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Not Your Mummy’s Advice Column


What should I do?


I get it all day long.


I’m pretty sure the woman who swims laps next to me at the Y is peeing in the pool. What should I do?


It started a few years back, when I began the Social Q’s advice column for the Sunday Styles section of the New York Times.


My boyfriend has an identical twin that I’m strangely hotter for than I am for him. What should I do?


Since then, the questions come faster than a drunken starlet behind the wheel of a speeding Maserati.


My dad seems to have mixed up my cell phone number with the number of the woman he’s seeing behind my mother’s back. He sends her sexy texts that are freaking me out. What should I do?


At the outset, I was afraid that Times readers might play it safe, bringing me their old-fashioned etiquette conundrums or mild “Dear Abby” conflicts: When do I use that teeny-tiny fork? What’s the right paper stock for my wedding invitation?


Who cares?


And it turns out, I needn’t have worried.


My sister goes to work looking like a hooker. What should I do?


From the very beginning, readers set a thoroughly modern tone for my Social Q’s column. They write in from all over—people of every age, gender, geography, and social background. And they stride happily to the very edges of our brave new world: where nonstop technology and never-ending pop culture and the once-separate realms of personal and public space have exploded all over each other, pushing us into each other’s faces in ways that Grammy and Gramps could never have imagined.


Accidental sexy text messages from our father … hello?!


These candid questions demand payback, in spades. So my job is to rush in where angels fear to tread, doling out advice that’s tart but tender—and not above the occasional bitch slap. In short, I try to be the best friend you’ve never met.


The walking wounded must be comforted, of course, and grievous wrongdoers must be spanked. But these are complicated times—and we’ve all done a thing (or three) we shouldn’t have—so I’m not shy about pointing out the good qualities in bald-faced liars. (Maybe they’re lying to save our feelings?) And a Goody Two-Shoes reeking of sanctimony has little to look forward to from me but a Krystle Carrington chop across the cheek.


And that’s how Social Q’s was born, starting with the very first question and answer:


Q


My boyfriend assumed I was Jewish when we met on JDate, a website for Jewish singles. I didn’t correct him at the time because I was afraid he’d dump me. Now, months later, I’m afraid he’s going to dump me because I didn’t tell the truth. I really like this guy. What should I do?


—Christiana, New York City


A


Listen up, Golda (L)eir. In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a wee difference between letting an awkward moment pass and masquerading as a Jew for months. Where to next, Gay.com?


I know it can be hard, living as a single in a world full of doubles. But you didn’t just fail to “correct” your beau. You lied, having calculated that he might not like the truth. And that’s a surefire way to sabotage a relationship.


Clear the air as soon as possible: Just sit your guy down and apologize. Explain that you were feeling vulnerable, but don’t let it sound like an excuse—or worse, an attempt to shift the blame to him for making you feel that way. Remember, you’ll be one short step from “freak show” when you finally come clean, and you still have to convince him that your lie was an aberration.


He may be furious, or decide you’re too manipulative to date, but there’s a chance he’ll be flattered by the lengths you went to win him over. And who knows? He may have a whopper to get off his chest too.


P.S. What kind of Jew is named “Christiana”?


Social Q’s: The Book


Here’s the thing: Deep down, we all want to do the right thing. But in this age of texting and tweeting, online dating and “Real Housewives of One Too Many Cities,” things can get complicated—fast. And when they do, or when you can’t even picture what the “right thing” might look like, that’s when you’ve stumbled into Social Q’s territory.


Lucky for you, you’re not alone anymore.


I’ve sifted through years of columns (and thousands of questions I haven’t had space to answer)—hunting for patterns and culling my sagest advice—to help you navigate the horrible range of awkward moments we all suffer through right now: at home, at work, online, and (even more frequently these days) in the crossroads. From hotsy-totsy bosses on Facebook to scorched-earth exes moving in across the hall.


In this book, chapter by chapter, we’ll visit the awkward nooks and crannies of our daily lives, from the moment you wake up (and hopefully, brush your teeth) to your last act of waking consciousness (checking your Match.com mailbox, of course). I’ll give you some tools and techniques for making those sticky situations less so. And in the process, I’ll answer a raft of illustrative Social Q’s from my intrepid readers at the New York Times.


But before we begin, I need to ask a favor …


Starting Principle: Forget Everything You Know!


Well, not everything, just that little thing we learned in third grade about treating everyone the same.


Because that’s crazy talk!


Our country may be founded on the proposition that “all men are created equal,” but that hardly means we’re all the same. Simply put: Handling a stinky boss is just plain different from handling a smelly housekeeper. (I’m sorry, but it is.) And the faster you master the difference, the sweeter-smelling the world will be.


Navigating the Black Forest of awkward moments demands a gimlet-eyed assessment of who we are versus who the other guy is. Angelina Jolie is not the girl next door, and Reese Witherspoon never plays the sexy stripper. Self-knowledge allows them to choose their roles wisely—and figure out how much of their clothing to keep on.


The same goes for the rest of us. If you’re the smartest-gal-in-the-room type, the best response to your awkward problem won’t be the same as for the people pleaser down the hall. Our personalities establish the parameters of our most plausible behavior. Because the Bible was right: Leopards do not change their spots—not without laser surgery anyway.


And who is the other guy, by the way: a microphone-grabbing Kanye West or a poor little Taylor Swift? (Or for the old folks: a booming Barry White or a high-pitched Joni Mitchell, preciggies.) Is your opponent a teeny-tiny Olsen twin, while we tower over her like LeBron James? Or is she the dragon lady CEO, playing against our milquetoast from the mailroom?


Responding to life’s thorniest problems is not a one-size-fits-all proposition. It requires a keen awareness of who we are in relation to other people. Call it contextual IQ. And the more we hone it, the more likely we are to skate over life’s thinnest ice without plunging into freezing water and ruining our makeup.


So armed, Social Q’s will guide us toward our best behavior, helping us navigate the trickiest obstacle courses we can stumble into, and increasing the likelihood of making it through the day in one piece.


Sound good?


Okay, let’s get started. And please don’t forget to turn off your cell phone, pager, and other portable mobile devices.





PART 1
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Getting Ready
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When Good Hygiene Goes Bad


Dog Breath and B O and Snot, Oh My!


Q


My assistant is a train wreck: long, greasy hair pulled back into a ponytail, not a stitch of makeup, and dumpy clothes with food stains down the front. I try to set a good example, but she doesn’t take the hint.


Yesterday was the last straw. She wore open-toed shoes that showed dirty, unkempt feet. I thought I’d be sick! This young woman wants to move into the business world once she finishes her MBA. Shouldn’t I speak with her to help her on her way?


—Alexandra, Chicago


A


Come off it, Boss Lady! You’re not nearly as concerned with Miss Greasy-Haired, Scurfy-Toe’s career advancement as you are grossed out by her, right? (Thought so.) Better to keep quiet for the moment.


We don’t get to weigh in with people just because they disgust us. There has to be some health risk to them or others, or a close, personal relationship to call on. (Or at least, a certainty that we can run faster than they can!)


But never fear, there’s another way to skin this filthy cat: If your assistant considers you a mentor—if she asks for career advice or solicits your opinion—jump right in. Try: “You know, Susie, bad presentation can be a big hindrance to women in the workplace. You may want to keep that in mind.”


Just make sure, before opening your mouth, that it’s your assistant’s interests that are spurring you on, and not your gag reflex.


The world is filled with gorgeousness: blooming roses and verdant meadows, pretty people riding horseback.


But for every pale-pink peony in the world, Social Q’s readers have isolated approximately three thousand instances of repulsive behavior: gassy bosses, lice-ridden schoolkids, and restaurant workers who skip out of the bathroom without so much as a backward glance at the sink, much less giving their hands a thorough scrub.


We’ve had enough!


In the (almost) words of Rodgers and Hammerstein:


Fingers up noses, and dog breath on sisters,


Boyfriends with B O, and pasta in whiskers;


Kiddies who sneeze on us from here to Beijing,


These are a few of our least favorite things!


But when, exactly, can we speak up about bad hygiene, and with whom? Does it take more than a copy of our birth certificate and an offense to one of our five senses? Unfortunately, it does.


Well, how much more? That, my friend, is the question at hand.


Happily, I’ve developed an easy, three-part test to help us know when we’re entitled to set filthy people straight.


No. 1: Is Anyone’s Health at Risk? (And I Don’t Mean, Are You About to Vomit Because You’re So Grossed Out?)


Is the bad hygiene in question threatening anyone’s health, or are you merely disgusted by it? If a person could get sick, give yourself one point. If not, score it a zero. (Don’t worry, this test doesn’t require a score of 100 percent to speak up. There may be other reasons to weigh in—since I know you’re dying to.)


For instance:


My very nice boss often comes out to my cubicle to chat. He proceeds to cough and sneeze on me and my things without covering his mouth or using a handkerchief. I’m starting to feel like I work in a petri dish. Can I speak up?


Please pass the Purell!


See a health risk here? I can. I feel like I’m coming down with something, and I haven’t even met this boss. So give yourself 1 point out of a possible perfect score of 3.


Here’s another:


My best friend’s cat has the run of her house. She lets it walk all over her kitchen counters and stove. It even jumps onto the table during meals. My friend thinks this is cute; I’m appalled. Cats are in and out of their litter boxes all day long and lick themselves to distraction. Don’t I have a right to meals that are prepared and eaten in a more hygienic environment?


Survey says, Holy Hair Ball!


No question, cats on the dinner table are disgusting, but there’s probably not much chance of becoming sick from your furry dinner companion—even though a single strand of cat hair in my Caesar salad would push me right over the edge. So let’s score this one a (grudging) zero: no health risk.


And one more for good measure:


My brand-new boyfriend, who looks a little like Jared Leto, constantly borrows my laptop. He snacks on sticky foods, then licks his fingers—which he puts all over my keyboard. Isn’t this unhealthy?


Probably for the keyboard. But as long as you’re making out with this guy and trading saliva with him directly, there’s probably no increased health risk from indirect contact with his dried-up saliva on your computer. It’s gross, for sure, but score it a zero for health risk. (Sorry. But hearty congratulations on snagging a hottie!)


So, with health risk locked in, let’s move on to the second question.


No. 2: Who’s in Charge Around Here?


You know those bumper stickers: “Some days you’re the fire hydrant; some days you’re the dog,” “Some days you’re the windshield; some days you’re the bug,” “Some days you’re the statue; some days you’re the pigeon”?


You get the point.


We enjoy different levels of power in our different relationships, and sometimes, power shifts within a relationship. Bob the Boss may hold the cards at the office, but not after you take another job across town. Jimmy the Summer Intern works for you, and since he also wants to sleep with you, you pretty much own his ass. Your sister, Sarah, and you stand on relatively equal footing, but the simplest suggestion to your brother, Jack, sends him into a tailspin (especially since his divorce).


With power comes the prerogative to speak, often without suffering terrible consequences. (Not that you should!) And with weakness comes a greater need to ingratiate and please. Figuring out where the power lies in that hygiene debacle will help us decide whether to weigh in.


So who’s got the power: you or your filthy cohort?


Let’s review the preceding scenarios with an eye to identifying the clout. Give yourself another point if you have as much, or more, power than the other guy, and no points if he or she has more power than you.


Sad to say, Sneezy the Boss, who coughs all over us and our desk, has the upper hand here, right? Unless we’ve got some serious dirt on him, he could probably send us packing on a whim. No additional point.


We’re probably on more equal footing with our “best friend,” Carla the Cat Lover, whose pesky feline has just started licking the crumbs from the top of the toaster. Let’s give ourselves a point.


And the same goes for our hot new boyfriend, the Jared Leto look-alike. Notwithstanding the urban legends about gals getting struck by lightning easier than finding a mate, Laptop Linda seems to be doing just fine. She should tread carefully, since it’s a “brand-new” relationship, but I’d still give her (and her sticky laptop) a point.


So, with the health risk and power dynamic of this hygiene fiasco locked down, on to the final question:


No. 3: Risk Assessment 101—Will There Be “Backdraft”?


The third and final question is the most delicate: What are the risks of speaking up? Will the other person welcome our suggestion for more sanitary living? Or hear our statement as unwarranted criticism or attack?


We’re all familiar with the well-known genre of firefighter films, and the moment at which our brave hero—played by Kurt Russell or Denis Leary or any action star of the moment—innocently opens a door inside a burning house and is thrown halfway across the room, explosive flames licking his taut tushie.


It’s called backdraft, and we need to guard against it in these hygiene scenarios every bit as much as Mark Wahlberg does. The last thing we want is our smelly cohort thundering back at us with rage.


Assessing the level of risk is a function of how much goodwill we have stored up with this other person, and even more importantly, how attached he or she is to the filthy habit in question.


Give yourself one last point if you believe you can make your plea for cleaner living without becoming subject to fierce counter-attack—or a bloody nose.


Drumroll, please, for the big finish: If your total score is 2 out of 3 (or better), feel free to air your concern to the dirty bird, trying to be as tactful as possible. But if your score is less than 2 out of 3, file your would-be suggestion under Gross Things I Guess I’ll Keep to Myself.


With Sneezy the Boss, for instance, we may be the only person who can make this point: Stop coughing on us, as if we were merely an extension of you, like some sort of vestigial limb. We’re your assistant, dude, not your spittoon! (But sweeter, of course!)


Sneezy is the boss, though, after all, so we run the risk of alienating him and having to file for unemployment insurance. But the assistant says he’s a nice boss. So, given our legitimate health concern and the reasonableness of the request, I’d assess the risk as relatively low and award us another point, bringing the tally to 2 out of 3.


So let it rip! Try smiling: “Quite a cold you have there, Boss Man! Would you like a box of Kleenex for your office?” That should do the trick. And as an added incentive, underscore the value—to him—of your good health: “I want to stay fit as a fiddle to keep your expense reports up to date!”


Kitty Cat Lover poses a different problem: She’s our best friend, so we probably have loads of goodwill with her, and our request to keep Puss in Boots off the table during mealtime could not be more reasonable. But in my experience, people’s pets are like bona fide members of their family. And asking her to quarantine her cat is like asking your sister to put her toddler in storage. (You remember how that went!)


So, unfair as it may seem, I fear a massive counterinsurgency by asking her to keep the cat at bay: big risk. No more points, I’m afraid, bringing the grand total to a mere 1 out of 3.


I’d keep your lips zipped—and avoid mealtime at the Kitty Castle. Invite your best friend out to dinner instead. Just think of the incremental cost of restaurants as being offset by lower dry-cleaning bills, now that you won’t be covered head to toe in cat hair every time you see her.


Finally, we come to Jared Leto, chomping on chicken wings that are finger-lickin’ good, then surfing the web on our laptop. Not much to fear, right? He’s our boyfriend. What’s more, he’s probably never stopped to think about how gross his habit is, and won’t mind too much when we point it out. Give us another point, for 2 out of 3.


Swing for the fences, girlfriend: “Sweetie, when you lick your fingers and type like that, you’re sort of marinating my keyboard in spit. Do you think you could knock it off?”


Now that you’ve got a few under your belt, consider one last hygiene horror:


Q


I have a cousin who I’m very close with. His breath reeks—not so bad that you notice it from across the room, but bad enough to curl your hair when you’re standing next to him. I think it’s the reason he’s never found a long-term girlfriend. None of his dates seem to go anywhere. Should I talk to him about his breath?


Before you answer, make sure to run through our three-part hygiene test:






	1. Health risk?


	□






	2. Power in the relationship?


	□






	3. Possible backdraft?


	□







Once you’ve worked out your answer, turn the page to look at mine. (No cheating!)


A


Hello, nuclear-strength Altoids!


In most cases, I’d suggest holding your tongue—and your nose. But you’ve distinguished yourself from the garden-variety hygiene hawk. You’re worried about your cousin’s long-term happiness, not fainting from the miserable stench.


Go ahead, make his day. Say, “Cuz, I’ve noticed your breath has taken a turn for the stinky. Maybe you should check in with your dentist about this.”


It may be as simple as brushing more often, but that grosses me out. I prefer to think he has a medical condition that will be rectified with pills and shiny silver implements.


So, how’d you do?


Check the box that fits:


□ Great! □ I’m not sure I agree □ Is it too late for a refund?


It may not work every time, but at least we’ve got a simple rubric for handling those icky hygiene disasters that we run across every day.


Feeling any cleaner?


Me too.


Shall we try one more for good measure?


Q


I work the second shift in an office where cubicles are shared. The fellow who uses my cubicle in the first shift has a luxurious beard. Every night, I come to work and find beard hairs all over my desk and keyboard. I find this incredibly disgusting. Is there a polite way of asking him to clean up after himself?


—Marci


A


How about weaving those molted whiskers into a wreath that you can hang from your shared cubicle wall, with a bit of verse attached:


Your beard is handsome,


And deserves an award.


But on your face,


Not in my keyboard.


Don’t forget to tidy!


And if you’re short on time, feel free to skip the wreath.
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Beauty experiments


Or, Who Died and Made You Estée Lauder?


Q


A woman I know a little, but like a lot, had a boob job. It’s really noticeable, but she’s never mentioned the procedure or asked for my opinion. Should I compliment her on her new look anyway, even though I’m not so sure it was a good idea? It feels awkward to say nothing, but even more awkward to bring it up. What should I do?


—Jackie, Ohio


A


There are two kinds of people in the world, Jackie O(hio). The better kind are the ones who bump into a new set of knockers on the street—or a criminal haircut or even a volcanic zit at the end of a nose—and act as if nothing were amiss.


These are the same folks, by the way, who walk past Britney Spears at Kentucky Fried Chicken without giving her a second glance. I’ve never actually met such a person.


The rest of us telegraph what we see: by gazing at the new rack for a millisecond too long, or looking too studiously away. Don’t even bother. Your pal will sense what’s going on and awkwardness will ensue.


Don’t mention the new boobs either. That might make her feel self-conscious—though she’s the one who opted for Double Ds, right? Go with a general-purpose compliment: “Wow, you’re looking well today.”


Trust me, your pal will know exactly what you mean. And you’ll have left the choice to her. She can engage you in a pointed conversation about the ta-tas, or simply appreciate the compliment (and your tact).


And under no circumstances should you criticize an acquaintance’s new look. Who cares what you think? (Nor should you utter the name Pamela Anderson.)


The flip side of good hygiene—that regimen of chores we follow to keep ourselves clean and fragrant, as well as give a semblance of good health—is the “Beauty Experiment”: that purely optional tweak or change we make in our appearance to enhance our allure.


We all do them: from concealing blemishes with flesh-colored goop, to coaxing out the tawny lowlights in our hair. (And that’s just the men!)


There’s nothing wrong with beauty tweaks. Far from it! Whether it’s under the guise of Oprah’s “Live Your Best Life” or the U.S. Army’s “Be All You Can Be,” we Americans are suckers for self-improvement. And what could be more improving than a physical upgrade? It may be what’s on the inside that counts, but it’s the outside that shows.


There’s one teeny problem, though: Like any experiment, whether conducted in a chemistry lab or in front of your bathroom vanity, some beauty experiments fail. Others never should have been undertaken in the first place. And some are so egregious that they constitute crimes under state and federal laws. (Just what is that you’re injecting into your frown lines, Mrs. Robinson?)


Furthermore, ill-conceived or badly executed beauty experiments can subject us to embarrassment and even ridicule. (Don’t make me show you pictures of that spray-on tan debacle.) So what’s a person to do? How do we know whether to proceed with that dye job or nose job or any other job we have in mind—or leave it on the shelf?


If we move forward, and the results are disastrous, what then?


And finally, how should we conduct ourselves when we encounter beauty experiments gone (hideously) wrong out on the street: Should we weigh in or keep our mouths shut?


Welcome to the Beauty Matrix!


Careful study of the annals of higher mathematics—well, my dog-eared sixth-grade math book—has yielded a formula for deciding whether to pluck or pop, chunk-highlight or grow it out. It’s ironic, of course, that the answer to these sensitive questions has been at our disposal from the moment we first needed one. That’s right: since the onset of puberty in middle school.


Here’s an example:


I’m a dark-haired girl who’s wanted to go blond since the first time I laid eyes on Marcia Brady. All my friends tell me I shouldn’t do it, that it’s too big a change. But I have a gut feeling I’d look great. I know it’s just hair; still, I’d hate to look like a freak for half a year while it grows out. What should I do?


—CeeCee, Vermont


In the words of Jan Brady: “Marcia, Marcia, Marcia!”
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