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Introduction
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Samuel Butler once said, “Life is like playing a violin solo in public and learning the instrument as one goes on.” I say, why? Why practice hour after hour? Why practice at all? With me as your Suzuki teacher, you’ll be a virtuoso right out of the box. I’ve lived it, done it, made all the mistakes, learned the ropes, and finally got it all down. Now I’ll take you on a wise, witty whirlwind tour of everything you need to know: life skills, life lessons, and operating instructions; from the practical and the profound to the “who knew?”

Once you read this book you can expect a juicier chicken and a less hostile hairdresser. A better price from a wedding caterer. A name for your goldfish that you won’t live to regret. A teenage daughter who won’t even think of blaming you for her thighs, and a dog who will know not to jump directly on your breasts at night during a thunderstorm.

You’ll know the right way to walk into a cocktail party; how to get a raise without crying; and how to break up with your shrink. In short, I’ll teach you all the skills every woman needs for a more joyful life and a more rewarding lifestyle. Words like regret, failure, and utter humiliation will not be part of your vocabulary.

And lucky you. You won’t have to marry a man and spend the best twenty-odd (I use the term advisedly) years of your life learning how to win arguments and get in the last word—I’ve done it for you. Thanks to me, your dog won’t have what Dr. Bob, the $100-an-hour personal canine trainer, referred to as a “troubled adolescence” or be diagnosed with Reluctant Leader syndrome. Your child won’t insist that the only movie she wants you to rent (and watches over and over) is the one about the kid who divorces her parents. You won’t know the heartbreak of mistaking the cilantro for the parsley, buying the wrong house, breaking into tears when you try to describe your USB port problem to the tech-support guy, shopping retail and wanting to kill yourself when your best friend gets it for 75 percent off a week later.

Read this book and you’ll know when you’re ready for plastic surgery; why some women stay in coach and some get upgraded; how to order the right dish in a country where no one speaks English; what’s the one word every mother of the groom needs to know; how to ask your most important global shopping questions in French, Italian, Spanish, Chinese, and Hebrew.

The average woman is presented with thousands of choices a day. I mean, just look at the toothpaste aisle of a good-sized drugstore. There are currently 61,935,508 women in America today between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-five who are forced every single day of their busy, important lives to figure out how to pick everything from a ripe cantaloupe to a wallpaper, from a career to a color for their bank checks.

It isn’t just the sheer number of decisions and choices that makes it all so stressful. It’s that it’s hard to find things that make sense. Sure, advanced quantum physics makes sense. The Renaissance makes sense. Global warming makes sense. But not being able to find a bathing suit in a department store in August because they’re already showing down coats makes no sense. Being told that a massage is a luxury, not a necessity makes no sense. The fact that Dame Edna, one of the most intuitive women alive today, is a man makes no sense. The idea that we can send a man, a woman, a monkey to the moon and self-tanners still streak makes no sense. And what to make of this? This country is filled with scientists and we still don’t know if it is ever safe to have our eyelashes professionally dyed. On a slightly deeper note, politics and war make no sense, except for cola wars.

This book makes sense. The more we know and the sooner we know it, the easier our lives will be. And aren’t you ready to read a book that gives you the kind of guidance you need—not just about better abs and better relationships blah blah blah, but one that can tell you how to order when the special of the day at the Japanese restaurant reads “Boiled Rabbi.” The bottom line is that this advice is going to be a lot more up your alley than those familiar, formulaic women’s magazines with their “helpful” tips.

Let’s face it: we’re all too busy running our lives and running the world to want to read six cookbooks to figure out why the mayonnaise curdled. And we want answers that work everywhere. If you have three days in Rome, do you really want to spend two of them researching antique silver picture frames? Or do you want someone to guide you to the outdoor market that’s not in a guidebook that’s got the best prices and, most important, one-of-a-kind frames you won’t find anywhere back home.

Why me? My life experience is huge and I’ve really paid attention to all the lessons I learned (I’m not a girl for nothing). While there are a few areas I don’t feel qualified to advise women on—like Brazilian bikini wax techniques, what’s an appropriate Christmas present for your Kabala guru, the merits of thongs, and ménage à trois morning-after etiquette—I feel pretty good about everything else.

The results of my lifelong life as a woman speak for themselves: I dated for over twenty years. I was married for over twenty years. I’ve been divorced for two. I have two daughters. I have two female cats and one female dog. I have more close women friends than just about anybody I know. I have been to spas and shrinks. I understand the importance of killer lingerie and flexible hamstrings. I know from experience why there is nothing really “natural” about natural childbirth (ironically, during labor my doctor was on drugs while I was drug-free).

I have been profound: I’ve written definitive works on teen body image issues, lima bean festivals, the history of ketchup, tinted moisturizers.

I have been shallow: I was in some store somewhere, shopping, during every single national disaster from JFK to the Challenger, except for the August 2003 East Coast power failure—then I was right in the middle of a private Pilates lesson. The scariest medical news I ever got, I got on my cell phone when I was just finishing a facial and about to start my manicure.

I have had a breadth of experience: I have lived in the city (bad supermarkets, good manicures) and in the suburbs (great supermarkets, lousy manicures).

I can relate to women’s endless quest for perfection: it recently took me six months to find the perfect toilet kit. Debating bronzers with my friend Patti got so heated that we just had to agree to disagree and not talk about it. Ditto the subject of rain shoes with my friend Marsha.

And although my many, many years in the trenches of womanhood and the fact that I have been wearing pretty much nothing but black for thirty years have given me a somewhat sophisticated take on life, I’m refreshingly down to earth. I honestly think I can relate to all women, all their hopes and dreams and cellulite issues. Surely it’s no coincidence that my favorite nail polish is called I’m Not Really a Waitress.

I promise you that this book will be a confidence booster, a trusted friend, a mentor, and a life guide. It will be the wise, supportive mother so few of us are lucky enough to have. (Parenthetically, a neighbor once asked my own mother what had changed the most about her life since she had had children. I remember listening intently as my mom pondered the question, then responded, “I couldn’t afford to buy designer shoes.”) I’ll address all life issues (even ones you might not have known you had), questions, and quandaries. And share the wisdom only a smart, successful woman who’s been around—and I mean that in the best possible sense—could. In no time and with minimal effort, you will have the right answers at your perfectly manicured fingertips. Your life will be easier and less stressful. You’ll sleep better at night. It will be a better world. Men will be happier too. I will earn out my advance and win the Nobel Prize.






One
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Life on Planet Woman




There are certain immutable principles a woman can live by. It’s reassuring to know that while life is full of changes, some things always hold true. For example: The sun will always rise in the East and set in the West. The brown bear will always hibernate in the winter. Leftover Thanksgiving turkey, stuffing, and cranberry sauce will always make your refrigerator a better place. Wearing so much fragrance that your taxi driver asks you what fragrance you’re wearing will never be something to brag about. No matter what the invitation says (“party festive,” for example), accessorizing your look with fruit—real or plastic—is not a good idea. Always going out (even if it’s cloudy) with something that has an SPF in it is something you need to do every day.

And there are certain things that a smart woman knows to steer clear of. Period. When you go to the nail salon, never cut your cuticles—just ask for them to be pushed. Don’t have anything cut when you’re having a pedicure, either. Never let anyone see your passport photo except the customs agent. Never attempt to speak or dress like a character from a book or movie. You don’t really look like Amélie and you don’t normally speak like Bridget Jones.

And while we’re at not saying things, don’t start saying “cheerio” and “brilliant!” and “lorries” after you’ve been in England for a few days. Ditto for France: don’t start saying “quel” this and “quelle” that and trying to make those Gallic shrugs and face scrunches to show your indifference or disdain with le monde or la vie—or sprinkle your conversation with foreign words like I just did.

Be suspicious of places with foreign names that are mangled. There’s a chain of beauty salons in New York called Amour de Hair. If they can’t get the name right, do I trust them with my color?

Speaking of language, don’t automatically correct someone who mispronounces a word. My friend Marsha Dick uses a technique that works like a charm. According to Marsha, it’s okay to immediately correct someone if they’re foreign because then you’re actually helping them. But what to do about a friend who pronounces a word wrong? You don’t want to flag this mistake in front of others and humiliate them, but on the other hand, you don’t want them to keep making a fool of themselves. Marsha’s solution is to hold off, not correct them when they first say the word, but instead use the very same word correctly in a sentence a few minutes later, make sure they are listening, and assume they’ll get it.

Don’t say something is the new something. As in, “Croatia is the new Greece” or “Beige is the new black” or “Rhubarb is the new green apple” or “Fifty is the new forty” or “Ginger is the new echinacea” or “Low-sugar is the new low-carb.”

At the risk of being the hideous English teacher you hated, don’t say “past history.” If it wasn’t in the past, it wouldn’t be history.

Planet Woman would be a better place if there was no social one-upmanship. As in, “Yes, I did see The Producers when Nathan Lane and Matthew Broderick were in it. Twice. Once in previews.” Or, “I remember when you couldn’t get foie gras this good outside of Le Périgord.” Or, “Isn’t it dreadful what they’ve done to Santa Fe?” Or, “You should have seen the Mona Lisa when it wasn’t behind glass. What a shame you won’t ever be able to.” In the same vein, whether the talk is about Thailand, a trendy restaurant, a TV show, or a new gourmet cheese shop, don’t ever say, “You’ve never been there?” or “You haven’t seen it?” with a look that smacks of incredulity and superiority. A great example of this comes from an unnamed source (JoAnn, my ex-mother-in-law, may she rest in peace) who was a privileged world traveler. One day, she was talking to the lovely young social worker who was attending to JoAnn’s elderly mother in her small Alabama town. JoAnn had just returned from a monthlong trip to Nepal with a museum group. She regaled the social worker with tales of the festivals, the fabulous hotels, the twenty-course banquets complete with honeyed fruits coated with edible gold leaf, and then just turned to the social worker and said with a certain noblesse oblige, “Well, you just have to go!”

Don’t make your child’s name a joke. If you’re not Greek, don’t name your child Zeus. And watch out for names like Sage and Chastity that can backfire. And don’t—even if she’s the most charismatic, adorable child and you’re a nascent stage mother—give your baby a diva name. My daughter Phoebe had a friend at camp (she’s probably an accountant by now) named Allegra LaViola.

I have personally been there, done that, and regretted this, so I can only strongly suggest that you don’t sing karaoke or country and western songs in public when you’re sober or sleep with your boss when you’re drunk. I have learned never to say, “Oh, I know that joke” when someone is in the middle of telling it. And I no longer start a joke, then immediately interrupt myself to ask, “Have you heard this one?” And finally, even if you have a fortune, don’t pay a fortune for something simple like a T-shirt or tank top. That’s why God created the Gap and Old Navy and Petit Bateau.

And finally, we need to be realistic about how old we are. While one size fits all these days when it comes to music and movies and StairMasters and restaurants and cool places to travel to, there just are some things you can pull off better when you’re younger rather than older. And vice versa. One pleasure reserved for the very young is drinking and dancing the night away and still managing to muster the energy to make it in the next morning at 9:00 a.m. and put in a full, productive day. Whereas an older, senior executive gets to stay out too late, wake up with a hangover, and just not come into the office until 10:00 and no one can say anything. Same thing at in restaurants: the young and adorable get a table because of being, well, young and adorable. A woman of stature and reputation always gets a table because of who she is. Life on Planet Woman is extremely terrific, but no one ever said that it had a level playing field.

These are Not Worthy of Us


	Blueberry bagels, blueberry muffins, blueberry doughnuts that aren’t made with real blueberries

	Anything in your kitchen that is colored Harvest Gold or Avocado Green unless you are being consciously retro

	Investing in mass-produced “art”

	Dressing according to your monthly astrological fashion profile

	Scheduling your wedding on a holiday (A truly frightening invitation would combine Memorial Day with New Jersey. An exception might be Christmas in Maui or Easter in Venice.)

	Cell phones on airplanes (the one place technology mustn’t ever go); cell phones in the stall of the ladies room

	Aphorisms and inspirational sayings on everything from T-shirts to organic energy bars (On my Sleepytime Tea box, it says: “We turn, not older with years, but newer with each day.—Emily Dickinson.” Did Emily Dickinson drink Sleepytime? Is she endorsing it? And on my bottle of Teas’ Tea, this “award-winning” haiku: “White horse in the field of daisies. Whiter still.”)

	Drinking wine out of Styrofoam cups

	Extreme anything




We Always Deserve the Best

These don’t have to be profound. While love and friendship are wonderful things, so are peonies and Pilates and Maria Callas and Kiehl’s SPF 15 Lip Balm, hue #58B.


	Italian linen

	Roses named after empresses and opera singers

	Anything in season, from strawberries to hot chocolate to flip-flops

	Stretching every morning when you get out of bed

	Watching your baby sleep, no matter how old he or she is

	A dog, a cat, a fish, a bunny you love who loves you back

	Seeing as much of the world as you can; getting away from home; going someplace for the first time

	Forgetting what day it is when you’re on vacation

	Giving a surprise party for someone who wants to be surprised

	How you feel when a French person tells you you pronounced something right

	The moment before you kiss someone for the first time

	Coming home

	Reading The Velveteen Rabbit or Goodnight Moon out loud, even if it’s for the millionth time

	Buying jewelry with semiprecious stones like peridot and lapis lazuli and labradorite and carnelian and tourmaline, not just because they’re beautiful but because they sound so exotic and sexy (and you won’t see everyone wearing them)

	Crisp, fresh, white anything, anytime, from pillow shams to shirts to flowers

	Giving a present that’s priceless. When Phoebe turned twenty-one, I gave her the gift of knowing she would never again have to be “material” for articles or books I was writing. Ever since she was little she has been featured prominently in everything I’ve written. Well, at least she got two years off. (Sorry, Phoebe.)

	Things that end in ini. Bikini, martini, Bellini. And okay, it’s an e not an i: linguine

	A piece of your jewelry from your mother or grandmother

	Being a grandmother or a godmother or the aunt of an “honorary niece.” You get to love them and then you get to go home



Oxymorons for Smart Women

It just helps if you know that even though people will say these words or phrases together, they don’t actually go together.


	Low-key wedding

	Amicable divorce

	Comfy stilettos

	Simple outpatient procedure

	Simple outpatient procedure where you might feel some slight discomfort

	Advil is all you need if you feel some slight discomfort

	Undrinkable martini

	Spacious middle seat

	Extra legroom in coach

	Gourmet trail mix

	Low-maintenance beauty routine

	Cooking wine

	Crisp microwaved french fries

	Reasonably priced lawyer



Things You Should Never Have in Your House


	Mirrors all over your bathroom

	An au pair from France or Rio who is under twenty-two and has lacier underwear than you do

	A coed teenage slumber party

	The after-prom party

	The kindergarten hamster during Christmas break

	Too-prominently displayed pictures of yourself with celebrities

	A magazine they sell at my health food store called Living Without, which might as well just be subtitled You Think You’re Depressed Now?


	Pictures of, old notes, or saved emails from an ex you still miss

	Ice cream if you’re not eating ice cream—even if it’s a flavor you wouldn’t eat if you were eating ice cream

	Any art or decorative piece you got as a present that you’ve always hated but felt obligated to display

	An extra bedroom and a mother or mother-in-law with time on her hands










One
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Life on Planet Woman







Two
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Must-Haves, Must Do’s, Must Knows,

Must Bes, Mustn’t Bother With

or Worry About




There is great relief at the trillion things you don’t need to be or do or aspire to in order to be happy. This can cover a multitude of experiences, from realizing that you don’t have to have all the answers to your kids’ questions to realizing that you don’t even have to try to look like the six-foot-tall seventeen-year-old model wearing lamé hot pants in Vogue. At work, it’s realizing that you can be a great boss without doing all the work yourself and that, actually, really good bosses delegate. It’s realizing that you don’t need to stay at the office until 11:00 at night to prove that you are a hard worker. It’s realizing that you can say, “Yes, I do mind you putting me on hold.” It’s knowing that people will have a great time at your house even if you didn’t make the mayonnaise from scratch and the pork roast was a little dry. That if you don’t have a big formal dining room table, your friends will actually sit in your living room balancing plates on their laps and having a perfectly good time.

There is also relief knowing that there are some things every woman does need to own or know at some point in her life. And you’ll need them whether you’re married or single, straight or gay, rich or poor, twenty or fifty, living in Barcelona or Buffalo. Six come to mind immediately: you will always be glad to have a strand of pearls (and they don’t have to come from Tiffany), a white shirt, a friend who loves you, a savings account, the best leather handbag you can afford, shoes you adore that actually fit. So in more ways than one, you will know you are starting off on the right foot.

You Must be Able to


	Trust your own instincts

	Do research: Don’t go into any situation without sound advice

	Know what’s going on in the world: Read newspapers and books. Watch the news on more than one channel. Get the news online. Get a world view.

	Handle your money: Spend less than you make. Understand what’s being deducted from your paycheck. Know why you did or didn’t get a tax refund.

	Save

	Walk into a room where you don’t know anyone and manage to mingle without sweating to death or having a panic attack

	Be an active listener: Really pay attention to what someone is saying—you’ll stop thinking about yourself so much and you’ll be making a real and solid connection

	Drive in the snow or on ice, with confidence—and know when not to

	Pick up a daddy long legs and dispose of it on your own

	Give back: Have a favorite charity. Volunteer. Contribute. Mentor.

	Read a map: Ask for directions

	Apologize to a good friend for behaving badly. Forgive a good friend for the same.



Your Must Haves

We all have things and places and moments and mantras that sustain and comfort us and make us happy—the things that get us through the day and remind us that life is worth living. That never fail to delight and satisfy.

It’s good to remember what yours are. If you’re not in the mood to be creative or you’re just plain lazy, you can share this must-have list, which I have culled from friends.


	Chocolate

	Friends, especially friends we still have from kindergarten

	Exercise

	Chocolate

	Pretty underthings

	Talks with our moms

	Red toenails

	Recipes for foods we love and make over and over again and never get tired of

	Pictures of adorable us as babies

	The perfect pair of black pants and a white shirt

	Chocolate



Necessities Vs. Luxuries

There is a great deal of confusion about what is a necessity and what is a luxury. Who knows whether this came about because of confused men who didn’t get it or because of guilty women who felt they weren’t deserving of it. Whatever. This needs to be cleared up right away. To set the record straight, here are some luxuries that are actually necessities. My own rule of thumb is that if a so-called luxury makes you feel happy/terrific/fabulous/indulged/reinvigorated, then it’s really a necessity. (Note that there is a difference between “luxury” and “absurdity.” “Luxury” is a scrumptious down pillow. “Absurdity” is the hotel that offers you a “Pillow Menu.”)


	Massages

	Taking a Thai cooking course in Thailand

	Sheets with a high thread count

	Manicures (you actually think better when you’ve just had one—there must be some scientific proof of this somewhere)

	Fresh flowers that make your whole house smell good

	Freshly squeezed juice

	Diamond studs (whether they’re from Costco, QVC, or Bulgari)

	Someone to help serve and clean up at a dinner party if you’re having more than eight people

	A health club membership

	A financial advisor, whether it’s from H&R Block or JPMorgan

	Spas

	Down pillows and the best mattress you can afford

	A garden—even a window box; fresh herbs

	Heated pools

	Cashmere anything



Flowers

Ammi Simon, the manager of Surroundings Flowers (www.surroundingsflowers.com), says everyone loves


	Hydrangeas

	Tulips, by themselves

	Roses, cut short and arranged tightly—the only way to go with roses

	Hyacinths

	Sweet Peas

	Gladiolas, cut short



Stay Away From


	Carnations (especially dyed ones)

	Baby’s Breath—with roses. Together they say “old prom” and uninspired florist. If you must have something, which you shouldn’t, go with Queen Anne’s lace.



You Don’t Have to Reveal Your Age,

But You Need to Act It

In an “anything-goes-and-aren’t-we-liberated” age where there are very few rules, sometimes I think there should be more rules, especially when it comes to what’s age appropriate.


	No woman over twenty-one should wear maribou or froufrou in her hair, unless you’re Betsey Johnson or Björk. The exception is a single gardenia with an evening dress.

	A woman over fifty (unless she has no arm waddle) shouldn’t wear a strapless evening dress without something—a shawl, a jacket—covering her arms.

	A woman over forty (unless she’s Elizabeth Hurley) shouldn’t go for teeny bikini.

	Don’t try to dress like your teenager. You’re supposed to look different from a kid.

	If someone can tell from ten feet away what kind of underwear you are wearing, the outfit is too tight/too revealing.

	A woman over forty (unless she’s Elizabeth Hurley) shouldn’t reveal too much skin.

	Don’t wear anything from the vast Hello Kitty empire unless you’re under the age of ten.

	Sweaters with Santa and bells or Jack o’ Lanterns are also great if you’re under ten.



However…

We’re all different, but we all need the same things in our closets and house and life. The basics for every woman at every stage and age:


	One outfit that makes you feel fabulous

	A roomy toilet kit that you keep stocked with those little sample shampoos and travel-size toothpaste so you’re all set to go

	Luggage. Something handsome and sturdy that will withstand savage baggage handlers and that doesn’t look like every other piece on the carousel. Meaning: don’t get one that’s rectangular, black, with a bright colored ribbon you tie on the handle. Mandarina Duck is terrific; so is Kipling; so is Swiss Army. The heaviest hitter is Tumi, which almost never goes on sale. Muji (www.muji.com) has a series of handsome basic carry-ons that are incredibly reasonable.

	Candles. Big, tea, and/or votive. And everyone from Ikea to Global Table (www.globaltable.com) to Bath & Body Works to the Wisteria catalogue (www.wisteria.com) has wonderful small colored glass or silver holders for tea candles and votives. Just beware those heavily scented candles that smell like a B&B from hell.

	Wineglasses (again, anywhere from Ikea to Tiffany): There are rounder, balloon-shaped glasses for red wine (the large opening lets the wine breathe) and slimmer glasses for white wine. There are also all-purpose wineglasses that are perfectly fine. Champagne flutes are nice but not really necessary.

	Family pictures. And family dog or cat pictures. Not everywhere, but all clustered together either on a wall or a table.

	A great trench coat. It should fit perfectly and be water-proof and good for three seasons. Burberry or Ralph Lauren are classic but expensive. J. Crew or Club Monaco or Target or H&M are stylish and reasonable alternatives.

	Collections of things you really love, whether it’s Arts and Crafts pottery or ceramic frogs. Just make sure it looks beautiful together.

	Your children’s artistic creations and all their best report cards. Save their acceptance letters to college or jobs too, if you’re sentimental.

	A set of good knives and a sharpener. A serrated bread knife, a carving knife, an all-purpose knife, a cheese knife, and steak knives. You will never regret getting a brand name like Wüstof or Henkel.

	Good pots and pans. Looks count and quality matters. The pots and pans you cook in affect the food you cook. And the really good cookware will not only last forever, but some, like cast iron and copper, get better with age. You can find them at every price point whether you shop at Kmart or Williams Sonoma.

	A few glass vases of various sizes. It’s really hard to tell the difference between the ones from Crate & Barrel and the ones from Tiffany. Antique or deco vases—from flea markets or antique stores—will make you and your flowers happy.



Don’t Bother With


	That $500 cappuccino machine. You probably won’t use it more than a few times, and it takes up about the same amount of space on your kitchen counter as a Mini Cooper. Why do you think God made Starbucks? Don’t bother buying tiny espresso cups you won’t use or tiny espresso spoons that you’ll lose.

	Ditto pasta machines that will be relegated to your kitchen pantry after you realize how long it takes to turn out sixteen perfect ravioli

	Complicated exercise equipment. Most home exercise bikes turn into the world’s most expensive clothes hangers. And there is no home décor they look good with. Same for all the rest of the equipment and tapes you bought at 3:00 a.m. on QVC that promised miracle abs and a tighter butt.

	Any piece of art that looks like it could go on a motel wall

	Any collection of dolls or stuffed animals from your childhood bedroom

	Books like Jesus for Dummies or the inspirational tome Bagel Thoughts












Three
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“I Don’t Have Children, I Date Them”: Love, Sex, Men, Marriage, Divorce




From a posting at www.breakupnews.com: “Estelle Stribling, 37, would like the world to know that, at the age of 46, Michael Harris’ only ambition in life is strutting around calling himself Sweet Daddy Cornbread.

Moderator’s Quick Tip: If a guy calls himself Sweet Daddy Cornbread, you probably shouldn’t date him.”

“The men in your life may come and go, but female friends are yours forever. Never ditch the girlfriend for the guy.”

—My friend Barbara

Liam McEneaney on his reasons for pursuing romance in internet chat rooms: “I was tired of women rejecting me for the way I looked. I wanted them to reject me for who I really am.”





Men: can’t understand them, can’t change them, can’t predict them, can’t read their minds, can’t control them, can’t live without them. They are impossible and inscrutable and wired in ways that a master electrician couldn’t begin to figure out. I still wonder why, only two months after what I thought was a wonderful time together at the high school prom (I even have the picture to prove it), my date decided to join the priesthood. And when a guy said we’d be in touch, did that mean we will be in touch? That he’ll touch me? That I’ll never hear from him again? Not surprisingly, aside from tips on how to get shiny, healthy hair, there is no other area where a woman gets more advice, most of it useless. What would country and western music be without heartbreak and betrayal? Just a couple of songs about old dogs, strong whiskey, and pickup trucks.

Some of the best advice on relationships comes from therapists who have seen it all, women who have lived it all, hairdressers who have heard it all—their experiences and observations can help save you from sure heartbreak or serve as a shining positive example worth following. With the advice in this surprisingly succinct chapter, you won’t need to call your six best friends or pay someone to figure out whether a man is worth dating; intuit his real feelings before he does; understand why you keep making the same disastrous choices; know when to ditch him; decode what he is saying; decide whether to accept his proposal; order the wedding cake; get a restraining order as soon as possible.

You will discover which relationships are satisfying and why. When done with taste and tact, even breakups can enrich your life. When I was in my twenties, I went out with a guy named Leon who worked in his father’s successful dry goods business; they supplied big department stores with everything from linen comforters to cotton pillow shams. When I broke up with him, I got to tell all my girlfriends, “It’s curtains for Leon.” Which we all found very funny. Then there is the story of a twenty-two-year-old woman who sent out cards to announce her engagement. A few months later, her fiancé jilted her for a coworker in his law firm. While totally devastated, this young woman had the presence of mind to have new cards printed. On the front it read “Single.” And inside, “Picked the wrong guy. Gave him the wrong finger.”
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