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  Prologue

  Annoyance: a source of vexation or irritation

  —-from Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th Edition

  “That’s so annoying!” “I hate it when you do that!” “She has a terrible habit of doing these things when she is around me.” “He just won’t stop!”

  Everyday, we interact with a slew of people: significant others, children, salespeople, and strangers. Let’s face it—these people have the tendency to, at any given moment, get on our nerves. Other people’s behavior certainly can annoy us (and vice versa). This book is about bad habits, annoying behaviors, and how we can effectively deal with those around us who just don’t seem to understand proper social etiquette.

  I spent several years collecting observations, pet peeves, annoyances, and exasperations from clients, family, friends, and colleagues about ways in which people display annoying behavior. When I informed them that I was writing a book about other people’s annoying behavior, I was inundated with personal grievances and irritants from everyday life. As my research continued, I realized that many people had similar complaints about the ways people behave around them, whether it is in a restaurant, in written form, or even at home. I decided that it would be crucial to offer suggestions about dealing appropriately with such irksome situations. Along the way, I also received some very insightful responses about the state of etiquette in general, and I’ve included these thoughts (some names have been withheld at the request of the submitter).

  So now that we have established that people display annoying and obnoxious behavior on a daily basis (behavior that sometimes seems designed to ruin our day), we must also understand that how we react to these irksome individuals plays a key role in how we survive, and maintain sanity, in the world. Sometimes it feels as if the accused person is actually thinking, “If I do this particularly obnoxious thing, I will ruin someone’s day” but, in all honesty, this is probably not the case.

  We spend every day assessing the importance of other people’s behavior to our happiness: “Is this going to affect my day?” “Am I really going to let this bother me?” When we spend so much time getting bothered by others, we take precious time away from achieving our daily tasks and enjoying the moment. For instance, we are home with our friends or family. It is relaxation time and we turn on the television, but we are unable to relax because so-and-so is typing loudly on the computer or what’s-her-face is talking on the phone on the couch next to you. What those around us do while the television is on can be considered rude and annoying, but how we learn to react to those people’s obnoxious behavior will ultimately determine how much we will enjoy our TV viewing experience.

  Look at it this way: When you see mishaps and missteps on ­television—the guy who falls, the woman who loses her temper—the laugh track begins and lightens up the moment. If we carried our own laugh track and chose to laugh at others’ bad behavior rather than allow it to grate on our nerves, our days would be happier and our relationships would be easier to maintain. It all depends on how we learn to react to annoyances around us. We can make that decision to let it roll off of us or to make a big deal about it. Wouldn’t life be more fun if you just let it go? For those who sometimes just can’t let it go, this book will offer solutions you should try in response to the perpetrator according to the rules of proper etiquette.

  While you are reading the following chapters, I would like you to keep in mind not only the lessons you’ll learn about effectively dealing with annoying people and behaviors, but also how your own behavior may affect those around you. Are you patient, empathetic, kind, tolerant, and forgiving? Or . . . are you the first one to think or say, “That’s so annoying!”


  Annoyance Rating System
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  Awfully annoying
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  Very annoying
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  Somewhat annoying
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  Could be annoying
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  Only annoying to a select few


  CHAPTER 1

  

  SIGNIFICANT OTHERS AND CHILDREN

  

  In our home—our sanctuary—we sometimes encounter the source of our greatest annoyance: our family and significant others. Almost everyone I talked with who is or was married or in a partner-ship had a spousal bad-behavioral issue to share. Some didn’t stop with just their significant others and included their children, extended family, and neighbors in their examples. Some contributors shared so many that I was left wondering if anything could make them truly happy at home. Many of the grievances centered on the television—a major point of contention. The rest covered the kitchen, the laundry, the housework, and the bedroom (for the sake of good taste, I am not including the bedroom examples in this book—I’ll leave those to the sex therapists). Learning what can be annoying in the home and then finding out how to react to these situations will hopefully help make domestic life more blissful.


  Husbands and Boyfriends
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  “My husband smokes!” “My husband leaves the toilet seat up!” “My husband has a messy desk!” Many women find bothersome behavior emanating from their male ­companions. Whether the annoyance is about the kitchen, bathroom, laundry, bodily functions, bedroom, or communication (or lack of it), husbands and boyfriends were a major source of contention for the women I spoke to.


  The Kitchen
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    Key Complaints

    Husbands make too many messes.

    Dirty dishes are left on the counter.

    Husbands don’t do dishes, period.

  

  In many households, the kitchen is the woman’s domain. Fortunately there is a trend toward capable men who love to cook and do it well. Now, even children get into chef mode and help out with meals on a regular basis. However, the majority of kitchens still seem to be run by the woman of the house, giving rise to a plethora of complaints about what others (primarily husbands) do in the kitchen. The top annoying behaviors revolve around cleanliness, food, and simple presence in the kitchen.

  “My husband drinks out of the milk or juice carton.”

  —Complaint from many annoyed wives

  Whenever hygiene is concerned, I suggest that rules of etiquette become part of the rules of the house. Drinking directly from any carton is terribly unsanitary. The Solution: Because you live with him, suggest that no one wants to drink the remaining contents of the carton when his germs have been slobbered all over the flap. If he doesn’t amend his bad behavior, perhaps it’s time for him to buy his own carton of milk. That way, he can do what he wants while you enjoy a germ-free container.

  “My husband or kid leaves about one half inch of juice in the container and puts it back in fridge so he doesn’t have to make more.”

  —Annoyance from a wife and mother

  The Solution: A simple way to deal with this gripe is to leave the juice container in the fridge and, when you are asked to make more, tell the culprit that it is now his responsibility because they want more juice. You can choose to be the servant (and continue to be annoyed with this behavior) or you can train your family to serve themselves.

  “I am gone all day and come home and my husband says he is starving, like he couldn’t feed himself?”

  —Barbara in Los Angeles, CA

  Here’s an idea: Ask him what is for dinner. After all, it has been a tough day for you, too. If you and your significant other have taxing work schedules, and neither of you enjoy cooking, establish a weekly meal plan, alternating who cooks each day of the week. That way, no one feels burdened with all the cooking, and no one has real reason to become annoyed.


  What is it About Coffee?
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  “Cleaning up after my husband’s coffee mess [is frustrating].”

  —Carol Landry from New Mexico

  “There is no coffee left because my husband drank it all.”

  —Numerous wives

  These complaints stem from laziness, self-absorption, and lack of respect. The Solution: Set guidelines for members of your household when it comes to taking responsibility for their own messes and for thinking of others. Model the behavior you would like others in the house to use. Employ positive reinforcement when your husband or boyfriend remembers to clean up the coffee grinds or brew a fresh pot of joe. If you praise him and let him know how much you appreciate it, hopefully you will see repeated attempts to do the right thing—and experience less annoyance on your part.


  Emptying the Trash
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  “My husband will not take out the trash.”

  —Wives across the country

  When it comes to chores like taking the trash out and moving the newspapers to the recycle bin, usually these will get accomplished without nagging if you can remember to compliment him when he remembers to do these chores. It is a matter of training. We all remember what it takes to get praise from those we love.

  
    Avoid the Annoyance: Easy Ways to Get Your Husband to Take Out the Trash

    
      	Place acceptable footwear by the door. You need shoes to take the trash out. By placing slip-on shoes close to the door where the trash goes out, it may be easier to accomplish.

      	Have the appropriate outerwear accessible for trash days. If it is cold outside, who wants to go out? A sweater or jacket near the door could also encourage him.

      	Make it fun! Work as a team: One person throws out the trash while the other deals with the recyclables. Or make it a competition: See who can take it out the fastest or who empties more trash than the other.

      	Split the load. Set up a weekly schedule for trash removal and stick to your end of the deal.

      	Always say “thank you.” Positive reinforcement encourages repeated actions.

    

  


  Snoring
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    Key Complaints

    My husband snores!

    My wife snores!

  

  “I’m annoyed with my wife making me sleep in the den because I snore.”

  —Roger O’Donnell of California

  The Solution: Don’t be annoyed; be proactive! This is such a common grumble among couples. Though snoring grates on our nerves and causes sleeplessness on the part of the bed partner, remember: It is not done on purpose and is probably a health problem that needs medical attention. Would you make your partner sleep on the couch if he had a broken arm? Instead of being annoyed, spend some time together trying to figure out why the snoring is happening and what, if anything, can make it stop. Perhaps all that’s needed is a different sleep position, new pillow, nose strips, or drinking more water during the day. Nasal strips really do work (at least at our house). So does medical treatment. Remember that the snorer isn’t getting quality sleep either so solving this should be a team effort. We all hate to have our sleep interrupted. So, instead of stewing in frustration, make a doctor’s appointment for the snorer. You will both get a better (and less frus­trated) night’s sleep.


  Doing the Laundry
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  “My husband always takes off his dirty clothes and leaves them in front of the basement door—which is right in between the dining area and the living room.”

  —A flustered wife

  The Solution: Instead of getting annoyed, the next time you have guests coming to the house, don’t clean this up but be sure to point out to them that your husband believes this is where laundry belongs in your house. Though I am only partly kidding with this suggestion, if he knew that guests would see his mess, he would probably make sure it was put away before they came again. And the next time he puts things where they belong, make a big deal about it and let him know how much you appreciate his help in keeping the house tidy.

  “My husband leaves his clothes on the floor next to the laundry basket!”

  —Anonymous wife

  Maybe he doesn’t know what the basket’s purpose is. The Solution: Don’t just assume your significant other is going to know what to do with everything in the house. Just give him a friendly reminder that clothes should be placed into the laundry basket. Asking him to place his clothes in the basket once should take care of the problem. If not, just don’t wash the clothes that aren’t in the basket. When he has nothing clean left to wear, inform him that you will only wash the clothes that make their way into the appropriate basket. See? No need to get annoyed—after all, at least your clothes are getting washed.


  The Art of Communication
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  “My husband is always saying ‘You never told me that!’”

  —Melanie R. of Leesburg, VA

  Did you know that sometimes we all say things to other people in our own minds but don’t actually verbalize our thoughts out loud? Some of the blame for believing that others are not listening falls upon ourselves for not actually talking. Maybe you think you heard yourself say to your husband, “My friend Jane is coming for dinner tonight” but you didn’t get any response. Well, did you ask for a response? The Solution: The best way to know that you have been heard, and to escape the annoy­ance with your husband’s lack of communication, is to ask for feedback. Try, “Are you happy about that?” or “Can you help me get ready?” If he didn’t hear what you said, he will most likely ask what you are talking about (because your question didn’t make sense). This is a great time to clarify what you said and feel secure that he is listening.

  Similarly, many wives become exceedingly annoyed when their husbands do not listen to them at all. The Solution: If we want someone to really listen to us, it is essential to make direct contact with that person. This could be eye-to-eye connection or a touch on the arm. I have found that if we are focused on the person who is speaking, we listen better. Another tactic that works is asking him to listen. You could say, “Can I tell you something?” or “Honey, I need to tell you about our plans this afternoon.” Then wait for a reaction. If one doesn’t come, repeat yourself. If you follow these simple suggestions, you’ll be more likely to come away from these difficult communication issues less perturbed and more satisfied.

  
    Oh, Dear: Bonus Annoyances Regarding Communication with Our Husbands

    “My husband never admits that he did anything that I wouldn’t like.”

    —Katie B. from Burlington, VT

    “My husband never admits he’s wrong.”

    —M. from New York, NY

    “[I’m annoyed] when my husband gets mad and starts cussing just because something did not go like he wants it to.”

    —Kyra from San Francisco, CA

    “My husband says ‘hold on’ every time I say anything.”

    —M.C. from Frederick, MD

  


  Miscellaneous Annoyances
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  These are additional situations that show either bad behavior or annoying actions on behalf of male significant others. While some are more humorous than others, it is important to remember that how we respond to each annoyance plays a key part in our ability to stave off frustration with the people closest to us.

  “My husband [is] constantly belching and farting.”

  —Anne in Rhode Island

  This actually sounds like a medical problem. The human body isn’t supposed to play a nonstop symphony. The Solution: Ask him to talk to his doctor. Or, supply some anti-gas tablets to see if they work for him.

  “My husband leaves used dental floss on the kitchen counter.”

  —Disgusted wife

  Yuck! This is certainly gross and also a germ issue. The Solution: Ask him to pick it up and put it into the trash, explaining that his germs are being transmitted to the counter where food is prepared. Hopefully this should give him the hint that he needs to take things one step further and throw his floss away.

  “[I’m annoyed] when my husband gets a new roll of toilet paper and sets it on the sink. . . . Actually putting it on the roller is way too difficult! Way too complicated!”

  —Linda E. from Miami Beach, FL

  The Solution: Encourage him to follow through. Praise him the next time he puts the toilet paper roll on the dispenser. He will more likely repeat the action if he knows you notice his efforts. If praise doesn’t seem to do the trick, just remember that sometimes we just have to follow some people and complete what they don’t do for themselves.

  “I could scream when my husband cleans out the car and piles everything on the kitchen table I have just cleaned.”

  —Beatrice P. of San Juan, Puerto Rico

  I would say he probably is grateful to you for clearing off a place on the table for him to put the junk. The Solution: Before you even start to get annoyed, ask him to take all the things from the car to a desig­nated spot. Giving him good directions will clear up this problem, and your desire to scream, quickly.

  “My husband of twenty years still doesn’t know what to buy for me.”

  —Robin M. of New York City

  Here’s my humble suggestion: Understand that, after twenty years of failed present-giving attempts, he will never know what to buy for you so it will be up to you to tell him. I promise he will find great relief when you do—and you’ll actually get something you want. See? Everyone wins with this point.

  “My husband does not help me clean the house.”

  —Many, many wives

  Though it’s true that women would love to have their men auto­matically start dusting, mopping, and cleaning the bathrooms, it most likely won’t happen if there isn’t a “what’s in it for me?” reward. The Solution: Think of a good reason—maybe a “prize” to be won—why he would be more than willing to pitch in and help clean the house. Most of the time, just a heartfelt “thank you” and the recognition of a job well done will be enough for him. However, if you don’t think that will be incentive enough, you can think of what would entice coopera­tion from him on your own.

  “[It’s frustrating] when husbands/boyfriends go to the grocery store for their wives/girlfriends and then have to call to find out what it is they need.”

  —Various wives and girlfriends

  Don’t fret, ladies. He is only calling because he wants to please you—so there is no need to get annoyed with this thoughtful gesture. He is trying to avoid your annoyed or angry response if he comes home with the wrong orange juice or cheese or cookies. Even in my house, with a detailed list in hand, calling from the grocery store occurs.

  “[I become very annoyed] when husbands think they are perfect and believe that we women are always wrong.”

  —Disgruntled wives

  First, don’t take it personally. In my experience, I’ve actually come to believe that husbands are intimidated by their wives, and their “I am perfect” response is a defense to feeling incredibly inferior. And let’s face it: They are right. We can be intimidating. So just smile and nod and know that you still have the upper hand.

  “[I tire of] listening to my husband’s stories over and over.”

  —One annoyed wife

  Yes, listening to the same story for years and years can be both ­boring and annoying. The Solution: A gentle reminder that you know the story will help him remember that he has already shared it. If he is telling an old story to new people, join in and be as enthusiastic as he is with it. Make it fun and perhaps you’ll find something new about his latest version that you never knew before.


  Wives and Girlfriends

  [image: images]

  Don’t be confused: Men also find annoying behavior in their wives and girlfriends. Though most of the men I spoke to did not necessarily place their complaints about their significant others in set “domestic” categories, they did voice frustrations about the actions (or inactions) their wives and girlfriends take.

  “My wife tries to keep me busy, but I am retired and do not want to do anything.”

  —Retired husband

  Retirement is certainly a transition for everyone in the household, not just for the retiree. Studies have shown that active retirees live longer and healthier than those who prefer to do nothing special. Your wife is just trying to keep you around longer. The Solution: Maybe you can actively seek out something that excites you to help keep you busy. That way, your wife will be happy to see you active and you’ll be doing something you thoroughly enjoy. Take the proactive approach and your frustration will fly the coop.

  “[I’m annoyed by] my girlfriend who refuses to promptly put things back where she got them from. Anything from leaving the milk on the counter to the phone book left open on the table. Arrrghhh!”

  —Paul Miller of Pennsylvania

  It sounds like she has a lot on her mind and forgets to follow through. The Solution: Provide her with gentle reminders that will help her remember. Perhaps she never grew up in an environment where cleaning up after oneself was important. You could also share how much it bothers you and why. If we know we are bothering someone we care about, we tend to try to make our behavior more acceptable.

  “My wife gives my clothes to Goodwill without telling me.”

  —Bill P. of Maine

  A good solution to this problem would be to pick out what needs to be given away together so you can have some control and she can tell you why she thinks something should go. Ask her to tell you before she makes a run to Goodwill. If you become part of the donation process, not only will your wife be happy to share the responsibility but you will not lose precious possessions.

  “My wife has gotten really, really fat.”

  —Anonymous frustrated husband

  Listen to this: Experts say that there is always a reason why someone gains weight after marriage. To help your wife tackle any weight issues, you first need to find out the reason behind the weight gain. The best approach is to participate with her in making positive changes to her lifestyle. Most men who complain about their wives usually have gained some weight themselves. Make it a healthy change rather than accusing her of “letting herself go.” Whatever you do, try not to become annoyed with this (for the better of both of you). I would venture to say that she is just as disturbed by the weight gain as you are but is also too embar­rassed to discuss it.

  “My wife hides the remote for the TV.”

  —Mark Miller of Mississippi

  There is a reason why she hides the remote. Could it be that you play with it too much while she is trying to watch something? The Solution: Instead of becoming annoyed, the proper response to the missing remote would be to ask her why she hid the remote and then what would prompt her to find it and give it back to you? This situa­tion calls for compromise and a little understanding on both sides.

  “My wife makes a big deal out of all of our anniversaries.”

  —Husbands around the country

  Well, guys, anniversaries celebrate happy occasions and she is hoping that they mean the same to you. She makes a big deal of them because they are important milestones in your relationship. Suggestion: Start making a big deal out of them too—just for one year—and you will see why it is worth your effort.

  “My wife never fills up the gasoline tank in the car.”

  —Husbands who like to drive

  There are many women who separate chores into “his” and “hers” in their mind. If she is the one who always fixes dinner or cleans the house or takes care of the grocery shopping, then she has determined hers. Yet, that doesn’t mean she should just assume that you know your duty in the household. The Solution: Ask her if she would like for you to fill the gas tank in the car as one of your chores. If she says yes, then you have your reason why she doesn’t fill it promptly as you do. If she says no, tell her that you would like for her to take care of it occasion­ally, and then give her gentle reminders.

  “My wife is always wearing my clothes.”

  —Corby C.

  Many women are quite comfortable in the styles that their men wear and, if you are bigger than she, the loose fit that men’s clothing offers. She doesn’t want to purchase her own because yours is readily accessible. The Solution: Why not designate a shirt or two as hers to wear? Or, if you really feel frustrated with this, just tell her that you like your clothes and that you’d prefer if she bought some comfortable clothes for herself. It’s not reasonable to become annoyed with this behavior if you haven’t told her how you feel.
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