not Fishy—Handshake




The handshake originated many moons ago, just after humans first learned to walk upright. It originated for good reason. When two people met, they’d display their empty right hands to display their lack of weaponry and, accordingly, their nonmurderous intentions. An empty hand created a basic level of trust.


  1.    Make sure that the base of your thumb meets the base of the other person’s thumb.

  2.    Maintain eye contact and shake the other person’s hand from the elbow, not the wrist.

  3.    Shake firmly and with your entire hand. (Weak, limp, finger-tip handshakes are unacceptable.)








  2.    While introductions are still being made, extend your arm firmly (not stiffly), so it’s bent slightly at the elbow. Your palm should be open. You are indicating “I want to shake hands with you.”

  3.    Smile, keep a pleasant tone to your voice, and make eye contact so that your handshake is interpreted as warm and friendly, not businesslike.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] The Headstart Cocktail It’s fine to ease first-date anxiety by enjoying a cocktail on your own before your date arrives. It’s not fine to greet your date with a lampshade on your head. Limit the headstart cocktail to one and, if possible, make it a vodka cocktail (or brush your teeth afterward) so you don’t smell like alcohol.



Punctuality

There’s a French proverb that reads, “Men count up the faults of those who keep them waiting.” From a dating perspective, this is exactly why you don’t want to be late. Everyone knows that being late is rude—tardiness telegraphs the message that your time is more valuable, that the other person may be busy but you are busier doing more important things. Being late for a date means you run the risk of making a bad first impression before you’ve had the chance to really make a first impression. These are the thoughts that will be running through your date’s head as he or she waits for you to arrive:

After 10 Minutes


•  Did she forget about the date?

•  I hope everything’s okay.

•  Maybe he hit traffic.



After 15 Minutes


•  Okay, this is getting ridiculous.

•  This is embarrassing. I hate sitting here alone.

•  Is she standing me up? The b——.



After 20 Minutes


•  What’s his problem, anyway?

•  She is so rude.

•  That’s it. I’m leaving, and he’s not getting another chance.



See how the attitude steadily sours as the minutes tick by? It’s best to call the person’s cell phone to say you’re running late. If you don’t, you run the risk of showing up just as your date is cussing you out. The perfect excuse can quell his anger, but the wrong excuse will only ignite it. Here’s a simple guide to kosher and non-kosher excuses:

It’s never okay to be late because you …


a.  had to watch the end of the ballgame on TV.

b.  had to finish your book.

c.  had to iron your pants and shine your shoes, since you forgot to do so last night.



It’s okay to be late because …


a.  you hit a traffic jam caused by a horrible accident.

b.  a friend or family member had an emergency.

c.  you stopped off to save a child from a burning building.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] If you’re a late-nik, it’s a good idea to set your wristwatch and clocks so that they’re 15 minutes later than real time. Even though you know you’re only fooling yourself, your first glance may result in the moment of panic that’s needed to light a fire under your butt.



The “What Should We Do?” Talk

Date content should not be left entirely up to either the dater or to the datee. The plan should arise from a give-and-take during which the two parties discuss options and reach some kind of compromise. Some rules:


  1.    If you’re asked, “What do you want to do?,” never answer, “I don’t know” or “I don’t care.” Apathy is neither attractive nor helpful.

  2.    The person who initiates the date (the initiator) should have restaurant and activity options in mind when he or she asks for a date.

  3.    Using these options as a starting point, the initiator should guide the “what should we do?” conversation, asking, for example, “Do you like sushi?” “How about Thai food?”

  4.    Activity options should be thought-provoking but not scary—no need to freak someone out by suggesting skydiving on the first date.

  5.    The activity should not be so dramatic that it overshadows the process of getting to know one another.





Some Suitable First-Date Activities





•  Quizzo

•  Museum

•  Street fair

•  Flower show

•  Auto show

•  Aquarium

•  Sports event

•  Flea market

•  Pool or darts






Unsuitable First-Date Activities





•  Sky-diving

•  Bungee-jumping

•  Visiting the parents

•  Beach or pool or anywhere that requires wearing a bathing suit

•  Movie (too antisocial)

•  Karaoke

•  Strip club







FINE DINING AND THE ART OF THE DATE

At this point you’re still on your best behavior. Unfortunately, lots of people have inferior definitions of “best behavior.” And with dining, there are lots of opportunities to behave badly. Dining is at its core the act of eating. Cows do it. Pigs do it. So what separates us from them? For one thing, opposable thumbs. Use those thumbs to hold onto your utensils, and think back to the days when your mom scolded you about eating too fast and with your mouth open.

Of course, there’s more to dining than eating. Breaking bread together is a dating necessity, and it serves up all kinds of sensitive situations, like deciding where and what to eat and who’ll pay for it. Then there’s the moment where you’re sitting across the table from each other and attempting to surmount an awkward silence. The golden rule to remember: Prioritize your date’s comfort level over your own.

If the Datee Suggests a Restaurant That’s Too Pricey

Sometimes the initiator, wanting to be polite, leaves the restaurant choice up to the datee, and the datee suggests a five-star restaurant. Of course, this is rude—when asked for a suggestion, the datee should always assess the initiator’s financial situation (by observing clothes, car, shoes, job, etc.) and make a suggestion accordingly. When cues are ambiguous, the default option should always be middle-of-the-road. But if the datee tries to take advantage of the initiator by suggesting a five-star joint, what’s the initiator to do?


  1.    Come up with a plausible, nonfinancial reason not to go to the pricey restaurant, such as just having gone there last week: “Oh, I’ve been there a few times already,” you can say. “I’d love to try someplace new.”

  2.    Immediately steer the date toward the type of restaurant you had in mind by presenting a more modest option, “Have you ever been to Outback Steakhouse?”

  3.    Should your date not take the hint, simply point out that you’ve given a lot of thought to choosing just the right place, and allow your date to make the dining decision on your next date (if a next date is warranted).




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] The prospect of free food is not a valid reason for dating a person. Never try to fleece the person who asked you out by ordering a series of expensive cocktails. Order modestly and from the middle of the menu’s price range. Follow the initiator’s lead when deciding whether or not to order an appetizer and dessert.



Table Manners

There are some excellent, age-old rules we should all try to follow when trying to impress a date while dining out—they show up in the “Basics” list below. But in general, keeping your elbows off the table is less of a priority than eating inoffensively. Chewing, slurping, and swallowing are best kept to oneself, especially when you’re trying to come off as sexy and attractive. The rules that follow are broken into “basics,” for those who’ve forgotten what their mothers taught them, and “advanced,” for the first group and everyone else.

Basics:


  1.    Immediately after taking your seat, remove the napkin from your place setting and spread it over your lap.

  2.    Make sure ladies order first.

  3.    Be nice to the waitstaff. Not doing so is a red flag for savvy daters who see it as a sign that once you’re off your best behavior, you’re likely to treat them badly, too.

  4.    Don’t start eating until everyone at the table has been served.

  5.    Chew slowly.

  6.    Chew with your mouth closed.

  7.    Don’t slurp soup.

  8.    Don’t talk while you chew.

  9.    No cell phones at the table—ringers and vibratory mechanisms off!



Advanced:


  1.    Don’t sit on the same side of the booth as your date—this is a civilized meal, not some canoodle fest.

  2.    Even if you’re on a diet, try to participate heartily in the meal. If the other person’s paying, it’s rude not to enjoy yourself. And if they’re not, it’s rude to make them feel as if they shouldn’t be enjoying themselves—after all, if you’re not eating, they may not feel free to indulge.

  3.    Before taking a roll from the bread basket, tip the basket toward your date, and say, “Bread?”

  4.    When you excuse yourself to go to the restroom, just say, “Excuse me, please.” Don’t spell out for your date exactly what you mean to do once you get there.

  5.    Ask after your date’s food, and if he looks interested, offer him a bite of your own.

  6.    Never reach over to take a bite of your date’s food without first being invited.

  7.    Never reach across the table to grab the salt. Instead, ask, “Will you please pass the salt?”

  8.    Never visibly eavesdrop on people at neighboring tables. (Sometimes overhearing can’t be helped, but don’t lean over in order to hear better or jump into your neighbor’s conversation.)

  9.    Do not indulge in burping or other gassy emissions in public.

10.    If you need to pick something from your teeth, excuse yourself to do so in the restroom.



Fending Off the Food Stealer

Once in a while, a foodie will be overzealous about wanting to try everything that’s coming to the table. What do you do when she continues to reach over and help herself to your meal?


  1.    If one particular item on your plate seems to be a magnet for her fork, wait until she’s distracted, then strategically adjust the location of your plate so that the item in question is farthest from her reach.

  2.    Mention breezily how hungry you are, and how you’re certain you’re going to be able to eat everything on your plate. Say, “I was so busy today, I skipped lunch! No wonder I’m so hungry.”

  3.    If she’s still reaching, turn the attention back to her food: “Oh, that’s a shame, don’t you like what you ordered?”

  4.    Set an example by asking if you can have a taste of her meal—with your fork raised, inquire, “May I have a taste?”

  5.    If she continues to eat from your plate, cough or sneeze into your food, and for good measure, draw attention to it: “Oh, gross! I just sneezed right into my pepper-crusted ahi tuna.” Not even the most committed food stealer will persist when you’ve effectively “marked” your food in this way.





Bad First-Date Foods





•  Anything seasoned with garlic, especially scampi (bad breath)

•  Oniony dishes (bad breath)

•  Sushi rolls (often too big to chew gracefully)

•  Anything eaten with your hands: corn on the cob, hot dogs, sandwiches (too sloppy)

•  Anything too demonstratively sexy: ice cream cones, oysters, bananas

•  Mexican or Indian (too gassy)

•  Soup (slurp, slurp)

•  Long strands of pasta, like spaghetti, linguini, or cappellini (too hard to eat)






Good First-Date Foods





•  Deboned fish or meat

•  Sticky rice

•  Salad (cut your cherry tomatoes so they don’t explode)

•  Quiche

•  Casserole

•  Steak

•  Fondue

•  Gourmet pizza (steer clear of garlic; eat with knife and fork)

•  Short, fat pasta: rotelli, fusilli, macaroni







Contending with Fancy Restaurants

When you’re dating out of your foodie league, and your suitor suggests a five-star French restaurant (oh, poor you!), you may be faced with a menu that resembles hieroglyphics. Not to fear, there are many ways out of this situation—and no need to tell anyone that you’ve no idea to which food group a “rouget barbet” belongs.


  1.    Don’t panic. If you are panicking, take deep breaths, drink some water, and try to fool yourself into thinking that you’re not panicking by forcing an easy smile and thinking, “I am calm. I am worldly. I am sophisticated and possibly French.”

  2.    Make a general comment about the menu, such as, “Oh, this all looks amazing.” Otherwise, forestall any food-related conversation by talking about the room, the other patrons, or the wine list.

  3.    When your date has looked up from her menu, indicating that she’s finished considering her options, ask, “What have you decided on?”

  4.    Next, ask, “What’s your second choice?” Pretend as if you were intending to get her second choice all along.

  5.    If she’s having trouble deciding between two entrées, suggest that you order one of them, so she’ll have the option of trying both. If you’re a guy, this will be interpreted as chivalrous; if you’re a woman, nurturing and sweet.

  6.    If all else fails, pick out the entrée that you can pronounce.





Fancy-Restaurant-to-English Dictionary




Amuse bouche: translates directly as “amuse the mouth”; a small, complimentary appetizer from the chef served before the appetizer

Andouilette sausage: sausage made of tripe, or cow stomach

Escargots: snails

Maître fromager: the cheese waiter

Plate: another word for course

Prix fixe: a menu with a fixed price, a fixed number of courses, and usually just a few choices for each course

Rouget barbet: a type of fish; it’s called red mullet in English

Sommelier: the wine waiter, who will guide you, if needed, in your choice of wine

Sweetbreads: the thymus gland or pancreas of a calf or lamb, soaked, parboiled, and creamed, curried, or braised

W.C.: the water closet, or restroom





Making Dating Conversation

You’ve greeted your date without falling flat on your face or blurting out that you’re suffering from hemorrhoids. You were on time or just a few minutes late. He actually looks like his online picture, and you’ve settled on a first-date activity that seems to please both of you. You’ve managed to order without revealing your total lack of knowledge regarding French cuisine. Now, some rules for conducting the ensuing conversation:


  1.    Be as interested as you are interesting. Be conscious of how much you are talking as compared to your date, and if the balance is off, ask questions of your date to bring him out.

  2.    Keep specific observations about your date’s physical appearance to yourself. If it’s complimentary, too specific a comment could be construed as creepy. If you’re not sure whether your comment can be construed as insulting, such as “you look tired,” keep it to yourself. (Follow Oprah’s advice: “Doubt means don’t.”)

  3.    Keep the questions and the conversation topics general—don’t ask too-personal questions too soon.

  4.    Don’t mention how much you love (or hate) babies or kids, or how you often wonder what it would feel like to be pregnant.

  5.    Even if you’re really hitting it off, stay away from assigning your date a nickname or pet name.





Topics That Are Too Personal for a First Date





•  SAT scores

•  Parenting philosophy

•  Past relationships

•  What you really think of your family

•  What you really think of your date’s earrings

•  Your incurable STD

•  Congenital or acquired medical ailments

•  What your shrink thinks

•  Fetishes

•  Your secret sex tape

•  Your shopping addiction

•  What your shrink would think of your date

•  The three-year gap in your resume

•  Qualities you’re looking for in a life mate

•  How much you love your cat







The Cross-Examiner

Sometimes, people are in such a hurry to find a life mate that they turn first dates turn into cross-examinations meant to tease out moral code and future goals: “How many kids do you want? Would you raise them Jewish? Private school? Suburbs or city? I’m going to present you with a few hypothetical scenarios, and you tell me how you’d handle them …” and so on. Changing the subject or asking questions back will not work, as they are determined to find out everything about you. So, how do you defuse the interrogatory tactics and salvage the evening?


  1.    First, understand that they are only interrogating you because they see you as a potential life mate. This is flattering—a little creepy, since they don’t really know you yet—but flattering. Think kindly of this person.

  2.    Slow your own pace in order to encourage them to speak more slowly and to enjoy the moment instead of worrying so much about the future. When you reach for the bread, do so slowly and deliberately, as if you’re underwater or moving in slow motion.

  3.    Seize on a question and use it as a launch pad for the kind of slightly revealing anecdote that should be talked about on an early date. For example, if she asks whether you want to raise your kids Catholic, tell her about the time your hometown became a shrine for pilgrims who claimed they saw the Virgin Mary’s face on a tree.

  4.    Continue the conversation in a more general, less personal vein: “How about you? Have you ever lived near any Virgin Mary sightings?”




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] No matter how well the date is going, keep your finger off the trigger of your camera-phone. It smacks too much of collecting evidence to show your friends later or to use toward some other unsavory end.





Ladies, Girls, or Women? Gentlemen, Boys, or Men?




This is touchy territory. Don’t offend your date by using the wrong word.





	FEMALES

	MALES




	•  A girl is a female who hasn’t yet hit puberty—to be safe, reserve “girl” to describe 12-and-unders.

•  A woman is a grown-up version of a girl.

•  A young woman is what’s in between.

•  A chick is a baby chicken.

•  And ladies? Well, they’re few and far between.

•  A dame is a ballsy woman over 60.

	•  A boy is a male who hasn’t hit puberty—12-and-unders.

•  A man is a grown-up boy.

•  A young man is what’s in between.

•  A guy is a more colloquial term for a man or young man.

•  A gentleman is a rare find.

•  A dirty old man is a senior who’s caught leering at a woman half his age.







Who Should Pay?

Even with all the lip-service given to women and men going Dutch or women paying for dates they initiate, a recent study found that more than 75 percent of all romantic dates are still paid for by men. While many men will feel it’s right to pick up the check, others may feel that women should pay if they’re the ones who initiated the date. And this is probably the fairest way to approach the situation—the initiator, or whoever asked for the date, should step up to the plate. Here are some ways to handle that potentially awkward moment:


  1.    Whoever initiated the date should reach for the check. (“Initiate” means any variation on the question, “Will you go out with me?”)

  2.    The datee should then counter with, “Can I help with that?” This is a nod to the initiator’s generosity and to the fact that the datee believes in partner parity.

  3.    The initiator should thank the datee for the offer but should insist on paying the whole check. He should also exhibit his eagerness to do so: “It’s my pleasure to take you out to dinner.”

  4.    The datee should thank the initiator, “Thanks so much. This was lovely,” and offer to pay the tip and/or treat for the after-dinner drink, ice cream cone, movie, or whatever other activity is planned.



Waiting out the Check

It’s the dating equivalent of playing chicken: Who will fall first? In this case, the question is, who will break down and reach for the check first? You’re sitting across from one another, trying to look everywhere but at the leather billfold sitting at the center of the table, and every second feels like a full minute. We know that it’s the initiator’s responsibility to pick up the check. But what if the initiator doesn’t have a clue? There are several avoidance tactics a datee can take:


ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] “BYOBs,” or “bring-your-own-bottle” restaurants offer a great opportunity for payment parity. When the initiator asks the datee out for dinner, the datee can offer to bring the bottle of wine, thereby leveling the playing field from the get-go and making it more natural for the initiator to pick up the check at meal’s end.




  1.    Go to the bathroom. Excuse yourself for the restroom as soon as you see the waiter bringing the check; don’t wait until it’s on the table. By the time you come back, it should be taken care of.

  2.    If you’ve just been to the bathroom, you have no choice but to sit tight and wait. If the waiter refills your coffee twice, and still no one’s made a move, point to the check and ask, “Can I help you with that?” This indicates that you know he’ll be paying, but you wouldn’t mind chipping in.

  3.    Another strategy is to wind down the date via small talk that smacks of finality, “Well, this has been fun. Thanks for asking me out.” This will remind the initiator that he’s the one who initiated, and hopefully shame him into doing his dating duty.



GOODBYE, FAREWELL, SO LONG, ADIEU

The end of the date ranks high on everyone’s list of most awkward moments. Do you give a warm handshake, reach for a hug, or go for the kiss? It’s all about reading the cues. Is she waving you in? If she’s laughing at all your jokes, touching your arm or your leg repeatedly, and leaning toward you while you’re talking, it’s probably safe to say that she’s ready for a kiss. Here’s how to make the first move:


  1.    By all means, ask first; it’s a solid approach. Say, “Can I kiss you?” or “I’d really like to kiss you right now,” and wait for a nod, murmur, or coy glance.

  2.    You may not be the asking type. Even so, do not lunge at the person. This can be very alarming. Instead, approach slowly while making eye contact so your date knows exactly what you’re going to do and can take the necessary precautions.

  3.    If those precautions involve putting out a hand to stop you from coming any closer, stop immediately.

  4.    If no palm is pressed to your chest, continue.

  5.    Be proactive: Swallow to lessen the likelihood of slobbering. If you’re both wearing glasses, take yours off to prevent clinking lenses. Wet your lips so they’re not parched and scratchy. Tilt your head in one direction so your noses don’t bump.

  6.    Make contact. The first kiss should be a lingering, closemouthed press.

  7.    If, after you retreat, your date is still standing with puckered lips and closed eyes, by all means go for a second liplock, if you’re so inclined; otherwise, simply clear your throat to signal that the kiss is now over.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Women need not wait to be kissed. Either partner should feel free to make the first move.



Fending Off an Eager Beaver

Sometimes a date will misread your cues. They’ll think they’re being waved in when actually you’re doing your best to let them know they’ve struck out. Maybe they think you’re playing hard to get. Maybe they’re less than adept at reading social cues. Whatever the reason, they’re all over you like a shedding cat. What do you do?


  1.    Step back and bring up some phlegm from deep in your throat.

  2.    Do a combination sneeze/cough; if the aggressor gets in the way of the spatter, all the better.

  3.    Say, “Oh, I’m so sorry, I must be getting a cold. I think it’s going around. I should get inside and get to sleep.”

  4.    Your aggressor will be temporarily stunned (and preoccupied with wiping away your spray), so this is your chance to swiftly retreat before your date has a chance to recover and protest.

  5.    So that the incident isn’t all negative, you might send back a parting sentiment of goodwill, like, “So nice meeting you! Good luck.”



Discouraging a Second Date

If you’re not interested in a second date, you should reject the person as gently as possible and in an assertive manner that makes clear you’re not just playing hard to get. Here are the steps that will communicate a firm but gentle “No, thank you.”


  1.    If you know you’re not interested, do not draw out dinner just to score a few more glasses of wine and a chocolate soufflé.

  2.    Refrain from making sexy banter, such as talking about how naturally you took to the pole-dancing class you attended last week.

  3.    At the end of the date, if they say they’d like to see you again, you can say, “Maybe,” and then e-mail the next day to say you didn’t feel a spark.

  4.    Or you can decide not to get your date’s hopes up and break the news right there, saying, “It was really nice meeting you. I enjoyed spending time with you, but I just don’t feel like there’s the potential here to be more than friends.”

  5.    Don’t wait until you’re alone, either in a car or in a deserted parking lot, to break the news. This is putting yourself in danger—a person’s temper can turn on a dime, and you don’t want to be at anyone’s mercy.

  6.    If they do take it badly, consider offering up a decoy—a fictional friend who you think would hit it off “just great” with your date. Offer to set them up right away. Well, when your friend comes back from her trip. She’s quite a jetsetter.



When Is It Okay to Ditch Your Date?

As we’ve already learned, agreeing to a date is like entering into a social contract. The problem with a social contract is that it’s not actually spelled out in any books. It’s more of an honor code, and it’s up for interpretation. One person may consider it fine to slip away with no explanation while their date is in the bathroom. But that behavior doesn’t come close to upholding the social contract into which you’ve entered. Remember that this is another human being you’re dating. Even so, there are a few scenarios that do merit date-ditching:


  1.    If he or she has massively misrepresented himself: for example, if he’s more than 20 pounds or five years away from his online profile, or if he doesn’t actually do what he said he does for a living, or if he didn’t exactly study at that exclusive college but just drove past it a couple of times.

  2.    If he or she offends you—this might entail issuing a crass line, like, “If I said you had a sexy body, would you hold it against me?” or making a racist, homophobic, or sexist remark.

  3.    If he or she shows physical aggression.

  4.    If he or she is wearing a wedding ring.

  5.    If he or she suggests that you engage in illegal behavior.



How to Ditch Your Date

The best ditching method is the fake emergency, which is foolproof so long as you are carrying a cell phone and can reach a helpful friend.


  1.    Enlist the help of the friend before you go on the date. Ask the friend to be on call—basically, to have his cell phone on him for the next few hours, just in case you need an assist.

  2.    Excuse yourself from the date to go to the restroom, bringing your cell with you in your purse or your pants pocket.

  3.    Once in the bathroom, call your friend and let him know you’re activating the plan to ditch your date: He is to call you in ten minutes and tell you something bad has happened.

  4.    When you’re back with your soon to be ex-date, and the phone rings, apologize, saying that you worry it might be important. Pick it up and talk for a few seconds before saying, “Oh no, I can’t believe it! I’ll be right there.” Hang up.

  5.    Tell your date: “My friend just got dumped. I have to see him right away.” Or, “My boss is on his way uptown to make an important presentation, and he forgot to upload the visuals. I have to go and e-mail them to him right away.”

  6.    Throw some cash on the table, and say, “It was really nice meeting you. Take care.” And leave.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Unless it’s a first-look coffee-date, lining up more than one date on one night is rude not only to yourself but to the person you’re seeing.



SECOND DATES AND BEYOND

Now that the interview (the first date) is over, it’s time for that trial period known as the second date and beyond. By going on the second date, you’re both acknowledging that you’re intrigued enough to want to learn more. You’ve passed each other’s first-impression test. You seem clean enough, interesting enough, rich enough, funny enough—but we’ve all got baggage, and this is when yours and your dates’ will come out. The question is: Is it baggage you can live with? Good luck figuring that out. Meanwhile, here are some guidelines for managing the quirks.

If Your Date Is a Noisy Popcorn Eater

Is it possible for a person to go through life crunching and munching so loudly that every time she goes to the movies, she bothers everyone in the surrounding five rows? Didn’t her friends or family ever tell her to stop eating her popcorn so loudly? Alas, no, they did not, and it’s left to her date to meet the stares of angry moviegoers and to field all of the “shh”s that are fired her way even as the popcorn eater remains oblivious to the building rage. How to deal with this uncomfortable situation?


  1.    Take the popcorn tub from your date, as if you just mean to take a handful, but then hold on to the tub.

  2.    When she reaches for the popcorn, grab her hand and hold on. Give it a romantic squeeze and don’t let go.

  3.    If she insists on disengaging from your romantic hand-hold in favor of eating more popcorn, try offering her some of your Jujubes or a sip of your soda.

  4.    If none of the above works, try pointing out one of the angry people “shushing” in your direction, and whisper, “What do you think they’re angry about?” This may make her realize she’s the culprit.

  5.    As a last resort, “accidentally” tip the popcorn and spill it on the ground.



If Your Date Is Rude to the Waitstaff

Observe the Jekyll and Hyde of the dating world: your date’s inner diva, who surfaces whenever you’re out to dinner. All of a sudden, this sweet, mild-mannered woman becomes brassy and demanding, sending things back to the kitchen on a whim, snapping at the waiter about how long you’ve been waiting for your drinks, tipping 5 percent for perfectly good service. Your date’s behavior reflects on you, and this situation is becoming embarrassing. How do you rectify the situation?


  1.    The next time you’re out, frame your concern as concern for her: “So, is everything alright?”

  2.    She will say, “Sure,” and ask, “Why?”

  3.    Reply, “Well, as soon as we came into the restaurant, your mood seemed to shift.”

  4.    Pointing out that she’s acting differently might make her rethink her behavior. She may even ask, “What do you mean?”

  5.    This is your chance to point out how diva-ish she’s acting. Do so with some humor. You might say, “Well, you’re treating the poor waiter like a scrappy dog, and I’m afraid he might have retaliated by spitting in our food.”

  6.    Hopefully the prospect of repercussions will mellow her act. If not, you should commandeer the tipping, and from that point on consider staying in and getting food delivered.



If Your Date Turns Out to Be a Social Pariah

He’s prolific over e-mail, chatty on the phone and during your one-on-one dates, but as soon as you bring him to a party or to meet up with some friends, he goes mute. You haven’t said anything about it, because you figured that as time went by, he’d feel more comfortable and start socializing on his own. But it just isn’t happening. Is there a way to bring him out when you’re with friends?


  1.    Don’t simply leave him alone because you’re afraid of putting pressure on him. Abandoning him in the corner to smile wanly into his drink will make him feel even more uncomfortable. Instead, stay by his side.

  2.    Touch him warmly—put your hand to the small of his back, guide him by the elbow, throw an arm around his waist; although the social spotlight might feel overwhelming, he should feel he’s in a safe space.

  3.    While you are talking to other people, include him in the conversation by making eye contact and by positioning your body so that your back is never to him. Never lean away from him to engage in one-on-one conversation with someone else.

  4.    Include him in the conversation by soliciting his opinion or by asking him to tell the great story he told you the other night about pigeon-hunting with his uncle in the Appalachians.

  5.    If a little wine makes him feel less insecure, make sure he always has a half-glass.

  6.    Enlist a close, discreet friend to take him under wing and engage him in conversation when you take your leave for the restroom.



If Your Date Is an Overzealous Sports Fan

The first time he invited you to a football game, you were excited that he wanted you to share in his love for the sport. But you weren’t expecting him to show up in full face paint, waving a giant styrofoam finger. At the game, he got kind of buzzed and almost started a fight with a fan of the opposing team who was sitting two rows up. How to deal with it?


  1.    Remind Super Fan of your presence by placing a hand on his shoulder or arm gently, so that he doesn’t mistake you for another foe trying to get in his face.

  2.    Once you have his attention, seek out his eyes—they’re lurking somewhere in that mess of face paint—and hold them with your own for a few seconds.

  3.    While maintaining intense eye contact, say, “I’m going to the bathroom. Can I get you a footlong or some popcorn?”

  4.    Hopefully the interruption and your nurturing, generous gesture will drain his anger and jar him into putting things into perspective.

  5.    Afterward, resolve to leave him to enjoy his sports events with his friends who can empathize with his zeal. Next time he asks you to come along, tell him tactfully, “I’m so flattered you want to share this with me, but I just think you’d have more fun with Bill.”



If Your Date Gets into a Fight with Your Friends

It may come to pass that you date someone who does not fall on the same side of partisan politics as you or your friends. You may have made peace with this, delighting in all the pros so much that they cancel out this con, but your friends will be a different story. It’s highly likely that they will engage in debate whenever you get together, leaving you to mediate. How to defuse a heated discussion when getting together for dinner with your date and your friends?


  1.    Take them out of their bubble by drawing attention to the fact that their debate might be making others uncomfortable. Do it breezily by throwing up your hands and saying, “Woah, woah, guys, your food is getting cold. Why don’t you eat and leave the debate for later?”

  2.    If you happen to be sitting next to your date, send her a message by kicking her under the table.

  3.    Should the debate continue to escalate, try to change the subject to something you can all agree on: “Speaking of animal rights, did you read that story in the paper today about the cat who helped solve that crime? Wasn’t that amazing?”

  4.    If nothing else works, try the straightforward approach, saying, “Listen, as far as I can tell you keep coming back to the same argument, so why don’t you just agree to disagree?”

  5.    Lead a toast to agreeing to disagree.



If Your Date Is a Coworker

You’ll need to think long and hard about getting involved with a coworker who’s a superior: If things turn out badly, this could be harmful to your career. If your coworker is an underling or at the same professional level as you, this can also be risky, and it could seriously damage your reputation at work. Plus, you’re bound to get caught kissing in the copy room. If you are, how do you recover with your dignity intact?


  1.    Disengage breezily, as if you were doing something completely harmless, such as checking his back molars for cavities.

  2.    Look sternly at the intruder as if they should know better than to infringe on your privacy.

  3.    This may be enough to send them packing. If not, shoot a parting comment toward your amour regarding a professional matter: “Jason, I expect to see those reports on my desk first thing in the morning.”

  4.    Quickly take your leave. The more quickly you recover, the more likely the intruder will doubt her own eyes in witnessing this covert moment of passion.



But if the rumors start circulating, what should you do?


  1.    If this is more than a flirtation—if it’s looking like it will develop into a relationship—you and your amour will need to own up to it.

  2.    Don’t bother with a “coming out” speech in front of the company. People will no doubt be approaching you to pry into your personal business as soon as they hear the rumor.

  3.    Once they ask, reply firmly, “Yes, it’s true,” offering no more information than that.

  4.    If they grill you, simply say, “That’s all I’m comfortable saying about this subject. I’m determined to keep my private life and work life separate.”

  5.    Eventually, the gossipmongers will move on to a juicier scandal.



If Your Date Is a Blogger

At first you might be charmed by the idea that hundreds, maybe thousands, of people might soon be reading about how romantic and attractive and dreamy you are. But then you start to think about how weird it would be if the person you were dating was blogging about you and using your real name. People might recognize you. People might Google you and find you being talked about on the blog. It seems like an invasion of privacy. What should you do if you want it to stop?


  1.    Don’t keep it a secret that you know about the blog. Tell your date that you found the blog when you were looking around online.

  2.    Let your date react to your admission. He may say, “Oh, don’t worry, I would never blog about someone without permission.” If he doesn’t say this, it’s up to you to express your concerns.

  3.    Begin by making it clear that you respect his decision to blog. Say, “I think it’s great that you have a blog, but there’s a reason I don’t have one. I don’t want my private life broadcast online. Would you mind not blogging about me?”

  4.    If this is hard for the blogger to swallow, you might compromise on a pseudonym.



Jumping to the Dump

Picky, picky, picky. No one is more picky than today’s daters. It seems like every time you start dating someone, you find something wrong with them. They don’t know what NPR is. They’re allergic to your cat. Their parents are weird. They’re a nose whistler. They don’t shave their neck hair. No matter if everything else about the person seems promising, you just can’t get past this one thing, this deal-breaker. So you jump to the dump. This is a bad habit that’s hard to break, but it’s hurtful to your partner and potentially to you. Here’s how to resist the jump:


  1.    Try to resolve the issue. Say your partner’s a nose whistler. First, assess his nose-trimming habits. Does he trim regularly? An excess of hair may exacerbate the whistle.

  2.    Read the humidity level in his house. Is it low or high? Maybe the air in his house is very dry, leading to further whistling.

  3.    Ask him, “So, has your nose always whistled, or is that a new thing?” Once he’s aware of it, he’ll try to resolve it.

  4.    If he brings up one of your weird quirks in retaliation—say, how your lips move when you read the paper—this is a good indication that the relationship isn’t going to work. Two potential deal-breakers always lead to a break.

  5.    If he partners with you to try to resolve the whistling, this is a sign that you can work together.

  6.    If, after the whistling is resolved, you still feel no spark, you can feel surer about jumping to the dump.





	Sorting the Rational from the Irrational




	Irrational Deal-Breakers

	Rational Deal-Breakers




	•  Her apartment is across town.

	•  Her apartment is three states away.




	•  She’s registered under a different political party.

	•  She thinks Dick Cheney is a hottie.




	•  She has Phil Collins on her iPod.

	•  All she has on her iPod is Phil Collins.




	•  He says “Aaah,” after every sip of his morning coffee.

	•  He eats coffee grounds for breakfast.




	•  His mother sounds psycho.

	•  His mother is psycho.




	•  She doesn’t eat refined sugar.

	•  She won’t let you eat refined sugar.




	•  He doesn’t know what paella is.

	•  He doesn’t know what the Internet is.




	•  She has three cats.

	•  She brought one of her cats on a leash to the first date.




	•  He fudged the extent of his hair loss on his online profile.

	•  He lied about being married with kids.






[image: ]

COMMITMENT


Have you found someone whose baggage you can handle? Then you’re well on your way to commitment: the state of being sincerely and steadfastly bound, emotionally and intellectually, to another human being. Anthropologists have found that people who are falling in love experience a heady rush of chemicals and hormones that obscure logical behavior. This could explain the sweetness of courtship.



[image: ]

This also explains the immediate post-commitment honeymoon period. Why else would a completely rational person start whispering nonsensical words like “schmoopie”? If nothing else, the chemical rush could explain a lot about the fall-off of such zany behavior once the fog fades away and the reality of day-to-day commitment sets in.

GOING EXCLUSIVE

In a relationship, no one should presume to have exclusive access to another person unless the arrangement has first been discussed and agreed upon. It’s like calling shotgun—your claim to the front seat means little until it’s verbalized. Of course, this issue is more delicate than the front seat, and like any state-of-the-relationship talk, the “are-we-exclusive?” chat starts from a place where there’s an imbalance of power—whoever initiates the conversation is taking a risk. Before you lay yourself bare, how do you know it’s the right time?

The right time occurs:


•  Often after the second date and/or before the first sex encounter. (Experts concur that this “right time” happens on average after about four to six weeks.)

•  After at least two of the following become standard operating procedure: the consistent use of “we” over “I” by both parties; checking with each other before making weekend plans; introducing each other to a third party as “my boyfriend,” “my girlfriend,” or “my main squeeze”; meeting members of each other’s families.

•  When you don’t want to date anyone else, at least for the time being.

•  When you agree on “the right thing to do” when confronted with the following scenario: A supermarket cashier gives you an extra $20 change by mistake. (Agreeing on this point shows that your values are well-aligned.)

•  When you know two of the following facts about each other: middle name; three formative childhood stories; and one deep, dark secret that no one else knows.

•  When your gut isn’t telling you to hire a private detective when your paramour claims never to have been through a sex-change operation and/or in jail.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Once you do go exclusive, you must inform everyone else you’ve been dating that you are no longer on the market. This is best done by dropping “my boyfriend” or “my girlfriend” into your conversations. Confirm their suspicions with a simple, “Yes, we’ve decided not to see other people.” Or, if you are the overzealous type and your new S.O. is not easily embarrassed, you could consider hiring one of those planes to fly a banner reading, “Norm and Dotty: Each other’s one and only (until further notice).”



Having “The Exclusivity Talk”

Once you’ve decided your new S.O. is It for Now, you need to broach the topic officially. Relationships thrive most when both partners take turns stepping up to the plate. Set an example by doing so now. But how, when, and where should you go about it?


  1.    Respect the gravity of The Talk by not launching into it while you’re naked or scantily clothed. No need to wear business attire, but you should be fully clothed, with shoes. (You’ll be prepared should The Talk go sour—see step 7.)

  2.    Wait until you’re alone. Do not conduct The Talk in front of others, no matter how close they may be. (Pets are okay.)

  3.    Do not have The Talk while either of you is trying to fall asleep. Be sure that both of you are fully conscious.

  4.    The Talk should take place face-to-face, in a quiet atmosphere, so you can hear each other clearly. (Warning: “exclusive” can easily be misheard as “obtrusive” or “elusive.”)

  5.    Get your partner’s attention with the classic, “Can we talk seriously for a moment?”

  6.    Maintaining steady eye contact, begin by telling your partner how much you enjoy spending time together. Then get immediately to the point: Say, “I’m not interested in seeing anyone else. What do you say we go exclusive?”

  7.    If your S.O. says yes, great. Celebrate with a special night out. If not, well, you took your best shot. You should probably move off the couch and out the door. (Good thing you already have your shoes on.)



Premature “We-jaculation”

This term, coined by author Cindy Chupack, refers to a form of relationship-level leapfrogging, when one partner constantly uses “we” before the two of you have even established that there is a “we.” The most egregious example of premature we-jaculation is when you’re introduced as a boyfriend or girlfriend before you’ve had The Talk (see this page). If you’re ready to commit to this person, premature “we-ing” can be sweet—it’s an affirmation that your feelings are mutual. But if they’re not mutual, the “we-ing” can seem creepy and proprietary. What do you do?


  1.    Try to act as natural as possible in the moments after your partner has dropped the “we” bomb. Smile and tell the person to whom you’ve been introduced that it’s nice to meet him or her.

  2.    Before addressing the issue, wait until the innocent party is out of earshot.

  3.    Be direct with your partner. Say, “ ‘Girlfriend,’ eh? Don’t you think we should talk about this first?” Of course, this opens up a whole new issue. (See “Going Exclusive,” this page.)

  4.    If your date claims that you have talked about it and you just don’t remember, this may be a good reason to part sooner rather than later. (You would obviously remember such an important conversation.)

  5.    If they’re understandably embarrassed by your reaction, you can console them with an ice-cream cone and a white lie, such as, “It’s not you. It’s me. I have a ten-date rule.”



Should this scenario lead to a conversation during which your date says she’s ready for a commitment, but you’re not so sure, consider stalling. Adapt one of the following phrases that come in handy when you’re trying to dodge a work commitment:


•  I am in the middle of several projects.

•  I am not comfortable with that.

•  I am not taking on any new responsibilities.

•  I am not the most qualified person.

•  I do not enjoy that.

•  I do not have any more room in my calendar.

•  I hate to split my attention among projects.

•  I have another commitment.

•  I have no experience with that.



Exclusivity Crimes and Misdemeanors

Okay, now you’re exclusive. It was (relatively) easy to attain that status, but how easy will it be to maintain? What are the terms of this particular contract? Here’s a list of ground rules:


  1.    All signifiers of relationship status need to change from “single” to “in a relationship” on online networking sites such as Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook.

  2.    Any online profiles posted on dating sites must be suspended or hidden.

  3.    You can eye others and casually flirt—and you can take pride in the fact that a hottie just asked you for your number—but you must refuse others’ advances. Above all, you may not do any flirting in the company of your partner.

  4.    Monogamy means no dating/kissing/sleeping with other people.

  5.    Your partner has veto power over all weekend plans, within reason (and vice versa).

  6.    You have a standing date with each other for the following holidays: Valentine’s Day, each other’s birthdays, work functions that require an escort, long weekends like Memorial Day and Labor Day, and New Year’s Eve.

  7.    Dissolution of the “exclusivity agreement” must be made in person and verbally (not texted or e-mailed or faxed or left on an answering machine).



Using Common-Law Exclusivity as an Excuse to Cheat

Without a doubt, a clear declaration of exclusivity is always the best way to go, but some couples enter into the state of exclusivity without uttering the actual words. You could call this “common-law exclusivity.” You qualify if you’ve been attached at the hip for a few months, call each other “boyfriend” and “girlfriend,” and have talked about your future—in other words, you’re acting to all appearances like a committed couple. With this comes an unspoken understanding of monogamy.

Anyone who cheats on a partner after acting exclusive—and who cites the absence of The Talk as an excuse—should not be trusted. How do you make your partner aware of her transgression?


  1.    If she says to you, “But we weren’t exclusive,” you may want to proffer a list of rhetorical questions, including: “Were you calling me your boyfriend? Were we having sexual relations? Did you bring me home for the holidays?”

  2.    These questions will wash over your partner and lead to a moment of clarity. She will realize, “Hmm, we may never have talked about our exclusivity, but anyone with any sense would know that we were exclusive.”

  3.    At this point, shame may follow clarity. Perhaps she’ll grovel for your forgiveness. Or she could continue to claim ignorance of the “common-law” rule. Either way, you need to walk away from the cheater and let her know why: She has broken one of the cardinal committed relationship rules. Cheating is always rude.



Maintaining an Online Profile

If you met online, or even if you met in a brick-and-mortar location but one or both of you has/have profiles posted online, once you become exclusive, it’s time to either hide your profile for the duration of the relationship or cancel your account altogether. This is the virtual version of informing your in-the-flesh suitors that you’re no longer on the market.

Of course, it’s not uncommon to hear of people who’ve been caught with active profiles: This may be a red flag that you’re entangled with a “professional online dater,” for whom an endless online supply of potential mates fuels a chronic grass-is-greener mentality. What do you do if you catch your partner red-handed?


  1.    If a friend has told you about coming across the profile, go online to see it for yourself.

  2.    Check the activity level of the profile—has the user been active in the last 24 hours or in the last three months? Does his status read “single”?

  3.    When you lay out the facts for your partner, do so over the phone or in person (e-mail or text messaging makes it too easy for the other person to stall and avoid confrontation).

  4.    Calmly tell him exactly what you’ve discovered. Say, “I saw your profile up on Find-a-Date. It says you’ve logged on in the last 48 hours. What’s the deal?”

  5.    Pause to indicate that you’re waiting for an explanation. Do not speak until he’s replied. (This is called the “silent-but-deadly” strategy.)

  6.    There aren’t many excuses that will hold water in this situation. One might be, “I keep my account active so I can check out my friends’ dates and give them feedback.” But don’t offer up any excuses. Let the skunk speak first.

  7.    Keep in mind that this crime is more of a misdemeanor than a felony. Since you can’t prove that he’s actually gone on dates since you became exclusive, you should consider letting him slide—as long as he removes his profile in the next 24 hours.



ISSUES IN COMMUNICATION

Relationship experts say that communication is the cornerstone of a relationship. And really, it would be quite difficult to conduct a relationship without it. How else could you declare exclusivity or tell your partner exactly what you want in bed? More important, how could you give each other the silent treatment if you hadn’t been conversing frequently in the first place? Now, we’re all aware that communication has evolved through the years. There were the centuries of grunting and beating our chests, and then the Romantics came along and penned sonnets and sweet songs. Today, screens and keyboards characterize communication. This new technology brings new considerations to the fore, but many of the basic principles from caveman days still apply. (Presumably, even cavemen didn’t want to know every little detail about their partners’ past boyfriends.)

Appropriate Use of Text Messaging and Instant Messaging

You may have noticed that text messaging and IM screens are small. Many have a capacity of 160 characters or less. This lack of space will only trivialize serious sentiments and heavy-hitting declarations. So what should you use them for? Here are some basic rules:


  1.    Never ask someone out on a first date via TM or IM.

  2.    Never say “I love you” for the first time via TM or IM.

  3.    Do use TMs and IMs to send scheduling notes, such as “I’m running late,” or “I made the train.”

  4.    TMs and IMs are also useful for flirting, including sending quick “Thinking of you” messages when you’re stuck in a long meeting.

  5.    Make use of symbols and shorthand only if you’ve gauged the TM-savviness of the other party and you’re comfortable they can translate the jargon into plain English.

  6.    Double-check the digits before you hit “Send” to make sure your message doesn’t go to the wrong person.

  7.    More than three “Xs” (kissses) at the end of a message is too many.

  8.    Never use CAPS.

  9.    Never text under the influence. If you think you might use your phone to declare your love inappropriately, give your phone to a friend for safekeeping until your blood alcohol level is free and clear.

10.    If the other party does not reply within an hour, do not continue to barrage them with messages; instead, pick up the phone and try to reach them on a regular landline.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] When you’re dating, TMs and IMs are no substitute for cards and presents on holidays and birthdays (although they can be used to send supplementary good wishes).



When You Get into a Text Fight

Digital modes are great for some kinds of communication, but it’s a bad idea to fight over e-mail, TM, or IM for the same reason it’s a bad idea to use these as the sole method of communication. Just as it’s easy to project your own fantasies onto an unseen person, it’s easy to misinterpret the intentions of an invisible sparring partner. A breezy, sarcastic comment might come off as insulting and obnoxious when there’s no raised eyebrow, chuckle, or elbow nudge to provide context. This is especially true when a relationship is going through a difficult phase and either partner is more sensitive than normal. What do you do when you realize you’re in the middle of a text fight?


  1.    Assess whether you’ve gone from communicating to flaming. Are any of the following signs in evidence?


•  Your breath is getting shorter and your chest tighter.

•  The messages are so nasty, you gasp aloud.

•  The back and forth of messages is instantaneous, because both of you are so pissed off, you’re crafting your next comeback before you receive a reply to the last one.



  2.    If one or more of the above is happening, realize that it’s time to cease and desist.

  3.    When it’s your turn to type next, write, “Calling you now.”

  4.    Pick up the phone and talk things through in real time.

  5.    If your partner doesn’t pick up the phone and instead tries to continue the text fight, take the high road and refrain from replying no matter how many times he baits you.

  6.    When you are next face-to-face, initiate a talk about what happened and when things spun out of control. You may want to come up with a signal for the next time things are getting out of hand, such as “May Day, May Day” or an abbreviation, “MDMD.”



How Much to Reveal About Exes

When it comes to talking about past relationships with current partners, people seem squarely ensconced in one of three camps: spill all, spill none, spill only what’s relevant to your current relationship. Whatever camp you’re affiliated with, the general rules involve moderation above all.


  1.    Do not speak floridly of past loves. This would make even the most confident of us feel insecure and threatened.

  2.    Do not speak derogatorily of past loves. This will brand you a lout.

  3.    Intimate details of past love acts should be kept to oneself.

  4.    Photos of exes should be kept filed away in drawers or cabinets, never out on display.





Sharing Timeline




Date Two: If applicable, fess up to past marriages. Also, allude to the number of long-term relationships you’ve been in.

Date Three: Trade funny stories of first loves and/or traumatic high-school dates or breakups.

Date Ten: Trade losing-it stories.

Month Three: Share the reason your last major relationship ended.

Month Four: Snoop in your S.O.’s drawers while she’s in the shower for signs that she still has a thing for her ex.

Month Five: Trade your numbers (called “man-totals” for those who bed men): i.e., the number of people each of you has slept with. Suspect that your S.O. is fudging the number. (Immediately regret having this conversation.)

Month Six: Share the real reason your last major relationship ended.

Month Seven: Compare your S.O.’s lack of dishwasher-loading skills to those of your ex. (Immediately feel bad about it; apologize.)

Note: Running into an ex accelerates the above timeline and brings up all kinds of questions that might otherwise have remained undisclosed until a later date. This cannot be helped.





Pet Names

Smoochie? Honey? Babycakes? Muffin Head? A few months after the Exclusivity Talk is wrapped and in the can, and you’re tossing “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” around with abandon, the next issue arises: pet names. When you’re hanging out on your own, you may want to baby talk to one another or express your growing tenderness by coining tender nicknames. Here are some rules to help you through the process and help you maintain your dignity in polite society:


  1.    If a person highly objects to a pet name, he should be given another.

  2.    Pet names should never be mean-spirited (e.g., Bubble Butt, Dumb Ass).

  3.    Drippy names (Bunny, Smoochie) are inappropriate for public use, as are X-rated names (Sweet Tits, Love Machine). These count as excessive PDA (see this page).

  4.    Refrain from using names that infantilize (Buttercup, Baby) your S.O. in front of her coworkers.

  5.    Generic pet names (Honey, Sweetie) are alright for public use—but only in moderation.

  6.    Never baby talk to each other in public.

  7.    Do use pet names while you’re fighting—it’s a good way to cut down the hostility. You can’t be mad for very long at someone you’re calling Sugarlips.



If Your S.O. Gets Schmoopie in Public

It’s easy to see how it can happen. Two people in the first blush of love are all schmoopie with each other, and they’re spending every free moment solely in each other’s company. When they take their relationship out for a stroll, it’s difficult to snap back to reality. One partner might be able to maintain a dignified demeanor, but the other will keep slipping into schmoopie-talk and murmuring, “But sweetie-weetie-woo, I wuv wuv wu. You’re my ittle-wittle baby-bear,” even as passersby are rolling their eyes and projectile-vomiting into sidewalk sewers. What’s a boopie-woopie to do?


  1.    Take immediate action. Scan the area for a private place where you can conduct an intervention.

  2.    Once you’ve located the spot, steer your blubbering S.O. directly to it. This shouldn’t be difficult, as you’ll already be holding hands or clutching each other tightly around the waist.

  3.    Face your S.O. and take him by the shoulders.

  4.    Gently shake him.

  5.    Say, “Listen, sweetie, I love you, too, but we can’t talk to each other in public the way we do when we’re alone. I understand the urge. It’s hard not to call you my boopie-face all the time. But you have to cut it out when we’re in public.”

  6.    He will no doubt look forlorn and disappointed, so whisper a sweet nothing into his ear to cheer him up.

  7.    If he slips again into schmoopie-talk, give his hand a squeeze and shoot him a meaningful look to remind him of your talk.



FOLDING YOUR S.O. INTO YOUR SOCIAL LIFE

Everyone’s had the friend who seems to drop out of existence once she starts dating someone seriously. And everyone has the friend who is suddenly dragging their new partner to every gathering of her prerelationship social circle, including Ladies’ Poker Night. Neither extreme works very well—both methods alienate the friends, not to mention creating animosity between the friends and the S.O. for no good reason. The best way to integrate your new love into your old group is to go your own way as a couple when appropriate and to include your S.O. in group activities when appropriate. Keep these suggestions in mind:


  1.    Being a couple is not a good reason to exclude single friends from plans. The “third-wheel” or “fifth-wheel” concept is a myth. Couples can coexist harmoniously with the uncoupled, unless they insist on making obnoxious comments like, “Hey, Jim, do you think you’ll ever find a girlfriend?” or “Oh, Jim, [sigh] I just wish you could find as much happiness as we have.”

  2.    You may have had a flirty relationship with one or more of your friends. Put an end to the flirting, especially when your partner is present.

  3.    Do not abandon a friend-in-need for your S.O. For example, if a good friend needs a ride to the ER because her appendix just burst, you should drive her and cancel the dinner date with your S.O.

  4.    Don’t assume that it’s always okay to bring your partner to social events, especially a small gathering. Ask permission of your host first.

  5.    There is no exception to the “secret” rule. If a friend confides in you and asks that you not tell a soul, this includes the person you’re dating.

  6.    Likewise, neither your new partner’s performance in the bedroom nor his for-your-eyes-only quirks are conversation fodder for your larger group of friends and acquaintances. (For your closest friends, maybe, but only when the disclosure is in the interest of seeking or dispensing advice or support.)

  7.    Do not expect your new partner to give up nights out with his friends and/or previously established regular engagements.



Meeting Your Partner’s Friends

The first meeting is mostly symbolic. They’ve heard about you, and you’ve heard about them, so both parties are entering into the meeting with certain assumptions and expectations. Each of you is vigilant for different reasons (what if they don’t like me? what if we don’t like him?). And you probably don’t know the extended backstory to the group’s dynamics and history. There could be unrequited love, rejections, jealousies—all of which can contribute to their reception of you, the new guy. Simply try to be unobtrusive, and observe these rules for a flawless debut:


  1.    Wear neutral clothes—nothing too flashy or sexy. This will prevent the friends from making damning judgments based on your appearance. The worst they’ll be able to come up with is “He dresses a bit boring.”

  2.    Drink coffee or some other caffeinated beverage (although not so much that your hands shake) before the meeting in order to maintain an upbeat, energetic vibe.

  3.    Assess the greeting customs of the group. If they hug and kiss each other on the cheek when they say hello, stick out your hand for a handshake. If, on the other hand, they stay seated, nod at each other, and grunt, you should hang back and refrain from making a gesture that might be construed as too formal or touchy-feely.

  4.    Maintain eye contact while you’re talking. Nod and lean forward to show that you’re engaged and interested in what they’re saying.

  5.    Refrain from making controversial statements, such as generalizations about race, gender, nationality, vegans, conservatives, liberals, or New Jersey.



When She Holds Back from Introducing You

If your partner shows no inclination to introduce you to her friends, even after you’ve introduced her to all of yours, you may have a different problem to confront.


  1.    Introduce the problem. Say, “We’ve been seeing each other for a while now, and things are going great. Don’t you think it’s time I met some of your friends?”

  2.    If she agrees, all is fine. Set a time and date.

  3.    If she doesn’t, and isn’t forthcoming with a reason, you need to pin the problem down immediately. It’s best to get these things out on the table. Take into account that this could be tied to something that’s difficult for her to talk about—for example, perhaps she used to be a he, and all of her pre-sex-change friends have fallen by the wayside. Maybe she’s a serial dater and has no friends, just a string of ex-boyfriends. Maybe you’re a dead ringer for her last ex—or for her father—and she’s afraid her friends will tell you.

  4.    Indicate in a lighthearted way that you’re beginning to feel unworthy: “Is it that you’re ashamed of me?” you might say, with a smile. Or, “Do you think your friends won’t like me? I’ll do some party tricks for them—no one in their right mind can resist my Barney impression.”

  5.    The reality that her reticence might be causing you self-doubt will likely extract some kind of explanation.

  6.    If it doesn’t, you may need to resort to a much more advanced “relationship talk” that gets to the heart of why she insists on maintaining such a compartmentalized existence: you in one corner, her friends in the other.



The Ex Who’s Still a Friend

Some people never remain friends with their exes. Some people keep their exes at arm’s length, texting or calling only when they want some ex-sex (see this page). Then there are those who insist on remaining friends—actual friends!—with their exes. They still have each other’s numbers on speed-dial. They still have standing weekly dates to watch a certain TV show together. When she has a leak in her roof, he comes over to patch it. Even worse, she goes to him for relationship advice. “He’s like a brother to me,” she says. Yeah, a brother she used to sleep with. How do you assert to them both that you’re Numero Uno and that you’re here to stay?


  1.    The next time the two of you are hanging out at her place, draw attention to a flaw in one of the ex’s latest assists. Point at a hanging plant and say, “Oh, did Peter install the hook for that hanging plant? The base isn’t flush with the ceiling. You want me to fix it?”

  2.    She’s not going to say no to a home improvement, especially if she understands the subtext, i.e., that you’re trying to assert your manliness by demonstrating your proficiency with tools.

  3.    When you’ve completed the task, say, “Next time you need something done around the house, give me a call, okay? I’d love to do it for you.”

  4.    Should she rebut with, “But Peter always does that stuff for me,” you can say, “But I’m your boyfriend, sweetie. That’s my job. Peter can do it for his girlfriend—if he ever finds one.” (You might want to say that last part under your breath.)



If the two continue to act like boyfriend and girlfriend when you’re out as a group, how should you tactfully point out that you’re feeling like a useless appendage?


  1.    Say something before you meet up with the group, so that she knows how you feel. “I think it’s great that you two are still so close,” you might say, “but it makes me feel left out when you’re huddled together, away from the group.”

  2.    If you’re out and they’re huddling, walk over to them, put your arm around your partner, and say, “What’s going on you two? You want to share with the rest of the class?” This will be a pointed reminder of your earlier plea.

  3.    If your partner still spends more time with him than with you, you need to ask her directly, “Is it possible you want to get back together with Peter? Because that’s how it looks.”

  4.    If she says yes, well, it’s good you brought it up sooner rather than later. If she says an adamant no, then you’ll need to work together to make sure both of your needs and expectations are being met.



MEETING THE PARENTS

If you’re meeting the parents, you can be sure your S.O. is plenty enamored. Still, don’t take the meeting for granted. Many full-fledged adults continue to be highly influenced by what their parents think, so you will need to make a positive impression. These people could be your in-laws one day, and it’s hard to shake a negative first impression. Here are some basics for your first meeting:


  1.    If you’re at a loss for what to call them, let them introduce themselves to you. If they say, “I’m Mary and this is John,” feel free to use their first names.

  2.    If you’re not sure what to talk about, be understated and a little shy. Let them take the conversational lead.

  3.    Open with a compliment, the more specific the better. And phrase the compliment so it demonstrates your knowledge: “What a lovely painting. The brushstrokes are reminiscent of a seventeenth-century Dutch painting I always stop to admire at the museum,” is a conversation starter, whereas “Your home is beautiful” hangs limply in the air.

  4.    Bear a small gift—a bottle of wine if they’re hosting you for dinner; a coffee-table book on a topic you know they like; flowers, if you’re a weekend guest.

  5.    Avoid drinking an excessive amount of alcohol. You know your limits—adhere to them.

  6.    Offer to help—in the kitchen before dinner or afterward with clean-up.

  7.    No matter how down-to-earth and cool they seem, never let your guard down. For example, if his dad alludes to all the pot-smoking that went on in his college dorm in the ’60s, don’t spout off on the perfect growing conditions you’ve created in your dorm room for growing hydroponic buds.



When the Conversation Is Tanking


  1.    Establish some safe topics with your S.O. beforehand. These will include anything the parents enjoy talking about—their antique collection, the history of foxhunting, etc. If need be, read up on one or two of these topics.

  2.    Devise a signal you can flash your S.O. if you feel as if your ship is sinking, like an ear tug or clearing your throat, so she can come to your rescue.

  3.    Mine the childhood stories your S.O. has shared with you. Reframe them as possible conversational topics, such as, “Jen tells me you’ve been going down the Shore every summer for a family vacation. I don’t know it very well. What’s your favorite town there?” One family story will inevitably lead to another. And the mood will lighten as your S.O. and her parents reminisce about times past.

  4.    At least you can agree on one thing—your S.O.’s fabulousness. Ask to see childhood pics of your S.O. Or ask a question about your S.O., such as, “So, how did you raise someone with such great manners?”

  5.    If none of the above is working, employ the signal you devised, and let your S.O. take the conversational lead.



When the Hatred Is Palpable and Mutual

Sometimes you just can’t win. No matter how much you try to dazzle the parents, they could be dead-set against liking you. Maybe they loved the ex-girlfriend he was with before you, or maybe they think your family comes from the wrong stock. Whatever the reason, they don’t think you’re good enough. But you still love your S.O., so you’ll have to find a way to get along. Here’s how to make it through a tense family gathering:


  1.    Beforehand, practice keeping your reactions neutral. Perhaps you can ask your S.O. or a friend to help you rehearse by reading to you from a list of snarky comments, such as “David, have you heard from Anne-Marie? She was such a lovely girl. It’s a shame you broke up with her.” As they read, practice keeping your facial muscles relaxed and still and your eyes from rolling.

  2.    On the way to the gathering, think of a few noncontroversial topics for possible subject changes. These topics should have nothing to do with you. They can include the weather, your S.O.’s parents’ last vacation, or the price of gas.

  3.    Once you’re there, take the high road. Remain civil, cheery, and polite. If a zinger is thrown your way, send it back with a kiss. For example, if the mother looks you up and down and says, “Oh, dear, I think you spilled something frightful on your sweater,” just smile, laugh breezily, and reply, “Oh, Patricia! You have such a great sense of humor. It’s supposed to look like that—it’s the pattern.”

  4.    If there are others at the gathering besides you and your S.O., make them your allies so that you’re not stuck interacting with the parents the entire time, and so that you’re not completely dependent on your S.O. Disgruntled siblings and their own downtrodden S.O.s are great options since you’ll immediately have something in common.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Never tell your friends or family anything negative about your new amour, at least not until they have a chance to meet and get to know your S.O. They want what’s best for you, so if you provide them with evidence that your S.O. is flawed, they may worry and linger on this point. Even if it’s just in the back of their heads, it can sully their overall impression—and cause strained relations in the long run.



ADVANCED TOPICS IN COUPLING

Certain obstacles will inevitably arise after a few months of exclusivity. What follows are some of the most challenging. After the honeymoon subsides and reality creeps in, you may start to second-guess the relationship. That’d be a mistake. All relationships have rough patches. It’s just a matter of knowing how to smooth them over. Here are a few essential survival strategies.

Relationship Talks

Relationships themselves have different personalities that are shaped by the two people inside the relationship. For example, when one navelgazer hooks up with another navelgazer, the two sensitive souls will emote often and deeply.

Example:

Him: Honey, I’ve felt very distant from you these past five hours.

Her: Do you think it’s because your father was so unavailable emotionally throughout your adolescent years?

Him: No, Sweetie, I think it may be a remnant of the agoraphobia I recently overcame with the help of that rebirthing ceremony.

Her: I’m so glad you’ve realized that, because now we can move onto the next phase of our highly evolved relationship.

The above couple didn’t even have to start out with, “I think we need to talk.” They just launched right into a Relationship Talk. But for those who don’t emote so readily, here are some RT rules.


  1.    Some topics that are RT-worthy include exclusivity (see this page), requests that one partner modify her behavior in some way, feeling underappreciated, considering polyamory, and the decision to move in together.

  2.    The RT should occur when you have time for a lengthy discussion with no interruptions: not when you’re on your way out the door to a scheduled event or appointment, and not late at night, when one of you is trying to fall asleep.

  3.    It should be held in the right setting: not in public, where you might feel inhibited, and not in the car (too dangerous, should tempers flare).

  4.    There is no “right” number or frequency of relationship talks, but you might want to agree on a regular state-of-the-union that can occur from once a week to once every few months.

  5.    Should one person’s temper spiral out of control and should one partner begin to throw valuable and/or breakable objects that could puncture the other’s skin, the other partner should call a Time Out. Before the talk, both parties should agree that the words “Time Out” will be honored.

  6.    Cell phones should be turned off (not just to “Vibrate”) during the talk.

  7.    If the talk doesn’t fulfill one partner’s expectations, the other should be open to scheduling another supplemental talk.



Gift-Giving

When couples marry, there’s an infrastructure already in place that dictates what kind of gift is given after a year (paper), two years (cotton), three years (leather), and so on. Conveniently, too, once you’re married, your S.O. can’t jump to the dump (see this page) if you give a crappy gift. But since no such guarantees or guidelines exist for long-term relationships, things can get complicated—especially in the early days, when your patterns aren’t yet established. What if you give too little? How disappointing. What if you give too much? How embarrassing. How to maneuver through this minefield?


  1.    Anniversary gifts should not be expected until month 6, at earliest. Waiting until a year has passed to mark the occasion with a gift is also perfectly acceptable.

  2.    Your anniversary should be calculated according to your first date, not the day you met.

  3.    When celebrating an anniversary, there should be only one celebration—not a series of celebrations marking the night you met, your first phone call, your first date, your first “I love you,” etc.

  4.    Should a holiday—say, Valentine’s Day or a birthday—happen while you’re still in your first three months of dating, a dinner out or a small, moderately priced gift is appropriate.

  5.    Establish a mutual spending limit before a major gift-giving holiday to preempt the possibility of a gross divide.

  6.    Once you’re an established couple, consider creating a “presents folder,” into which you slip ads for things you want or wishes jotted on pieces of paper for easy consultation and guaranteed gift satisfaction.

  7.    In the weeks preceding an occasion that calls for gifts, listen for hints that may be embedded in dialogue with your S.O., e.g., “Jan called me today. Tom sent her an amazing arrangement from that flower shop on 16th and Pine. They really do beautiful work.”

  8.    When your partner gives you a gift you like, reinforce the commendable performance with an effusive reaction and some extra attention.



If You Don’t Like the Present

No matter how many guidelines you follow, taste is subjective, and a gift that’s appropriate in every other way can still offend. Say you’re a minimalist but your S.O. thinks you just haven’t gotten around to buying anything for your walls. So she gifts you a painting of dogs playing poker that you would never hang in a million years, not even in the unfinished basement you visit twice a year. What do you do?


  1.    Mask your initial revulsion as you’re opening the present. Let your mouth hang open in shock, but channel the shock into faux glee, as in, “Holy … moly! That is one unusual painting.”

  2.    Ask some questions such as, “Where did you find this?” and “Where were you thinking I’d put this?” to bide time and regain your composure.

  3.    As your S.O. is answering the questions, consider your options. If your S.O. is the fragile type, you’ll need to come up with a white lie. If not, you could tell the truth gently: “This is so thoughtful, but it’s just really not my taste.”

  4.    If you don’t think your S.O. can take the truth, you might go with the white lie: “It’s so funny, my sister has the same exact painting. And I’m just worried that if she sees it in my house, she’ll think I’m copying her and she’ll get bent out of shape.” Or, “I had a really traumatic childhood experience with a dog who liked to play poker.”

  5.    Consider seriously whether you can truly be compatible with someone whose tastes are so antithetical to yours.



Splitting Checks

Yes, it’s nice for the person who initiates the date to treat and for the other person to offer to pay the tip (see this page). At some point, though, it’s not right to assume that one person’s going to continue to pay every big check. To be treated and regarded as an equal partner, a person needs to act as an equal partner.


  1.    After date 4, it’s time for the treatee to take a turn as Sugardaddy.

  2.    An exception to this rule is when one person makes much more money than the other, or if one’s a student or unemployed.

  3.    If either of these exceptions is in play, the poorer party could reciprocate in other ways, like taking on a heavier regime of household chores or designing their S.O.’s Web site for free.



What if you want to reciprocate but you’re in a low-paying job and you’re still paying off student loans? Can you do it on the cheap so it still looks like you’re a (relatively) big spender?

Sure, here’s how:


  1.    To indicate that you’re ready to take the wheel, initiate and plan the next date.

  2.    Do not pick a date activity that’s free or cheap. The monetary value of the combined events should roughly match those of the dates to which you’ve been treated.

  3.    When it comes time to pay, the other person may automatically reach for the check. Anticipate this move and intercept the bill.

  4.    After grabbing the bill, reach for your wallet, look inside, and stage-whisper, “Oh, drat! I forgot my credit cards and I don’t have any cash. Would you mind?”

  5.    All the way home, repeat, “I am so sorry. I’m such an idiot. What can I do to make it up to you?”

  6.    You can’t pull this off more than once, so for the next date, do pick an activity that’s free or cheap, like cooking up a picnic to bring to Shakespeare in the Park.



Declaring Your Love: Negotiating the L Word

“Love” is a weighty little word, not something that should be bandied about carelessly. In a perfect world, you wouldn’t have to think so much about when to say it and where to say it and what to do if they don’t say it back. But you are only human, after all, and it’s likely you’ve been burned before by the unreciprocated “I love you.” It makes sense to be wary. Once you’re ready to take the plunge, here are some dos and don’ts:


  1.    If you want to ease into the “love” phase gradually or gauge your partner’s reaction to the general concept, it’s alright to start with the more ambiguous, “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

  2.    “I love you” should not be uttered for the first time during sex.

  3.    “I love you” should never be used as a means of persuading someone to go to bed with you.

  4.    You may say “I love you” for the first time while you’re intoxicated, but you will need to repeat the sentiment the next day when you are sober, so your partner isn’t left wondering whether or not it was the alcohol talking.

  5.    When you do say “I love you,” say it clearly and loudly and not into your partner’s deaf ear, so there’s no confusion.

  6.    “I love you” doesn’t demand reciprocation. If your partner is the initiator, do not return the sentiment unless you are sure that you feel the same way.

  7.    “I L-U-V you” should never be used as a consolation prize for someone who’s just told you they love you. In fact, anyone who says this should be dumped immediately.





Top 10 Signs Your Declaration of Love Is Not Going to Be Reciprocated





  1.    He says, “I love you, too, but I’m not in love with you.”

  2.    She simply pretends not to have heard you.

  3.    He gives you a pat on the head and says, “That’s nice, dear.”

  4.    She believes love is a bourgeois concept meant to perpetuate capitalist overconsumption.

  5.    He’s just not sure he knows what “love” means.

  6.    She replies by saying “we need to talk.”

  7.    He clamps his hands over his ears and says, “Na na na na na na, I can’t heeeear you. Na na na na na na na na.”

  8.    She starts to sob.

  9.    He disappears the next day with no trace.

10.    She looks at you and asks, “How can you be so sure?”







When Cute Habits Become Annoying

There comes a time in a relationship when that funny sucking noise he makes while he’s working on the computer goes from cute to mind-blowingly irritating. When do you accept the foibles, and when should you step up and make a fuss? Experts say that intensity and consistency are the key factors here—if the sucking noise still irritates the heck out of you on a good day, it might have the potential to turn into a serious problem, especially on a bad day.


  1.    If there are three things that are annoying you, pick the one that annoys you the most instead of letting loose with a barrage of complaints.

  2.    Tell your S.O., “Honey, I just have to confess that I find those sucking noises you make really annoying. They kind of make me want to jump out of my skull.”

  3.    Offer a solution, “Do you thing you could try chewing gum or a toothpick so you’re not constantly sucking on your teeth?”

  4.    Every time you see him making an effort, give him positive reinforcement: a cookie, a “thank you,” or some physical affection.



Mixing Up Your Partner with an Ex

In this age of serial monogamy, every new relationship has a moment when one person mistakes the current partner for an ex. This might happen during sex, when the wrong name is blurted (see this page). Or it might happen that one partner says, “Remember the time we …?” when the “we” in question did not in fact involve the current partner. For example, partner A might recall a favorite Muppet Show episode, and partner B might reply, “But I thought you hated the Muppets!” But as soon as B’s words are out of his mouth, he realizes it was actually his ex who hated the Muppets. How do you wiggle out of this awkward situation?


  1.    First, see if your partner even registered the mistake. If she hasn’t, there’s no need to own up; doing so would only lead to trouble.

  2.    If she’s protesting and looking at you askance, quickly hit your head and say, “Oh my gosh, I’m such an idiot. I was thinking of my friend, George, from work.”

  3.    She might be a little suspicious and say something like, “George? You talk to George about the Muppets?”

  4.    Answer, but change the subject swiftly. You want to avoid telling too many white lies—it’ll be too hard for you not to contradict yourself in the future. Say something like, “Yep, it came up last week at a meeting. So, yeah, I loved that episode, too, the one with John Denver? What was your favorite part?”



The Weekend Getaway

The first weekend getaway is a big step for a couple to take, because it will surely accelerate the relationship. Just saying you want to go away together for a weekend is like saying you’re ready to ramp it up a notch. But when should you plan the first one? How many dates should you have already had? Who should plan and who should pay? Here are some basic guidelines to consider:


  1.    Know your partner well enough to know that she is not a serial killer or identity-stealer. You should have gone on a few dates, but you should also have met a few of your partner’s friends and had a few sleepovers at your partner’s apartment.

  2.    Be secure in the knowledge that you have enough to talk about to get you through a long car trip and through a weekend spent in front of a fire, in case the weather is bad and you can’t ski or hike or do any of the activities you’d planned.

  3.    Either partner can bring up the idea of the getaway. Since it’s going to be a casual weekend, and because you don’t want to freak the other person out, bring up the idea casually: “I hear the fall foliage is great this time of year. Want to drive up to Vermont for the weekend?”

  4.    Be prepared for the expectation that you will have sex. If you’re not ready for sex, or if you think your partner might in fact be a serial killer, say no just as breezily as you were asked. Simply say you have other plans for the weekend.



If you do go:


  1.    The initiator should pay, unless he’s particularly hard-up, in which case he should say, “Do you mind covering the car rental, and I’ll pay for the B&B and everything else?”

  2.    The noninitiator should offer to share some of the cost.

  3.    Whoever books the hotel/B&B should check with their partner as to what kind of sleeping arrangement they’d prefer: One double bed or two? Two separate rooms?

  4.    Once there, neither one of you should snoop in the other’s toiletry kit, even if it’s really tempting because you’re sharing a bathroom and his kit is right out on the counter.



If Your Partner Has an Office Girlfriend

There are no ifs, ands, or buts about it: If you’ve promised monogamy, committing adultery is out of the question. Monogamy implies no extracurricular sexual activity. But what if your partner is cheating in a different kind of way: with an Office Boyfriend or an Office Girlfriend, someone with whom they work closely every day, someone who lunches with them and goes on business trips with them? Sometimes you feel like the office S.O. knows more about your partner than you do, and you can’t help but be jealous. What do you do?


  1.    It’s possible that your S.O. doesn’t realize how annoying it is when every other story he tells you is about his coworker. You should point it out to him in a good-natured way: “Honey, I think it’s great that you have such a good support system at work, but I’m beginning to get jealous of Meg. Do you talk about me to her as much as you talk about her to me?”

  2.    Inquire about her dating status: “So, is Meg married? Does she have a partner? What’s he like?” Talking about her in this context will suggest to your S.O. that there might be more people involved than just the three of you.

  3.    The next time there’s an office party, make a beeline for the Office Girlfriend. Observe how she and your partner interact. Do they finish each other’s sentences? Do they speak to each other in shorthand? Does he refresh her drink, pull her chair out for her, and do other “boyfriend-type” things? Or are you his first priority?

  4.    If he remains attentive to you alone, you can stop worrying for now. But still let your partner know that you don’t cotton to adultery, and if you smell her perfume on him, he’s outtie.

  5.    If their interactions are more intimate than you feel is appropriate, you’ll need to confront your partner with your suspicions; any confirmation of his feelings for the Office Girlfriend will give you the information you need to make a fast break.
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SEX


Conflating manners and sex seems counterintuitive: There’s something very anti-manners about sex. Sex, after all, is driven by urges and by chemistry, which have little to do with the logic and common sense that drive mannerly behavior. Problem today is, urges are spilling out of people’s bedrooms and into public spaces—and, trust me, no one wants to watch your urges on display.
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When there are no hard-and-fast rules about sex, it’s difficult to know when it’s right to have sex for the first time, when you should wait, and when (if ever) it’s proper to make a booty call. For committed couples, sticky situations become even, ahem, stickier when they rear their ugly heads in the bedroom. All the more reason, then, to look at sex through the prism of manners. If you can, try to remember that sex is closely linked to deeper issues, such as fragility of ego and years of repression, so these matters need to be handled with sensitivity and discretion.

SEX IN A RELATIONSHIP

The first matter to deal with is: Once you’ve navigated the dating preliminaries, when should you have sex? There’s really no right or wrong time—this always depends on the individuals involved. Some people are comfortable having it on the first date. Some wait a year. But if you’re in a relationship, experts suggest that the following are valid reasons to have sex: You want to express the love you feel for your committed partner, or maybe you’d just like to assess the goods before continuing with the relationship.

In contrast, the following are bad reasons to have sex:


•  You’ve already rounded every other base.

•  You feel like you should.

•  You’ve been told that you should.

•  You’re the only one left in your class/fraternity/sci-fi club who hasn’t done it yet.

•  You want to get it over with.

•  You have a bet with your friends.



No matter how you go about determining your approach to taking this next step, be sure that your partner is on the same page with you, and that you have both clearly acknowledged that it is a mutual decision.

Having the STD Talk

Once you decide to have sex, it’s of the utmost importance that you have the STD talk: when you and your partner discuss the last time each of you were tested for the full range of sexually transmitted diseases. Talk about difficult conversations! But this one is absolutely necessary.


  1.    Like the exclusivity talk (this page), the STD talk needs to take place when you’re fully clothed. This is a serious matter and should be treated as one.

  2.    The best timing for the talk is far enough away from the actual act so as not to sully the mood. During dinner on the intended night is a good option.

  3.    To embolden yourself, realize that bringing up the topic is flattering. It means that you’d like to have sex with this person.

  4.    Don’t hit this nail head-on at first. Bring it up indirectly. You might say, “I’m still a little woozy from giving blood the other day. Have you given blood recently?”

  5.    If they say yes—and if they happen to be carrying their Red Cross card, all the better—the AIDS part of the talk is over. But of course, there’s more to cover. Now that the talk has begun, come right out and ask, “So, do you happen to have a doctor’s note saying you’re free and clear of genital herpes and any other STDs?” Immediately after you ask, shove a forkful of mahi-mahi in your mouth.

  6.    With you engaged in chewing, the other person has no choice but to fill the awkward silence either by declaring a flawless medical history or, alternatively, confessing there’s something they need to tell you.

  7.    If their answer is, “Not sure,” request that they get tested ASAP, before you consider doing the deed.



Setting the Mood

Once you both have a clean bill of health, it’s time to turn your attention away from icky STDs and on to setting the stage for sexual activity. As we learned in chapter 1, suddenly lunging at your date for a kiss is not advisable. Neither is expecting to have sex when the atmosphere isn’t right. But how do you make it right?


  1.    If the act is to occur in someone’s home, that person should take full responsibility for making his or her place sex-tastic.

  2.    The first order of business is to ensure privacy. This means getting rid of any ne’er-do-wells who are crashing on the couch and warning roommates in advance of your plans. Tell them, “This is a special night for me and Derek, and we’ll need the place to ourselves.”

  3.    Be sure to change your bed sheets and pillowcases in advance.

  4.    Cue up the music so that it’s ready to go once you get home. When choosing music, stay away from anything too cliché or explicit, like “I Want Your Sex” by George Michael, “Sexual Healing” by Marvin Gaye, or “Doin’ It” by LL Cool J. Instead, opt for something subtle that can act as romantic ambience rather than taking center stage.

  5.    Lighting is just as important as music. Turn off unflattering overhead lights and opt for small lamps and candles, to encourage removal of clothing.

  6.    Put away any video equipment you happen to have set up in your living room or bedroom—this could otherwise scare away your partner.



Condom Etiquette

It’s the duty of every sexually active member of society to be prepared. If you’re at your partner’s home, your host should have a store of condoms on hand, and you should also have a few with you. One partner certainly may opt for another method of birth control, but neither partner should balk at the suggestion of using condoms in addition to the other method, for protection against both pregnancy and STDs. Here are some rules for general use:


  1.    Do not try to save money on condoms—buy quality contraceptives that are at least in the mid-price range of all the offered brands.

  2.    Throw out condoms that are past their expiration date.

  3.    Purchase standard-sized rubbers so that you’re not left holding a “magnum” up to a fellow who’s not blessed with bulk.

  4.    Don’t wait until the last minute to bring up the subject of birth control. Do so somewhat early in the game, say, when you’re rounding second base.

  5.    Never reuse a condom.

  6.    If there’s any chance a condom may have broken, stop immediately and do not hesitate to unsheath the questionable rubber and roll on a new one.

  7.    Pull out neatly, holding the condom at its base to prevent spillage.

  8.    Refrain from holding up the condom and remarking on your impressive yield.

  9.    Dispose of the used condom by wrapping it in tissues and throwing it in the trash—don’t flush it down the toilet.



Doing the Deed

There are several golden rules when it comes to sex. The first should be to never use any untoward euphemisms (such as “bumping uglies” or “dipping your wick”) for intercourse unless it’s in the spirit of hilarity and you know that your partner will share in the joke. The others are as follows:


  1.    Be sure to shower at least eight hours before you and your partner settle in for the evening.

  2.    Should your phone ring while you’re engaged in sexual activity, do not answer it. (For that matter, remember to turn down your answering machine so you don’t have to listen to Great Uncle Lou detailing his bunion removal surgery—sure to dampen even the hottest of passions.)

  3.    While removing the other person’s clothes, take care not to rip the fabric or pop any buttons. (Unless, of course, your partner likes that sort of thing.)

  4.    Reciprocate whatever your partner does for you—not necessarily all in one evening, but some time in the near future.

  5.    Keep an open mind when your partner makes a unique request. You may demur, but do not disdain.

  6.    Take off your socks. They’re unsightly and unsexy, even when made from the most refined of fabrics.

  7.    Remove your watch. Some timepieces are heavy enough to cause injury to an unsuspecting partner.

  8.    Remove pets from the premises, so you don’t have little pairs of eyes watching your every move.

  9.    Tell your partner what you do and don’t like.



When Your Pet Bites Your Partner Mid-Act

Be aware that some pets can be territorial. They don’t like this new person commanding all your attention. Or they don’t like that they can’t sleep in your bed—after all, it’s their home, and you’re just lucky to live in it. Pet resentment can get hairy, especially when they take a bite out of your partner’s calf. How to resolve the situation?


  1.    Stop whatever you’re doing when your partner yells in pain.

  2.    Suppress the inclination to come to your pet’s defense. Instead, direct your attention and concern to your ailing partner.

  3.    Check to see if your pet has broken the skin.

  4.    If he has, repair immediately to the bathroom for a swab, some antiseptic, and a bandage or gauze.

  5.    Apologize for your pet as you cater to the wound. Say, “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault. I should’ve locked Fluffy out of the room.” Take responsibility so your partner doesn’t thereafter harbor resentment toward your pet.

  6.    From that point on, locate and remove your pet before you get too carried away by your passion.



When You Don’t Want to Talk Dirty

Sometimes a new paramour will assume a whole new persona during sex. In the throes of passion, you may be introduced to the Talk-Dirty-to-Me Lover. Your sweet, new partner is suddenly like a demon possessed or, rather, like a demon possessed by a potty-mouthed porn star. How do you respond if you’re just not into it?


  1.    Try to ignore it and hope that it will stop.

  2.    Try not to laugh at his nicknames for private parts, such as “Mr. Pokey” or “Sir Pokes-a-Lot.”

  3.    If part of the routine involves asking you questions, reply noncommittally and unenthusiastically with, “Um-hmm” and “Okay, sure.” Your partner may get the hint when you don’t respond in kind.

  4.    If your partner asks questions that demand a more involved answer than either “yes” or “no,” respond with “I really don’t know how to answer that.”

  5.    Afterward, admit, “The dirty talk just doesn’t work for me.” But if it’s really important to him, offer to give it a go from time to time.



POST-SEX ETIQUETTE

The cliché is that men roll over and fall asleep and women want to talk and snuggle. Like all generalizations, this is statistically unproven, and with many couples it may very well be the other way around. Whatever the case, there are certain rules that should always be followed after sexual intercourse:


  1.    If, for reasons of comfort and hygiene, you feel the need to rinse and wash your private parts, do not hop right out of bed to do so. A few minutes of cuddling immediately post-climax are mandatory.

  2.    When you do get up to wash, let your partner know how long you’ll be—“I’d like to take a quick shower. I’ll only be five minutes.” Try to be as quick as possible so that you can return to bed immediately.

  3.    Afterward, a fifteen- to twenty-minute period of cuddling is recommended. There are no good excuses for not wanting to cuddle.

  4.    Part of the postcoital conversation should be a quick rundown of how good the sex was for both parties. The benefit of a performance review is that you can expand on the good parts later. (Don’t be too eager about making your partner talk, though, if they’re squeamish.)

  5.    If one partner wants to keep going but the other can’t seem to get the juices flowing, the perky partner should be gentle and let them be, at least until the following morning.



The Wet Spot Tango

It takes two to make a wet spot, but it only takes one to sleep in it. It’s a classic case of throwing yourself headlong into the throes of passion without thinking about the consequences. And then, voilà, there are the consequences, right in the middle of your sheet. The question is, who has to sleep in it?


  1.    If the bed is big enough, the couple should sleep around the spot.

  2.    If not, the host should find a clean, soft hand towel to place over the wet spot so that neither party has to sleep in it.

  3.    It’s the host’s responsibility to sacrifice a little comfort for the sake of their guest. He or she should offer to sleep on the wet-spot side, whether or not it’s towel-covered.



The Morning After

Once you’ve settled into the groove of a relationship, the morning after becomes routine. He always rises early and heads off to the gym. She always gets up in time for Meet the Press and pancakes. But new couples tiptoe around each other, getting used to the other’s presence and trying to guess at unspoken needs and sensitivities. During the first few mornings after, it’s appropriate to do the following:


  1.    Get dressed. You may have been naked the night before, but that’s no reason to remain naked. Being naked in bed, in the throes of passion, is okay. Being naked in the kitchen, scrambling eggs, is not okay (not to mention a tad dangerous).

  2.    Remove or cover any foul odors that may have developed in your mouth overnight. If you are not at home, and there is no toothbrush provided, use your finger to smear a dab of toothpaste over your teeth and gums, rinsing with water. Rinse with mouthwash if you can find it.

  3.    The host should provide coffee and at least a bagel or cereal for breakfast. If your cupboards are bare, suggest that you go find a diner together or a breakfast café. Or run to the corner store for some food.

  4.    Speak well—but not graphically—of the previous night’s activities, making it clear that you enjoyed yourself. A simple, “Last night was great” suffices.

  5.    After breakfast, the guest should leave of his or her own accord.

  6.    If the guest isn’t prompt about leaving, the host should try to conceal any impatience. It’s impolite to heave the guest out the door, but it’s fine to speed the process along with hints like, “Oh, gosh, I have so much to do today.”

  7.    The goodbye should not be left open-ended—at the very least, a kiss followed by a “call you later” is appropriate after what you’ve just shared.



OTHER CONSIDERATIONS FOR RELATIONSHIP SEX

After getting into the groove repeatedly and for an extended time period, other problems will arise for established couples. These are the kinds of nitpicky things that come up after you’ve been together long enough to stop being polite.

When He’s Giving You Stubble Burn

Ideally, shaving close would be a skill that every father would pass on to his son, but this isn’t always the case. And sometimes the skill was passed on, but the son is too interested in working his slacker/hipster/cool-guy look that he opts not to exercise his inherited knowledge. In any case, it is the victim who suffers most. This stubble-burned partner is well within her rights to take some dramatic defensive steps.


  1.    The next time your partner attempts to kiss you, give him a “No, no, no,” and hold your hand up so that your palm greets his approaching mouth.

  2.    When he looks at you quizzically, point out the patches of dry skin around your mouth.

  3.    Reinforce the gesture by verbalizing the problem: “If you want to kiss, you have to shave. Your stubble is drying out my skin.”

  4.    Hand him the can of shaving cream and the five-blade razors you kindly purchased for him just that afternoon.

  5.    Point him toward the bathroom, and remind him to use warm water and not to shave against the grain.



Waking Your Partner Up for Sex

Sometimes a person will come home from a night out with friends to find that he’s very much in the mood. Even as he’s turning the key in the lock, he’ll feel tingles of sweet anticipation, hoping that his partner is awake and alert. His spirits will fall when he walks into the bedroom and is greeted by a lump. Is there a polite way to wake his partner up for sex?


  1.    Brush your teeth and be sure not to come to bed stinking of alcohol. Generally, try to smell nice and appealing.

  2.    Get into bed gently so as not to disturb your partner’s slumber.

  3.    Test the waters by placing an arm around your partner or with some affectionate spooning. If your partner grunts angrily and says, “Go away,” that’s a clear signal to cease and desist.

  4.    If you’re greeted by more pleasant sounds and maybe even some questions about how your night went, proceed past the cuddling to stroking whichever body part your partner likes stroked.

  5.    If the responses continue to be positive, continue to stroke until they’re at least half-awake and beginning to respond in kind.

  6.    There’s no question that the partner who does the waking is also responsible for doing all the heavy-lifting during the ensuing encounter.



When She Steals the Sheets

People do many unconscious things while they’re asleep, from snoring to sleepwalking to showing all the bed-shaking symptoms of restless leg syndrome. A very common complaint among couples is sheet-stealing. One partner falls asleep in a high thread-count cocoon only to wake the next morning naked and exposed like a baby chick abandoned by her nesting mother hen. Meanwhile, the other partner is wrapped up tight like a mummy. How to resolve this problem?


  1.    Because people often later deny the things they do in their sleep, the naked and exposed partner should awaken the sleeping companion even as she is mummified in the sheets. Wake her gently, so as not to scare her.

  2.    “Honey,” you might say, “see how you’re wrapped up in the sheets, and I’m lying here naked and exposed? This happens every night.”

  3.    There’s no room for denial since she’s been caught red-handed. Now you both need to put your heads together and figure out a solution that involves sharing the sheets equitably.

  4.    The next night, when you feel your partner beginning to tug the sheet, tug back and squirt your partner with the spray bottle full of water you’ve placed on your nightstand.

  5.    Continue to tug and squirt each time your partner begins to sheet-steal. Eventually she will become conditioned not to engage in this behavior.

  6.    Initially you may lose some sleep while you’re training your partner, but you will gain much more in the end.



If You Call Out the Wrong Name

When you’re engaged in sexual activity, much of your blood flow is diverted away from your brain and into other body parts that are momentarily engorged. This loss of blood in the brain frequently results in a phenomenon called the “brain fart”: the act of making a really obvious mistake, the kind that most often occurs when someone is sleep-deprived or hopped up on painkillers. You might, for example, call out a name during sex that does not belong to the person with whom you’re actually having sex. This name could belong to a former lover or crush, but the end result is the same: an extremely awkward moment that’s very difficult to explain away. How to correct this most egregious faux pas?


  1.    Do not try to explain or apologize. The best route here is to deny and obscure the truth.

  2.    Immediately try to cover up your mistake by calling out your partner’s real name. Then call out a word that is similar to the name you just uttered. If you just said, “Eunice,” you might say, “I mean, you … nice … yeah …”

  3.    Now, utter your current partner’s name again, this time more loudly, to obscure the memory of your slip-up.

  4.    If your partner doesn’t buy it, and insists on calling you out, you may have to make major reparations that involve presents, dinners out, and repeated apologies. (In the best case, should your relationship result in a long-term commitment, you’ll always have this anecdote to remind you of your crazy early days of courtship.)

  5.    From that point on, resolve to say, “Sweetie,” “Oh, baby,” or something equally generic during the sex act.



When You’re Not in the Mood

Even early in a relationship, when you’re still in the honeymoon phase, there may come to pass an evening when you’re just not in the mood. Maybe your favorite TV show is on. Maybe you’re mentally exhausted from work or physically exhausted from a rigorous hike. Whatever the reason, you just don’t want to do it. How do you break the news to your partner?


  1.    Tell your partner early, before she’s very turned on—say, when she’s just started nuzzling your neck.

  2.    Be sure to make your explanation an “I” statement, such as “I’m just so tired,” or “That hike just really wiped me out.”

  3.    Make a rain date to reinforce the idea that it’s not about your lack of attraction for your partner. Say, “How about I wake you up tomorrow morning with a special treat?,” or “I’ll make it up to you later, I promise.”



Kissing and Telling

How would we know how we fit in with the rest of society if we didn’t get daily reports on the foibles and personal habits of others? Dishing serves a common good by reassuring its purveyors that they are not the only ones who, say, bite their toenails or have partners who refuse to pee in front of them. Still, one should be careful that the chattering remains between friends who will treat the information with respect or, more important, keep the information to themselves. Here are some basic guidelines for kissing and telling:


  1.    If an S.O. ever asks you not to dish about a detail of their past or a shared interlude, you must respect their wishes.

  2.    It’s okay to dish to others if you need perspective on a problem or incident or if a good friend needs perspective on something that has also happened to you.

  3.    Choose your dishees wisely: Pick one to three friends whom you trust with your most private thoughts and stories.

  4.    It’s also okay to dish if the chatter places the unknowing participants in a flattering light.

  5.    It’s forgivable to dish if the story is extremely funny or extra-scandalous and you have a very good friend who needs cheering up.

  6.    The longer you date someone, the more tight-lipped you should become. Revealing all of your shared intimacies isn’t fair to your S.O. Your primary relationship will begin to feel like a leaking boat.

  7.    When someone who’s dishing to you says, “I’m going to tell you something, but you can’t tell anyone else,” you should stand by your word. Crossing your fingers doesn’t count.



SEX AND THE ONE-TIME ONLY OVERNIGHT GUEST

A one-time-only guest should be afforded the same level of courtesy as a regular guest. The frequency of the visits is of no accord, and it shouldn’t affect the way the guest is treated. Neither should the evening’s outcome: Whether the two of you make out and cuddle or whether you go all the way, everyone merits equal treatment. This person may be someone you hardly know, but you need to make certain this guest is on the same page as you are about your activities, and that he or she feels safe and secure. (The guest also has some responsibilities, such as not overstaying her welcome and not picking fights with her host’s adorable cat.)

One-Night Stands

The term “one-night stand” comes from the days when touring theater companies performed for single nights in towns whose limited populations could fill the concert hall only once. Modern one-night stands usually don’t require an audience, but they do involve a one-night-only performance. That’s fine when both parties are expecting a one-night stand. But problems lurk when one party doesn’t agree to or understand that it’s a limited engagement. When the encounter occurs in a place far from home, say on a business trip, with a person you’re likely never to meet again, it’s not so much of a problem. But when it’s closer to home, and especially when this person is someone you’ll be seeing again, it’s important to establish boundaries up front.

Here are some brief ground rules that should be followed before things get too hot and heavy:


  1.    If it looks like things are heading toward home base, you should stop and say, “Are you sure you want to continue?”

  2.    If your partner responds with, “Yes, I’m so happy you’re my boyfriend,” you will need to stop and let this person know that you consider this only a one-night thing, not a relationship-starter. Say, “I thought it was clear. I’m sorry. I’m not looking for a girlfriend.”

  3.    If you are slapped, mumble your apologies and leave quickly.

  4.    If your partner indicates that she thinks you’re kidding, and says, “Yeah, right. Me, neither. Ha!,” you will need to cease all sexual activity immediately and clear up the confusion: Your actions must be in line with your words.

  5.    Should your partner agree that this is a one-time-only encounter, you’ve got the green light: proceed.



What’s Expected After a One-Night Stand

The one-night stand participant is obliged to make a post-stand courtesy call. Nodding to tradition, it’s usually the man who asks for his stand-mate’s phone number or e-mail address as they’re saying goodbye the morning after, but it’s also entirely acceptable for the woman to make the call, especially if she was the initiator. Here’s how to go about the follow-up:


  1.    In the afternoon of the following day, make a phone call or send an e-mail to your stand-mate.

  2.    Casually ask after the person: “Hi, I’m calling/writing to say hello, to see how your day went …”

  3.    Based on your comfort level, you might allude to the previous evening’s activities: “Are you as tired as I am?”

  4.    Express thanks for the night before without getting graphic (chances are you’re at work). Simply say, “I wanted to call and thank you for last night. I had a great time.”

  5.    If you’d like to see your stand-mate again, this is your opportunity to ask for a follow-up date.

  6.    If not, this is where you should definitively end the conversation. End with well wishes, possibly for something specific that you learned about the person during the course of your short affair: “Best of luck with your modeling career. I’ll look for you on the pages of Vogue.”





What to Keep on Hand for an Overnight Guest





•  Spare toothbrush

•  Extra contact lens case

•  Towels

•  Condoms in different sizes

•  Extra pillows

•  Tylenol

•  Coffee

•  Breakfast food








ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] Though it’s economical to buy in bulk, it’s not advisable to keep an economy-size roll of condoms in the bedside table. Unspooling the massive wheel might intimidate, alarm, and just possibly cool the passions of your nighttime guest.



Booty Calls

A variation on the overnight guest is the booty call, when occasional hook-up buddies or former flames call on each other for some instantaneous action. The booty call happens late at night, when the bars are about to close, or when one of the people involved has just returned from a disastrous date. Either way, the call comes with an air of desperation and the understanding that there are no strings attached. Beyond these rules, what are the booty call guidelines?


  1.    A booty call should be extended only when both parties are single. Don’t jeopardize someone’s relationship by propositioning them when you know they’re currently monogamous.

  2.    Never booty call someone who wants to be in a relationship with you or who has already been in a relationship with you that ended ambiguously. Booty calling will get their hopes up, and this is unfair.

  3.    A booty call may be communicated by text message.

  4.    That the call is for booty will be immediately obvious by the timing of the call. If someone calls at 2:00 AM and asks, “Can I come over?,” they’re not interested in borrowing sugar. There’s no need to be explicit during the call—the intent is implied.

  5.    Call the following day to say thank you and to confirm that you value your booty-call partner. You might say, “Thanks for last night. It’s always great to see you.”



The TMI Friend

Tidbits of gossip are more special when they’re scarce but juicy. They become crass and annoying when a friend has the tendency to dish way too much. Sometimes you really don’t want to hear any more about the five new positions he tried over the weekend and the chandelier he and his wild sex partner broke when they were swinging from it. How do you muzzle the TMI friend?


•  Try to change the subject. Use a segue from the TMI friend’s anecdote. For example, “Oh, a chandelier? Over the weekend I saw the most beautiful chandelier made from Austrian crystal.”

•  Don’t react to the stories. Instead of registering shock and awe, act blasé about the sexual fireworks the friend is describing. Say, “Huh, sounds interesting,” and yawn.

•  Try to one-up the TMI friend, since what they really want is to be known as the superlative. Make up a doozy of your own: “Oh that’s nothing. One time my ex and I were so out of control, we broke through a wall!”

•  As a last resort, be straight with the TMI friend. Confide that “I really don’t want to know this much about your sex life.”



PUBLIC DISPLAYS OF AFFECTION (PDA)

When a new relationship escalates from like to lust, a couple may find it difficult to keep their hands off one another. To the newly smitten, private and public are mere words, since they only have eyes for each other. There’s nothing wrong with expressing yourself in this manner—but there is something very wrong when people who don’t want to watch can’t help but watch. In order to coexist peacefully with a potential audience of watchers, new lovers in populated spots should observe some basic rules:


  1.    No open-mouth or French kissing, unless you happen to be in a train station or airport and are saying goodbye for what will be an extended period of separation.

  2.    No touching of (or near) genitals.

  3.    No butt-touching, and that includes putting your hands in each other’s back pockets.



When She’s into PDA but You’re Not

Relationships often suffer from imbalances—one person’s more in love, one person needs more attention, one person is more into PDA. What do you do if you’re on the more modest end of the PDA continuum?


  1.    Let your partner know that you like touching and hugging, but you just don’t feel comfortable doing so in public, where other people can see.

  2.    Give your partner some options. Say, “This doesn’t mean we have to cut it out altogether. I still want to be able to express my affection for you, no matter where we are.” Detail the gestures you don’t find objectionable. These might include hand-holding, quick pecks on the cheek, closemouthed kisses, an arm around the shoulders or waist.

  3.    Let her know that pretty much everything else is off-limits, unless you’re in private.

  4.    If your partner initiates an off-limits display, such as slipping you some tongue during an alleged close-mouthed kiss, pull away immediately to remind your partner of your boundaries. Say, “Did you forget, sweetie? I’m not comfortable doing that in public.”

  5.    Then initiate your own move from your approved list of “dos”—a kiss on the cheek or a hand-hold—so that your partner doesn’t feel rejected.



Public Sex

Public sex is PDA’s more dangerous, reckless cousin. Public displays of affection are a nuisance, but they’re sparklers compared to the full-blown fireworks display that is public sex. And fireworks are mighty tough to pull off in a subtle way when you’re on a public beach, in a parked car, in a park, or trying to attain membership in the mile-high club. Still, you’ve got to be subtle if you don’t want to risk offending innocent bystanders, or, worst-case scenario, end up handcuffed—and not in a fun way.

Some rules:


  1.    If you can’t make it snappy, don’t even attempt it. You need to get in, get off, and get out.

  2.    Make it extra-quick if you’re hogging a room that people might need to legitimately use, such as a restroom, the study room in a college library, or the bathroom at a crowded party.

  3.    Clean up after yourself. Leave the area as you found it. That includes wiping up sweat and other fluids and discarding your condom and condom wrapper appropriately.

  4.    Keep the noise down so as not to disturb anyone who might pass by. Presumably, you know which of you is a screamer. The other party should share responsibility for keeping the screamer quiet, by clapping a hand over the louder partner’s mouth when the moment of truth is near.

  5.    If there is a chance that someone might see you, consider using the clothes you’ve discarded to cover your private parts while you’re in the act.



If you are in a public restroom, a security guard or flight attendant or pissed-off party guest who has to pee might hear you, knock on the door, and demand, “What’s going on in there?” What do you do?


  1.    One of the guilty parties should make moaning sounds, as if they’re ill.

  2.    The other should yell back, “She got sick all of a sudden. But it’s okay. We’ve got it under control.”

  3.    If they say, “Why are you in there?” or “Why is the door locked?” reply that your partner was embarrassed and wanted privacy. Remain vague: “She didn’t want anyone to see her getting sick.”

  4.    Get dressed and wet the pretend patient’s face and hairline so that she looks clammy and ill.

  5.    When you emerge, your partner can walk doubled over, clutching her stomach. Reassure whoever’s standing outside: “She’s okay. This happens all the time.”




AFTERWORD

ESSENTIAL ETIQUETTE FOR BREAKUPS AND BEYOND


After the commitment, and after the sex, you and your partner may opt to stay together (in which case, congratulations!), or you may decide that the relationship isn’t working out after all. There are plenty of established etiquette rules that will take you down the road to commitment and even down the wedding aisle, if you so choose. But there are far fewer guidelines to the rough road that diverges when two people decide to break up.



[image: ]

Staying together for the sake of not being alone is worse than a breakup in the long run. Still, even so-called mutual breakups are guaranteed to be emotionally charged, since one party is always seeking the end result more actively. Decorum flies right out the window. How can you realistically apply protocol when you feel like throwing a vase at someone’s head or telling a former lover that you were always just pretending to laugh at his stupid jokes? It’s hard, but you can do your best by remaining calm and holding your head high, even when all you want to do is make practical use of all those kickboxing classes.

LOCATION AND TIMING

Setting the mood for the breakup is very important. You want to make sure your soon-to-be ex has the time and space to process what’s happening. And you also want to make sure this happens in the proper place and at the proper time. Here are some considerations:

Location


•  Don’t break up in a place that has/had special meaning for you as a couple.

•  Don’t break up in their favorite café, restaurant, bar, or park. It will ruin the place for them forever.

•  Don’t break up while a song or band they like is playing (it will ruin the song for them forever).

•  Don’t break up in a public place where the dumpee will feel inhibited from reacting too loudly or messily.

•  Do break up in a private or semiprivate place where you both feel safe raising your voices or crying. Your place or her place is fine—just so long as you keep the meeting to a neutral venue: the couch in the living room, not the futon in the bedroom.

•  Above all, don’t break up over a dinner out—this prolongs the misery if you break up over the appetizer or entrée and have to wait till your check arrives in order to leave.



Timing


•  Do break up on a Friday night or Saturday morning, to give your ex time for his eyes to de-puff before he has to report to work or school on Monday.

•  Don’t break up in the middle of a workday.

•  Don’t break up during an intensely stressful time in your dumpee’s life (relative just died, dumpee just quit smoking, etc.).

•  Don’t announce that you’re breaking up while your partner’s asleep—if she can’t hear you, it doesn’t count.



HOW TO SAY IT’S OVER

Once you’ve secured the time and place, you’ll need to figure out how to say that you want to end it. This is one of the hardest conversations to initiate, and you may need to practice in the mirror or with a friend a few times to rehearse how it’s going to go.


  1.    Don’t beat around the bush. Lay the groundwork from the get-go. When you’re setting up the meeting, indicate its gravity. Say, “We need to talk.”

  2.    When the time arrives, get right to the point. No amount of small talk is going to ease the situation, and any small talk that you do employ may be picked apart later during play-by-play post-breakup analysis with friends.

  3.    Open the conversation by asking the dumpee-to-be what he thinks: “How do you think things are going with us?”

  4.    Agree with the positives that he brings up—“I agree that cooking dinner together last Sunday was fun.”

  5.    Now, introduce your doubt: “I just don’t know if that’s enough to keep this relationship going.”

  6.    Segue to the breakup statement. Don’t resort to cliché. Show some respect for your time together by employing some creativity, or at least by citing some specifics. Here are some alternatives to the three biggest clichés:





	Don’t say:

	Do Say:




	•  “It’s not you, it’s me.”

	•  “You love going to museums/hockey games/developing countries. And me? They make my eyes glaze over. You deserve someone who shares your interests.”




	•  “I’m just not ready for a serious relationship.”

	•  “You want to get married and have kids. I’m not even sure I want to spawn.”




	•  “I L-U-V you. I just don’t love you.”

	•  “I’m not worthy of you. In fact, I’m a cheesy, semi-literate putz.”






  7.    Sit tight until the dumpee has digested, reacted, expressed rage, sadness, and disappointment, questioned your logic, and has either pushed you out the door or told you to leave (or stomped out of your place, if you’ve chosen your home turf as the venue). It’s your duty to remain present while the news is sinking in and to be available afterward in case the dumpee wishes to further discuss the breakup. (This rule has a statute of limitations of one month for every year you were in a long-term relationship.)



When It’s Okay to Lie

The following reasons for breaking up are just too hurtful to merit revelation. There’s no need to deliver such a harsh blow. Stay away from being too honest if any of your reasons for breaking up include the following:


  1.    You’ve met or have your eye on a newer model. Rejection is much easier to swallow when you don’t know that the person rejecting you is looking over your shoulder, waiting for you to say you’re okay so she can move along.

  2.    You’ve fallen out of love.

  3.    The habits you once found cute have become repellant.

  4.    You’ve fallen out of lust.

  5.    Your family/friends hate the dumpee, and they’ve finally brought you over to their side.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] The only time it’s okay to dump someone over the phone is when you’re in a long-distance relationship and the distance between you is so large that you’d have to board a plane to see them in person. It’s never okay to dump someone via e-mail, text-messaging, a handwritten letter, or through a third party.



How to Hide Your Inner Rage, If You’re the Dumpee

Relationship books will instruct you to receive a breakup in a classy manner, without drama or hysterics, but this simply isn’t realistic. A breakup is not a failed business merger. Still, such guidelines are useful when your goal is to manifest emotional subterfuge—that is, to pretend you’re not boiling over with rage.


  1.    Employ a poker face by thinking immediately of the most boring movie/play/lecture you’ve ever attended. You are emotionless, expressionless, blank. You may even yawn.

  2.    Speak slowly, at a normal, conversational volume. Avoid interrupting, and refrain from using expletives.

  3.    Ask thoughtful questions to ascertain the dumper’s reasons for ending the relationship. If he says, “I just don’t think we have enough in common,” you should ask, “Oh, you mean other than the fact that we grew up in the same town, have the same religious background, and work in the same profession?”

  4.    It is completely within your rights to ask, “Is there someone else?”

  5.    It is completely within your rights to stick the dumper with one little jab, “Is it because none of my friends think you’re good enough for me?”

  6.    Should he think that your questions indicate a challenge, make clear your intent: “I’m just trying to understand the reasons behind this so that it’s easier for me to reach closure.”



If the Dumpee Resists the Breakup

In some unfortunate instances, a person may be unwilling to accept the demise of a relationship, no matter how unhealthy that relationship may have been. This person may flagrantly disregard all the “classy breakup” rules and wish to hold onto their soon-to-be ex both literally and figuratively. How do you shake off the unwilling dumpee?


  1.    Since it’s your duty to listen (see step 7 under “How to Say It’s Over,” this page), you should remain silent and let the dumpee have his say, at least until he starts repeating himself.

  2.    Let the dumpee know you’re listening by repeating what he’s said in an “I understand” statement: “I understand that you think we’re perfect for each other, that you don’t think I’ll ever find anyone who loves me as much as you do.”

  3.    Now affirm the point to make him feel as if you’ve given it serious thought: “I’m sure you’re right that it’s going to be difficult for me to find anyone as special as you.”

  4.    Go back to your talking points: “But I just don’t feel we’re right for each other. We don’t have enough in common, and we don’t want the same things in life.”

  5.    After a few rounds of this exchange, it’s prudent to put the dumpee out of his misery by expressing an absolute, unambiguous goodbye. Say, “Goodbye. Take care,” and close the door behind you.




ETIQUETTE TIP

[image: ] It’s never okay to simply stop calling, change your e-mail address and phone number, or leave the country to avoid breaking up directly. You must face the music. If you don’t go through the motions of the breakup, it’s not officially a breakup.



Fake Breaks

A fake break is when two people break up but they don’t actually stop seeing or sleeping with each other. If you still see or talk to your ex more than once a week, that is a fake break. The confusion that comes from a fuzzy break is most painful for the dumpee. It’s not fair for the dumper to ask that the dumpee continue to be available physically and/or emotionally. The dumpee should call for clarification by taking the following steps.


  1.    Bring up the issue the next time the ex calls wanting to talk or wanting to schedule a pseudo-date.

  2.    Introduce the inconsistency. Say, “We officially broke up a month ago, but we’re still seeing each other as much as we did when we were a couple.”

  3.    Demand that the dumper own her decision by asking, “Are we broken up or not?”

  4.    If the answer is “yes,” insist on not seeing each other any more. Tell her, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to stay friends, after all. This is too confusing for me.”

  5.    Tell her that you will call when you’re ready to be back in touch, and request that she respect your request by maintaining her distance.



POST-BREAKUP BEHAVIOR

Crises can bring out the best or the worst in people, and with breakups, the chances that the worst will come out increase in the months directly following the breakup. This is when the truth is sinking in, and the resentment begins to fester. During this time, the dumper needs to be aware of their ex’s fragile state. Here are some rules for the months immediately following the break:


  1.    The dumper should wait at least three weeks to post or reactivate an online personal ad.

  2.    The dumper should not call the dumpee at a vulnerable (or drunken) moment to rehash issues from the relationship or to take back their decision (e.g., “I really miss you” or “I made a mistake”).

  3.    The dumper should never booty call or booty text the dumpee.

  4.    The dumper should not attempt to initiate romantic relations with any of the dumpee’s acquaintances, friends, family, or coworkers even if he or she always thought they were kind of sexy.

  5.    The dumper and the dumpee should return each other’s personal belongings, by courier if possible, to prevent awkward face-time.



Getting Revenge on an Ex

The most healthy among us subscribe to the view that “happiness/success/living well are the best revenge.” But that’s usually little solace to a person who’s been unceremoniously dismissed from a relationship. This person is, understandably, suffering. He’s passing through the necessary stages of shock, sadness, and anger. This last phase is when revenge fantasies come into play. But taking the high road is more than admirable; it’s also the best way to make the other person realize what she’s lost. If she runs into you being all pouty and sad, she’s going to congratulate herself for dodging a bullet. Here’s how to up your confidence and appearance so that your first run-in is a true act of revenge:


  1.    Work out. Head to the gym, the trail, the slopes, whatever it takes to get you a bit more toned and slim than you were during your relationship (and we all let ourselves go during a relationship).

  2.    Bleach your teeth. This will make her think to herself, “There’s something different about him, I just can’t put my finger on it. But damn, he looks good.”

  3.    Change your bitter thoughts into positive thoughts. It’s a psychologist’s mantra. Every negative thought you have—“I’ll never find anyone as nice as Katie”—can be flipped into a positive thought: “She was too nice, a total doormat.”

  4.    Surround yourself with members of whichever sex you’re hoping to attract. The more men you have around, the more will come. The more women you hang with, the more women will notice you.

  5.    Make sure news of how well you’re doing trickles down to your ex, through mutual friends or acquaintances.



If Taking the High Road Doesn’t Soothe Your Soul

You may need to do more than just act morally superior and live well. You’re only human, after all. Just be sure you don’t do damage to yourself by ruining your own reputation or getting in trouble with the law. Figure out ways to get even—or at least inflict some pain—without getting caught or in trouble. Here are some ideas:


•  Write a nasty letter but don’t send it.

•  Send back all the stuff left in your place, postage due, and stick a really heavy book in for good measure. (You thought it was his. Oops!)

•  Sign her up for a subscription to Playgirl and use her office address. Check the “Bill me” box.

•  Advertise his house for sale “by owner” in the local paper or online listings. Make it sound like a steal, and list the address and an open house early on a Sunday morning. Watch from a secure location, in cognito.



Surviving a First Run-in with Your Ex

Such an awkward meeting demands a prepared script. The goal is to make the ex think twice about the dump by appearing totally confident, desirable, and breezy.


  1.    Come up with an image or thought that will help you suppress your emotions. This might be a peaceful image, like a deserted beach at low tide, or an unemotional scenario, such as a particularly boring business meeting. Practice conjuring up this image to condition yourself to keep calm and serene in the event of a run-in.

  2.    Act a little surprised to see your ex. Say her name quizzically—“Maria?”—as if you’re surprised she’s still alive, as if you haven’t been thinking of her 24/7.

  3.    Shake your head a fraction of an inch to one side and then the other, as if clearing your mind of cobwebs (those would be all the exciting new things that’ve happened in your life since the breakup, and that are now obscuring your memories of Maria).

  4.    Before she has a chance to ask how you are, ask with a tiny note of concern in your voice how she’s been.

  5.    Be breezy when she asks after you: “I’m doing great, thanks. I’ve been traveling a lot lately for work. I was in Zurich last week, and next week I’m going to Munich. Planning a vacation to St. Barth’s in April with a new friend, and, oh, that reminds me, I just got a promotion at work. I’m now solidly in the mid-six figures.”

  6.    Cut yourself off in the middle of this list of recent accomplishments and conquests: “Anyway, I better get going. I’ve got an important meeting this afternoon. Great to see you!”



E-mailing or Texting Under the Influence

After a night out drinking with your friends, you’re feeling bold and filled with emotion. Over the course of the night or as you were stumbling home, you finally devised a great comeback to that comment your ex made while you were breaking up. Or maybe you were the one who did the breaking, and now you’re having second thoughts. Problem is, the censor who usually lives in your brain is currently out of commission. How do you avoid drinking and e-mailing or drinking and texting?


  1.    Before you even need to face the temptation, erase your ex’s name and contact info from your phone.

  2.    Some cell phone plans offer blocking services. See if yours can block your phone from dialing out certain numbers.

  3.    If you didn’t erase your ex’s info or arrange for blocking, hand your phone to a friend as soon as you begin to feel vulnerable. Similarly, as soon as you feel like texting or e-mailing your ex, phone a friend to talk you out of it.

  4.    Shut down your computer before you go out. Having to boot up will seem like a hassle if it’s late and you’re drunk.

  5.    Keep your home office far away from the wet bar.



And if you happen to be on the receiving end of an EUI or TUI:


  1.    Read the e-mail.

  2.    Save the e-mail in an electronic file (and print out a hard copy for good measure), in case you need it as evidence in any further dealings with the ex.

  3.    Do not mention the e-mail to anyone, save—if you must—your very best friend who has a proven secret-keeping record.

  4.    Pretend you never received the e-mail, and do not respond.
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