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			In memory of Grammy Spellman

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			When Isabel first asked me to write the foreword to her booklet on etiquette, I said no, because when I think of manners or decorum or the proper way to behave, the last person who comes to mind is my sister.

			But then she began to present her argument, explaining to me how often etiquette—not in the old-fashioned use of the word, or even in the modern sense of good manners, but simply the nuts and bolts of how one should behave—is on her mind. It makes sense that a person who grew up behaving in a way that no one would consider good form might eventually become mildly interested in manners as a general topic—and might even come to think of herself as something of a reformer on the subject.

			Still, I was unconvinced.

			Then Isabel began writing her behavioral manifesto. While I don’t agree with or condone everything in it, she certainly has a clear worldview. Also, when Isabel says things like, “If you don’t think I know what good manners are, I’ll show you what bad manners are,” she means it.1

			That’s all I’m going to say.

			As with any self-help or how-to book, I suggest reading this with a grain of salt. Pick and choose the advice and suggestions that work for you. If anything sounds or feels wrong, don’t do it. Trust your gut. It’s probably right.

			Look, this is my sister. I love her no matter what. You don’t have to feel the same way.

			David Spellman

			
				

				
					1.  No one was threatened, bribed, blackmailed, or harassed in the writing of this foreword.

				

			

		

	
		
			WHAT IS ETIQUETTE?

			I don’t know. If you asked me this question ten, twenty years ago, that would have been my answer. Actually, my answer probably would have included a few four-letter words and the suggestion that you stick your etiquette someplace impolite. All etiquette was to me was the name of a book by Emily Post that my Grammy Spellman made me read after several unpleasant interactions. Etiquette the book and etiquette in action were both forms of punishment, as far as I was concerned. Etiquette was a flock of ridiculous women in Chanel suits, waiting for men to stand and hold out chairs and open doors so they could eat lunch with tiny forks and drink unspiked tea and write each other thank-you notes all afternoon while men got to do all the fun stuff, like go to bars and fall off bar stools.

			Etiquette was the thing that separated women from men and made girl stuff way less fun. I always associated etiquette with the time before the women’s movement. Weren’t outmoded manners one of the things we were fighting against?

			But once the trauma of my adolescent schooling in manners wore off and I found myself time and again victim to some form of thoughtless behavior—not paying for the second round; roving Christmas carolers; leaving the toilet seat up (this isn’t a gender fight, it’s a sanitary one); not paying back gambling debts; reckless umbrella usage; uninvited hugs;1 parents selling Girl Scout cookies for their daughters (so uncool); door-to-door religious salesmen—I thought that maybe, for once in my life, I was in a position to school other people on what was right and wrong with the nuts and bolts of human decency.

			What you have here is by no means exhaustive. It is brief, touching on a handful of subjects about the world we live in and ways in which we should navigate it, peacefully and decently. Some subjects will seem like old hat to you, but maybe not to your next-door neighbor. Some subjects you might think ill-suited for a book with the word etiquette in the title. But what is the definition of etiquette?

			Actually, I still don’t really know, so I consulted an online dictionary.

			Etiquette

			et·i·quette

			The customary code of polite behavior in society or among members of a particular profession or group.

			This makes the word sound as if it’s particular to people of a certain breeding or social class, but the second clause reminds us that etiquette can be particular to a profession or a group. For instance, while the word etiquette is unlikely to be tossed around in prison, let there be no doubt that there is prison etiquette, grammar school etiquette, as well as etiquette among the homeless, the heavily tattooed, cigar smokers, teetotalers, computer hackers, you name it. Etiquette is, in essence, understanding your world, however big or small it is, and accepting the unspoken laws that make it easier to stand next to one another.

			Etiquette is what keeps that guy in the bank line behind you from openly sneezing all over your back. It sounds like a bad word, but in reality it’s the glue that holds society together.

			
				

				
					1.  Bernie Peterson, I’m talking to you.

				

			

		

	
		
			EATING

			Emily Post’s seminal book has five chapters on food and the consumption thereof, including the bafflingly titled, “Mrs. Three-In-One gives a dinner party,” which sounds way more exciting than it is.

			Post contends that a well-appointed household includes eighteen articles of silverware. That is, of course, bullshit.
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			Normal Place Setting

			This is what you need to know if you start dating someone with the last name Morgan, Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, etc.:
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			Fancy Place Setting (Soup Hasn’t Been Served Yet)

			See, you have so much silverware, you have to use a smaller plate. It just doesn’t make sense. But if you’re faced with this kind of setting and don’t know what to do, the general rule is to start from the outside and work your way in. 

			I know all this because I actually read the book.1 But I’ve never had to put this intelligence to use.

			Here is the one basic rule of eating: Don’t be gross. If you’re chewing, I shouldn’t have a clear view of your half-masticated food. That means, Dad, don’t talk while you’re eating. Most things can wait until you’ve swallowed Mom’s chicken. I understand that it’s dry, but we can wait.

			Yes, there are exceptions to every rule. For instance, if you spot a fire, you can chew and talk at the same time, and if it’s a really big fire, it’s probably okay to spit out your food as you direct your guests to the emergency exits. This rule applies to most life-threatening emergencies. Think about the Heimlich maneuver: It’s totally gross and involves looking at half-chewed food, yet it’s entirely socially acceptable.

			DON’T BE A FOOD CRITIC UNLESS YOU ARE, IN FACT, A FOOD CRITIC.

			If someone invites you over for dinner and the food is bad, keep it to yourself. If you simply can’t eat another bite, pretend you had a huge lunch. If you think this might be a pattern and not just a fluke, avoid dinner invitations in the future, or suggest you go out.

			If this person is a close friend and has taken to throwing dinner parties and is subjecting innocent folk to horrendous meals, you might consider an intervention, if you can get other victims on board. Start with a subtle approach. A gift certificate for a cooking class, perhaps. If that does not result in improvement, I think the honest approach is best. It’s always best to pad the criticism with a compliment: “The chicken, though remarkably dry, was impeccably seasoned.” However, if you want to play innocent and pretend that you’re not playing critic at all, I recommend the following approach.

			“That was the best Tofurky I ever had. Oh. Real turkey. I see. I’m so embarrassed. Will you ever forgive me?”

			Your cook, if he or she has ever had Tofurky and isn’t one of those delusional vegetarians,2 will totally get the hint.3

			DIETARY RESTRICTIONS

			Let’s say someone—a date, a friend, a relative, a coworker—invites you over for dinner, and asks if you have any dietary restrictions. If you’re a vegetarian, speak up. If you don’t eat dairy, by all means, say something. If lasagna is the main course, you’re in trouble. On the other hand, if you’re a fruitarian,4 you might want to beg out of the meal, or at least bring your own fruit salad with a side of nuts. It is reasonable to expect some accommodations to your dietary restrictions, but if they’re extreme, you might suggest going to a restaurant instead or bringing food to supplement your meal.

			PROSELYTIZING

			Let’s say you’re one of those looney tunes who has started eating only raw food.5 And, for argument’s sake, you feel great. Frankly, I think you’re just dizzy. Just because you feel fantastic doesn’t mean that all of your friends and family are going to feel like a million bucks if they start eating the same way. In fact, I suspect Uncle Bill will get very cranky if he doesn’t have his Sunday steak. Feel free to tell people about your new thing, but try to avoid going on and on about it as if you’ve just landed a job in the infomercial.

			
				

				
					1.   A punishment in my teens. Long story.

				

				
					2.  No offense to delusional vegetarians.

				

				
					3.  Daniel Castillo, if you’re reading this. I am NOT talking about you. From what I’ve heard, your cooking has improved considerably.

				

				
					4.  People who eat only fruits, nuts, and seeds, and some of them won’t pick the fruit; they have to wait until it falls naturally. Seriously. They come from the planet Frutarus. It’s in another galaxy (that’s why you haven’t heard of it).
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