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AWKWARDNESS, LIKE PORNOGRAPHY, is hard to define but easy to spot: the cold sweat, the brain freeze, the sensation of having the eyes of the world upon you.

Ask anyone to tell you his ten worst experiences. A great loss or a couple of bouts of sickness or pain may be in the mix, but odds are that seven or eight are simply cringeworthy, horribly awkward moments.

We go through life trying to flee from such situations. But we fail, again and again. We get stuck, don’t know what to do, and end up saying or doing things that make the encounter that much worse.

The problem is we haven’t been educated. No one has systematically studied embarrassing moments and offered remedies that are easy to use.

Until now.

We have personally tested thousands of potential remedies for awkward situations. Most have failed terribly. We’ve been slapped, sued, screamed at, and ostracized. We’ve lost jobs, become estranged from our families, and severely cramped our sex lives. All for you, gentle reader.

But a few have worked. In the following pages, we tell you exactly how to extricate yourself from a wide range of sticky situations: How to greet someone when you’ve forgotten their name. How to dodge responsibility when you clog your in-laws’ toilet. How to ask your handyman if he’s stolen from you. How to dump your workplace paramour. How to return your neighbor’s Weedwhacker after you’ve fried the motor.

So, ubiquitous as awkward situations are, you no longer have an excuse to hide in your home like some clean-shaven Ted Kaczynski. Go out, socialize, work, live, lust, and love. But keep this book handy. Because you never know when events might turn … well … awkward.



introduction:
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 THE TOOLBOX


THE TACTICS IN THIS BOOK work for anyone, from the brain damaged simpleton to the self-indulgent genius. However, all readers will be helped by mastering a few techniques and assembling them into what we call, collectively, “The Toolbox.”


the toolbox
 [image: Image]


LYING

Make lying your friend. You will use lies, big and small, again and again. Practice your lies. Make them believable. The only thing worse than not lying at all is lying unconvincingly.

MODERN TELECOMMUNICATIONS EQUIPMENT

Because the telephone obviates face-to-face confrontation, it will be used heartily throughout this book. But to effectively maximize its power, you should also enlist a range of modern technological enhancements, including an answering machine or voice mail system, caller ID, call forwarding, call waiting, selective line blocking, and the versatile “STAR 69.” Take the time to learn the limits of your particular system. How many messages does it take to fill your voice mail box? What’s the code to make your phone number untraceable? Where are the dead spots in your cell phone service so you can experience convenient disconnections?

A DISTRACTED LOOK

Make it your default expression. A distracted look helps excuse a host of inconsiderate or criminally stupid behaviors. Look in the mirror and practice the look. Pick a thought to help you: Your mom just died. You’re a week behind schedule on a big project. You have a deadly disease. These situations cause exactly the sort of inner turmoil that makes irresponsible actions seem inconsequential.

POVERTY

Money is a nice thing. For our purposes, poverty is better. Or at least the appearance of poverty. By pleading poverty, you can cheap-out services, lay off housekeepers and handymen, skimp on gifts, and cancel plans. For credibility, habitually complain about recent extraordinary expenses: You lost a lawsuit. Your kid needs platelet therapy. Your car fell into a sinkhole. You have to dig out, redesign, and replace the foundation on your house.

SCAPEGOATS

Nothing relieves you of responsibility faster than having someone else to blame: a secretary, an assistant, a wife, a husband. They don’t have to be real; they just have to be at fault. Lay the groundwork early on by complaining about your scapegoat: “I have the worst secretary in the world. I really need to get a new secretary. You wouldn’t happen to know a good secretary, would you?” For more extreme cases, consider concocting an identical twin.

Assemble your toolbox. Keep it organized, clean, and ready. You’re going to need it.
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1 unhappy hour:
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 SURVIVING PARTIES AND OTHER GET-TOGETHERS
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IT IS ONLY FITTING that this book begin with an examination of the party, a premeditated series of bizarre rituals designed to disorient and embarrass the attendees through a barbaric weeding out of social rejects. There are myriad unwritten rules concerning arrivals and departures, greetings and good-byes, gifts, food, conversation, and appearance. Screw up even a little and the other participants will turn on you with withering scorn, crushing your ego and sending painful waves of embarrassment through your shattered psyche.

Only by mastering the following advice can you hope to survive the party. Learn the rules, practice the tricks, and visualize your escapes—now—before your moment of truth late one holiday night, many months from now.


1
arriving overdressed/underdressed
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The average person spends five minutes a day wondering what to wear. When you’re heading to a party, that period expands to five hours. Sometimes invitations offer guidance, but it’s usually vague or misleading. Festive attire says, “There’s a party. Wear clothes.” Dressy casual means, “Dress like a schizophrenic.” Creative black tie is the least helpful of all. Are you going to a Republican fund-raiser or a gay pride parade?

No matter what guidance you get, odds are you’ll shoot high or low. You’ll look either stuffy and arrogant or boorish and grubby. The only question is how to explain yourself.

TACTICS


[image: Image] where you came from


Tell people you came straight from work. If overdressed, you’re a high-powered executive. If underdressed, you’re a creative type: a musician, a sculptor, Richard Branson, etc.
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[image: Image] where you’re going


If people know the truth about where you work, talk instead about your next destination: a pool party, a debutante ball, a scavenger hunt, or the Grammys. If you’re in black tie and others aren’t, excitedly say you’ll be performing some magic tricks later.


[image: Image] medical necessity


Blame your health: “My doctor says I have a sclerotic jugular. He told me if I wear a tie, my blood will be on his hands. Literally.” If dressed too formally try, “My Achilles tendon is so frayed, these heels are the only thing keeping my foot attached to my leg. And this gown is the only thing I own that goes with them.”


[image: Image] make converts


If dressed too casually, call other people “stiffs” and urge them to “loosen up.” Yell, “Come on! It’s a party.” Spill stuff on jackets. Push people into pools. Playfully remove ties and wrap one around your head like a samurai band.


2
arriving without a gift
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As you pull into the driveway of your friend’s house, the balloons tied to the mailbox are the first sign this is something more than an informal get-together. Confirming your fears, every other guest seems to be carrying something: a colorful box, a decorative bag, a bottle. You look like an idiot, a bad friend, and a cheapskate.

TACTICS


[image: Image] the glom-on


Approach a group that has collectively purchased a generous present and ask if you can join them. Chances are they’ll be happy to dilute their outlays. Make sure to sign the card with a big, bold signature and repeatedly mention the gift to your host.

If there are many group gifts to choose from, look for one that matches your own interests and talents. For example, if you’re a big baseball fan, glom on to the ball game tickets. Your host will likely assume you were the originator of the gift rather than the parasitic leech you really are.
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[image: Image] the associated gift


If no group is willing to bail you out, or if the group gift is more than you care to spend, consider the associated gift. This ersatz present seems to connect with a group gift but has the advantage of not needing to be bestowed at the present time. For example, if a few others have chipped in for a tennis racket, write up a note presenting your host with a free tennis lesson. This move imparts your gift with the aura of planning and forethought, even though it contains nothing of the sort.





secret santa

Remember, it’s not Santa, It’s Secret Santa. All you need is to show up with something, anything, and you’re likely to get something decent in return. wrap up some old magazines. Stuff a box with Salada tea bags. Grab a knit cap from the lost and found. Be sure to share in the room’s collective disgust when someone opens your present. Offer up your own hypothesis as to the identity of the bad Santa.




[image: Image] what’s in your pocket?


A nice pen? A pocketknife? A slightly used wallet? A cool key chain? If you’re wearing a new sweater or sweatshirt, remove it, steal a gift box from the present table, and presto: You’re the paragon of thoughtfulness.



potluck dinner

If there’s a decent restaurant or market nearby, you might grab a last minute contribution to a potluck. But what if there isn’t? What if your only resource is a 7-Eleven or a snack machine? The key is to associate your crap with something better. If someone took the time to make stew, encircle the tureen with pieces of bread. Co-opt the string beans by adding a crunchy topping of crumbled Doritos. Stick chunks of Health Bar in the ice cream. If someone asks what you brought, point to the general vicinity of the item you’ve co-opted and modestly say, “It came out better than I thought.”
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