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Whether we care to admit it or not, we’ve all been perpetrators of crimes against good behavior at least once in our lives (okay, maybe twice). You’ve snuck a last-minute candy bar into your preexisting pile of a dozen items at the 12-items-or-less checkout or pretended not to notice that annoying acquaintance from your child’s school when you walked past her on the street … even after she has called your name at the top of her lungs. Perhaps you’ve pulled the “I’ve got another call coming in that I have to take” fakeout when you can’t seem to shake your chatterbox friend from the line, or have hit the gas pedal just a little harder than usual to acquire that primo parking space a few steps from the mall entrance, despite the farther-away car that was waiting for the same spot … and clearly there first.

Hey, nobody’s perfect. Not even the most well-mannered individual can bite his or her tongue all the time. The truth is that common courtesy is not so common after all.

This book likely landed in your hot little hands in one of two ways: you purchased it for yourself as a proactive measure to discover the small things you can do to get ahead in life, both personally and professionally. Or it was presented to you by someone else, friend or foe, who (on some level) believes that you could use a brief refresher on the dos and don’ts of civilized living. (Yes, even if she did call it a “gag gift.”)

In either case, congratulations! Whether you asked for it or it was forced upon you, there’s no shame in wanting to brush up on your behavior. But etiquette isn’t skin deep. It’s not something you switch on in public and kick off with your shoes when you get home at night. Manners are a way of life—a religion of sorts—that need to be ingrained and come naturally in order to be genuine.

With today’s glut of handheld electronics—cell phones, e-readers, iPads, etc.—we are moving further and further away from our polite roots. Today’s youth culture seems unable to communicate in full sentences and thinks emoticons are a standard form of punctuation. Which means that the time to reverse the trend is now. With this book as your guide, you can lead a revolution to prove that chivalry is not dead. If acid-washed jeans can make a comeback, so can common courtesy.

Fifteen Ways to Better Manners

As extensive as this book is—with common rules for basic etiquette at home, in the workplace, on vacation, and just about any other location you might find yourself—there are bound to be exceptional circumstances you’ll face on occasion that aren’t covered here. Even if there is no specific entry for your particular scenario within these pages, here are fifteen ground rules that can help you be the perfect guest/host/employee/spouse/sibling/child/student/what-have-you in just about any situation. As most of them are clichés, they shouldn’t be too hard to remember, either.

	1.	Say “please,” “thank you,” and “you’re welcome.” Okay, so this one is sort of a gimme, as it’s (hopefully) a lesson mom and dad taught you shortly after you began uttering “mama” and “dada.” But these three simple phrases—“please,” “thank you,” “you’re welcome”—are the foundation of polite behavior.

	2.	Think before you speak. If you reflect back on some of the most regrettable things you’ve ever said or done in your life, they probably occurred in the heat of the moment—an angry word exchanged with your spouse that you still wish you hadn’t said, a biting retort to a question that you completely misinterpreted. Never let your emotions control your mouth.

	3.	Patience is a virtue. This rule could also be called “Good things come to those who wait.” Whether in your car or at the store, always wait your turn. Never cut in front of a line or pretend you don’t see that winding line of people, simply because you believe that your transaction will “only take a second.” It’s self-centered and just plain rude. Yes, even if you’re just getting the newspaper in a sea of office drones custom-ordering their favorite caffeinated concoctions. Buy a subscription, buddy.

	4.	Don’t speak out of turn. When you have a point to make, you have the right to expect that the opposing party is going to hear you out completely—without interruption. Never take that right away from someone else by inserting your comments into the middle of his or her train of thought. Even if you’re positive the world isn’t flat.

	5.	Just say no. Politeness doesn’t mean that you always have to be agreeable. It’s about being honest and thinking of other people’s feelings, but never doing something you don’t want to just because someone asks. While the word “no” has an ostensibly negative connotation, there are plenty of ways to make declining an offer a totally positive experience.

	6.	Stay in the positive. There’s always a way to end a conversation on a positive note, even when you’re telling someone no. “No, but I really appreciate the offer” or “I can’t, but thanks for thinking of me” are just two ways to put a positive spin on a rejection. If you’re turning someone down and know that you’ll never accept their invitation in the future (an unwanted suitor, perhaps), don’t drag out the process with “I’m busy that night, but perhaps we could do it another time” if you don’t mean it. It will only mean repeating the exercise until you eventually hurt the person when he finally understands your lack of intention of ever getting together. The same goes for those times when you’re forced to give someone your constructive criticism; always be sure to point out the positives, too (and put those out there first).

	7.	Watch the potty mouth. Few things scream “poor character” more loudly to an outside observer than a vocabulary marked with f-bombs and other four-letter words. Sometimes you can’t help but express yourself with expletives, but “fudge” and “cheese and crackers” in lieu of their R-rated alternatives are bound to offend far fewer people (and make a few others giggle).

	8.	Lend a helping hand. Wherever you are, find a way to be helpful. Whether it’s carrying some presentation materials for your coworker, holding the door open for a stranger, or offering to clean dishes for your dinner host, everyone appreciates a helping hand. And even those who don’t take you up on the offer will remember the sentiment. (Hey, some of us just prefer the way we wash our own dishes.)

	9.	Keep your mouth shut. Yes, you and your BFF are going to gossip about your circle of friends from time to time. And you and your spouse might want to dish about the marital problems your next-door neighbors may or may not be having. But when you’re in mixed company—particularly if there’s even one person you don’t know very well—save your judgments. Being critical of others only makes you look bad, so don’t speak ill of others. Even if they totally deserve it.

	10.	Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Before you take any action against another person—whether it’s declining an invitation or responding to an upsetting e-mail—play out in your head the scenario of what might likely happen as a result of your response. Think of how you would feel if you were being told the same thing and, if there’s a chance of offense or misinterpretation, tweak your response accordingly.

	11.	Follow the rules. If a sign tells you to turn your cell phone off, do it. If someone asks that you take your shoes off upon entering their home, abide by the house rules. Good manners come from honoring a request, not questioning why it was made in the first place.

	12.	Teach your children well. Good manners are contagious and easy to spread to those around you—especially your children. Reinforcing the importance of good manners from the time a child begins to speak will ensure that politeness is one trait that your offspring will pass on to their own kids. If only there were a gene for that!

	13.	Give people the benefit of the doubt. We all make mistakes. And we all deserve to be forgiven for a momentary lapse in judgment or good manners. So give people the benefit of the doubt and be quick to forgive. Until it happens a second time.

	14.	Be full of compliments. But only if you mean them. Using the same tired line again and again will land you in trouble when you’ve already told every woman in the office how nicely her lipstick complements her eyes.

	15.	Get to know the words “I’m sorry.” Apologizing doesn’t make you look weak—it makes you seem human. We all make mistakes. Be honest enough to admit when you’ve made one. Even if it seems like you’re apologizing for something once a day. And if you do find yourself apologizing for the same thing again and again, find a way to stop the offending action. There’s a limit to how many times a person will accept an apology for the same infraction.





CHAPTER 1

At Home
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Ahhh, home. The one place where you can truly be yourself—where you can lounge around in pajamas all day, turn a bowl of ice cream into three square meals, and use your treadmill as an ersatz hamper if you feel so inclined.

All that may be true, but good manners start at home—yes, even when no one is watching. If you’re serious about living a well-mannered life, it needs to become a natural reflex, not a put-on social grace you turn on and off when the mood strikes you.

Home may be your sanctuary, but there are plenty of ways your patience can be tried under your very own roof. From nosy neighbors to noisy pets, if charity begins at home, then so does etiquette.

Welcome Home!

Whether it’s a grand old Victorian or a 123-square-foot studio apartment, moving into a new place of residence (new to you, at least) is an exciting prospect, and a cause worth celebrating with friends and family. Do it with a housewarming party.

> It doesn’t matter if you choose to host your own party or you have a friend who wants to do it for you, never forget the purpose of the fete: to welcome guests into your new home. While a 100-car garage may be part of the home’s amenities, this is not the time to boast about how your classic car collection is rivaled only by Jay Leno’s (the time to do that is when Leno invites you onto his show). Nor is it an opportunity to ask your friends and family to gift you with all the kitchen gadgets you can’t afford to buy yourself. It’s not okay to host a party for fifty if you don’t have the plates and forks with which to serve them. If you’re living in a work in progress, wait until the masterpiece is complete.


You can call it a “painting party” if you want, but events where guests are expected to get their hands (and feet) dirty need to be spelled out in advance. So be up-front about it from the get-go. No one wants to be lured into free manual labor on the promise of pizza and beer. Well, some people do; let them be the ones to help you.



> If you’re the guest instead of the host, you should never arrive at a housewarming party empty-handed. The nice thing about this type of event is that a new home is somewhat of a blank slate, so there is a plethora of affordable, totally appropriate gifts from which to choose. A bottle of wine, a fancy candle, a dozen tulips, a gift certificate to a home improvement store, or a set of cookie trays with a few of your favorite recipes are all great ways to make someone feel at home in his or her new pad. Just be careful not to infuse too much of your personal style into a decorative gift. A six-foot, neon-green vase may work with your interior-decor, but it won’t meld as well with the homeowner’s penchant for French country-style roosters.

> By the same token, a gift of a home-cooked dish to share with your host and your fellow guests may seem like a thoughtful idea (and it is, truly), but it’s always best to check with your host ahead of time when it comes to adding something to the menu. Your kids may consider your gumbo world-class, but your host may not want to give your spicy, down-home treat a place at the table. Especially when her menu calls for sushi.

Like a Good Neighbor

Unless you reside on your very own private island (in which case you’ve really got no one to impress but yourself), you’re going to have to deal with neighbors. Good ones, bad ones, nosy ones, noisy ones—neighbors come in every shape, size, and degree of tolerability. The best way to get along with those folks who share a property line is to heed the old adage “Treat others as you would like to be treated.” Strike the right balance of friendliness and privacy and a neighborhood can be a wonderful thing.

> Whether it’s with an enthusiastic “Hello!” or a friendly wave in their direction, always acknowledge your neighbors when you see them—even if you always seem to be coming and going at the same time. There’s no need to have a full-on conversation every time you see each other, but a without-fail greeting is enough to keep you on their good side. And score you an invite to this year’s block party.

> If you’re new to a neighborhood, introduce yourself to everyone you meet and ask the other person’s name so that you can greet them with it in the future. “Top of the morning, Ted!” Nothing makes someone feel more important than being remembered. If, on the other hand, you’re the neighborhood veteran, deem yourself the community welcome wagon. When someone new moves into the ’hood, make like a Norman Rockwell painting and welcome them to the area. Embrace your insider status: stop by, introduce yourself, and offer up some suggestions on where to get the best pint of Guinness or the freshest kumquats.

> Get to know your neighbors when you can—find out who they are, what they do, who they reside with, etc. It’s great to be able to call the people who live around you “friends.” And even greater when you can call on them to water your plants—or your cat—if you’re going to be out of town for a few days.

> If you like your community cohorts enough—and feel so inclined—host a casual get-together of local folks on occasion. It could be a simple, happy-hour kind of event—everyone brings a bottle of wine and you provide the cheese and crackers—or a summer afternoon cookout with all the kids in tow. A happy hood turns your domestic domicile into the haven you’ve always dreamed it could be.

Thin Walls

If your living situation calls for any sort of shared wall—be it an apartment, condo, or townhouse—you’re going to get an inside peek (or listen) into what really goes on in your neighbors’ homes on occasion. Whether they know it or not.

> The golden rule of shared-wall living is to be conscious—and cautious—of how much noise you are generating. Any noise-making devices—televisions, stereos, pets, humans—should be set at a volume appropriate for your ears only. Your favorite reality show will be just as melodramatic at a nondeafening sound level.


But never forget that it’s not just the walls through which sound travels,—it’s the floors and ceilings, too. If you have a dog who loves to run the length of the house on a loop or kids who are practicing to be in the WWE, do what you can to relegate that roughhousing to a specific, more soundproofed area (say, that one couch with the seriously fluffy cushions) or—better yet—outside.



> Like the ’80s song told us: voices carry. Sometimes louder than you think. You wouldn’t stage a disagreement with your spouse on the front lawn as your own version of community theater, so keep your voices down and your wits about you at all times, even in the heat of battle. The same thing goes for moments of intimacy. Think of your neighbors as friends in the next room—make love and war accordingly.

> One of the great pleasures of having a place to call your own is to show it off. Parties can be a lot of fun for you, but a nightmare for your neighbors if the noise level gets out of control and lasts all night. The best way to deal with the problem: invite your neighbors! It will make them less likely to call the cops when that one inebriated party guest mistakes your front lawn for the restroom.

Apartment Dwelling

It’s easy to get swept up in the excitement of apartment hunting, but if you think about the practicalities of living in a space before you sign on the dotted line, you can save yourself a lot of headaches (literal and figurative) in the future. If there’s a nightclub outside your window, decide now whether you want to become the person who screams “Keep it down out there!” at 4 A.M. each morning when the revelry spills outside. (And what well-mannered person would do that? A sleep-deprived one, maybe.)

> One of the most awkward parts of apartment living is dealing with conflict. Disagreements are a part of life and can occur with a parent, child, spouse, or complete stranger. The easiest way to squash a conflict is to address it head-on, quickly and with total honesty—and to offer a solution if you have one. If you work from home and your neighbor’s dog barks from 9 to 5, why not offer to play the role of dog-walker once a day? Picking up after a pooch that isn’t yours may not be the ideal way to spend your lunch break, but if it helps to curb the pup’s anxiety—and vocalizing—isn’t that worth it?

> If the thought of engaging in a neighborly tête-à-tête causes you to break out into a full-bodied sweat, contact your landlord instead of penning an anonymous letter (which is never a good idea). It’s part of his job to deal with issues swiftly and discreetly. But don’t be surprised if the neighbor suspects you. (He’s noisy, not dumb.)

> Sometimes the architectural details of a building are as much to blame for excessive noise as those seemingly hard-of-hearing neighbors. There are things that you can do to help the situation once you’ve identified where the noise is coming from (meaning a wall, floor or ceiling). Tapestries and other thick wall hangings may seem a little strange nailed across the ceiling, but if it muffles your upstairs neighbor’s penchant for watching Glee at top volume, so be it. Rugs on the floor will help insulate against noise filtering up from downstairs, as well as muffle whatever sounds you’re making in your own apartment. Bulky furniture can help reduce the noise that travels from your own apartment, too—so now that oversized chair you’ve been eyeing can serve two purposes.


Odors can result from many causes—idle trash cans, overzealous cooking, etc. If you happen to have overcooked something and see (and smell) that the smoke is filling up the hallways, open all the windows and doors you can to move the smell from indoors to out as quickly as possible. If your grandmother’s famous fennel turkey recipe tastes like heaven but smells like hell, save it for your first night as a homeowner.



> Balconies, patios, porches, and backyards are a great apartment amenity, but become less desirable when shared with a neighbor. Make sure to draw an invisible line between your possessions and theirs, and never use something that doesn’t belong to you without asking permission first—even if you’re almost positive they’ve gone away for the weekend.

> If you’re a smoker and want to use shared outdoor space to light up, discuss it with your neighbors first to identify a designated smoking area. People are much less likely to get angry or complain when you’ve asked their permission ahead of time. Ask first, then break out the cigars.

Common Area Common Sense

In any shared-wall living situation, there’s going to be some other shared spaces—typically known as common areas—where it pays to pay extra-special attention to your behavior, lest you be labeled the local lout.

> The number one rule of traversing these common areas is to be mindful of the time and the amount of noise you are making. It’s easy to forget how noise travels when you’re stumbling in from an all-day pub crawl. But keep the recap of the day’s event to yourself until you’ve reached your own apartment (and closed the door behind you).


Parking lots (or, in the case of homeowners, even garages and driveways) are another common area. If you have a car alarm, make sure it’s an alarm of a more intelligent variety, meaning that it activates when someone is actually trying to boost your stereo, not when a wayward leaf finds its way onto your windshield.



> Outdoor space is a luxury, and often a common area in an apartment complex or condo community. If you or your kids are engaging in a personal activity on common ground—riding a bike, hosting a barbecue, etc.—be sure to tidy up after yourself as soon as you are finished. This is particularly important when it comes to walking your four-legged friends around the property (be it canine, feline, rodent, or otherwise). No one likes the kind of surprise that a pampered pet leaves behind—particularly if it ends up on his or her favorite pair of shoes.

Home Ownership Has Its Privileges

Owning your own home: it’s the American Dream, right? Don’t let this dream turn into a nightmare by allowing—or contributing to—domestic delinquency in your neighborhood.

> In 1950s-era sitcoms, the neighborly “pop-in” was a charming diversion from one’s housecleaning and other domestic drudgery. In today’s faster-paced times, when our whereabouts at any time are just a Foursquare post away, that trend is reversing. Stopping by to borrow a cup of sugar is one thing; showing up unannounced with a glass of wine in one hand and a week’s worth of gossip in your mouth is something else completely. You may have a few hours to kill in the evening, but don’t assume others share this luxury. Before you know it, your neighbors will be pulling down their blinds and locking their doors at 5 P.M.—becoming prisoners in their own home so they don’t have to listen to you rattle on about what sort of mischief your neighbors are getting up to.

Curb Appeal

Regardless of what exists behind the front door, a home’s exterior projects a lot about its inhabitants. It’s also the one part of a home that all neighbors and other passersby will see, so you will want to keep it neat and orderly. The only thing that neighbors should see on your lawn is grass and shrubbery. A broken-down car or old fridge is not a sight worth seeing. You don’t want to be the eyesore of the neighborhood—the house the neighborhood kids think is haunted.


You’ve probably gazed at your neighbors’ homes and thought about how you would decorate them differently if you lived there. Take that same judgmental eye to your own home on occasion and imagine how your neighbors might view your abode. Do you have spotlights that run all evening long, one of which shines directly into a neighbor’s bedroom window? Is your bedazzling bright-pink front door the only thing folks in the neighborhood can talk about? Make sure there is no way your outdoor decor can impede on anyone else’s property (or aesthetic values).



> At least once a week, of course, you’ll need to air your garbage—on trash day. Don’t just pile up your batch of garbage bags; maintain a selection of trash cans (with lids) and leave all trash within said cans on the sidewalk no earlier than the evening before they’re scheduled to be picked up. In the morning, once the bags have been carted away, return the trash cans to their designated spot (the side of the house or garage, ideally). And don’t forget that those trash cans need to be cleaned out themselves from time to time, too.

> If you insist on showing your holiday spirit with a 20-foot inflatable Santa Claus, make sure the jolly guy isn’t blocking other people’s views, driveways, etc. Be aware that a garishly decorated home for the holidays is bound to stop traffic—literally. People driving by, especially those with tots in tow, will slow down to gaze and gawk. So shut that winter wonderland down no later than 9 P.M. If you’re likely to forget to flip the power switch, put the entire display on a timer so that you’re not the source of the neighborhood’s collective insomnia.

> Even if you’ve been so busy reading this book that you haven’t had a chance to read a paper or pay a bill in weeks, don’t let them pile up outside your front door. If this is unavoidable because you’re heading out of town for a few days, either ask a neighbor to help keep the outside of your home tidy by retrieving your newspapers and mail or call your delivery services and ask them to put a hold on all deliveries for as long as you are away. This will prevent eyesores and burglaries!

> Everyone appreciates a neighbor who maintains a fantastically landscaped lawn—but not if it means waking up to the sweet, sweet sounds of a lawn mower or leaf blower at the crack of dawn. Save the yard work for the afternoon—at a time when anyone who is sleeping deserves to be woken up anyway. The same goes for construction projects: home improvements may help bolster property values in the neighborhood, but early-morning bulldozers will only leave your neighbors wishing you’d sell the place already so they can get some sleep.

> A sidewalk runs in front of your home, but it’s public property. Treat it that way by making sure it’s clear at all times. When inclement weather strikes, it’s your responsibility to shovel it off. But don’t just stop at the property lines; keep going if you’ve got the time—do your neighbors a small favor and get their walkways cleared. You’ll be thankful when they return the favor next snowfall. Especially if it turns out to be a blizzard.

> If you have elderly or disabled neighbors, take it upon yourself to lend a helping hand—a hand with a shovel in it, that is—and clear their walkways, too. If you have kids, teach them the importance of helping out a neighbor in need and make it a family activity. You’ve found a great teachable moment and can pawn all of the real heavy lifting off on the youngsters.

Man’s Best Friends

You may think your Pekingese’s underbite is adorable, but not everyone appreciates a four-legged family member. Help keep the peace—and the dog catcher away—with a few easy rules when it comes to Fido, Kitty, and any other domesticated creature living under your roof.

> You adopted your pooch for a variety of reasons. Your neighbor did not. Don’t force responsibility for Fido onto your neighbor by letting the dog roam through the neighborhood. First off, this is illegal in most places. Secondly, you have no idea of—or control over—what the little guy is getting up to when he’s out of your sight and property lines. Keep all your pets in your very own backyard. This goes for Kitty, too, and just about any animal that can wander onto—or damage—a neighbor’s property. And don’t ever leave the house without a stockpile of plastic baggies to pick up after your dog. Fido, and all of his bodily functions, are your responsibility, not the property owner whose lawn he favors.


No one wants to visit a home where, upon walking through the door, he or she can tell just how many animals (and of which species) live there. Fur-covered furniture and pet-stained rugs speak more about you and your clandestine affair with squalor than your pet’s housebreaking or shedding habits. Responsible pet ownership means additional housecleaning, especially when you’re expecting guests. There are plenty of products to help you rid your furniture and common areas of any evidence of pets. No one needs to walk in with black jeans and leave with calico ones.



> That little “arf” or “meow” sounds adorable to you, but no one wants to be awakened by the sound of a neighbor’s menagerie of pets barking to get back into the house or clawing their way through a screen door. Pet parenting is much like human parenting: you need to be aware of your little ones’ whereabouts and safety at all times.

> You may be able to carry on an all-bark conversation with your dog, but don’t force your neighbors to listen in on it. One or two barks to let you know that he’s ready to come in is tolerable; anything that stretches into the 30 seconds or more category is infuriating. When in doubt, bring the pup inside.

> When you encounter another pet in your travels, always ask whether he or she is friendly before allowing your pets to interact. This goes for your two-legged pets, too (read: your kids). Teach your kids early and well that it’s not okay to pet a strange animal. If Junior wants to be sure to emerge with both hands and all ten fingers intact, he must always ask the owner if it’s okay first.

Personal Appearance

Maintaining one’s personal appearance doesn’t have to mean being camera-ready at all times—but it does help to be clean, well-groomed, and coifed whenever you leave the house. And it’s essential to be appropriately dressed for whatever the occasion, even if that is a sweatpant-clad visit to the gym.

> While it’s important to keep up with matters of personal cleanliness, good hygiene is not a spectator sport. It’s better that others guess that you brush your teeth regularly from your winning smile than know this from having you floss your teeth in their presence during a dinner party.

> When it comes to alerting someone to an embarrassing oversight in personal appearance—be it a spot on her clothing or the soup du jour’s garnish in her teeth, people seem to fall into one of two camps: those who tell and those who clam up. As embarrassing as it may be to the person with the offending faux pas to have it pointed out (even by a complete stranger), it will be much less upsetting if she knows it’s been caught early on. She could spend a sleepless night recounting all the people she spoke to with that parsley leaf wedged between her front teeth.
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