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I want you to picture a scenario.  

Okay.  

It's a scenario that I think basically every single language learner dreads.  

Oh, I think I know where this is going.  

You are walking down the street, maybe you're grabbing a coffee, just minding your 
own business, and suddenly you lock eyes with someone.  

The unexpected encounter.  

Exactly.  

It's an old colleague or maybe someone you went to university with like five years 
ago.  
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High stakes situation right there.  

Very high stakes.  

Yeah.  

Your heart rate spikes.  

You panic.  

You walk over and your brain is just scrambling for words.  

You want to sound cool.  

You know, you want to sound natural.  

But instead you just say, hello, how are you?  

Yes.  

And the energy in the room just completely flatlines.  

It does.  

It really does.  

It's polite.  

Sure.  

But it's stiff.  

It feels like you're reading from a textbook in a classroom.  

It does not feel like real life.  

Well, that's the classic intermediate plateau, isn't it?  

You are communicating information.  

You're greeting the person.  

But you aren't actually building a bridge.  
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You're translating your thoughts directly from your native language rather than 
connecting in the target language.  

And that is exactly what we are fixing today.  

Welcome back to the Deep Dive.  

Glad to be here.  

Today, we are on a mission to take you from just functional to native-like nuance.  

We are looking at mastering C1 social dynamics, specifically for our Spanish-speaking 
listeners who really want to go through that ceiling.  

It's a fascinating topic.  

We aren't just talking about vocabulary lists today.  

We are talking about pragmatics.  

Pragmatics.  

Let's unpack that.  

Right.  

So we're talking about the unwritten social codes, the cultural restraint, and those 
really specific grammar patterns that signal to a native speaker, hey, I understand 
how this game is played.  

Spot on.  

And we should mention right up front, today's deep dive is based on a fantastic 
lesson facilitated by mansioningles.com.  

It's a great resource.  

It really is.  

They've provided us with a grounding text for today.  

It's a dialogue between two characters, Sarah and Tom, meeting at a party, and it is 
just packed with these little gold nuggets of social interaction.  
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It's basically a masterclass in how to be casual, polite, and completely distant all at 
the same time, which is, let's be honest, a very English skill to have.  

It's an art form.  

Okay.  

So let's set the scene.  

Sarah and Tom used to work together.  

They haven't seen each other in ages.  

Sarah spots Tom and walks over.  

Now, if you are a Spanish speaker, your first instinct might be to look for a direct 
translation of a phrase that comments on the amount of time that has passed.  

You want to say something like, "how much time without seeing you".  

Which is very poetic and it makes perfect sense in romance languages.  

But in English, it sounds heavy.  

Yeah, a bit intense.  

It sounds like you are calculating the exact days on a calendar since you last spoke.  

Exactly.  

So Sarah doesn't say that.  

She walks up and says, "hey, long time no see".  

Ah, the classic.  

But pause for a second.  

Long time no see.  

I want to look at this with our grammar microscopes.  

If you actually analyze that phrase, it's a disaster.  
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There's literally no verb.  

It's a complete mess grammatically.  

If you were writing a formal academic essay, this would be marked incorrect 
immediately with a big red pen.  

Definitely.  

But in spoken English, this is what we call an elliptical structure.  

We drop the grammar words, the subjects, the auxiliaries to increase the speed and 
the spontaneity of the greeting.  

It's interesting because it feels almost like a shortcut.  

That's exactly what it is.  

It's a fixed idiomatic chunk.  

It's snappy.  

It has a very specific rhythm.  

Long time, no see.  

Long time, no see.  

Right.  

And that rhythm does a lot of the heavy lifting.  

It signals to the other person, I am relaxed.  

I'm happy to see you.  

And we absolutely do not need to be formal with each other.  

So Tom responds.  

And he doesn't just say, oh, I'm fine.  

He says, Sarah, wow, it's been ages.  
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How have you been keeping?  

Now, this is a really great catch in the text.  

How have you been keeping versus how are you doing?  

Versus just how are you?  

To the untrained ear, I mean, those are all the exact same question.  

They're all just synonyms for hello.  

But they aren't.  

They really aren't.  

And at the C1 level, this is where you live or die socially.  

Okay, let's break that down.  

Well, how are you is often just a ritual.  

It's cold.  

It's practically just a robotic noise you make when you see someone you vaguely 
know.  

Right.  

Like if I ask the cashier of the grocery store, how are you?  

I don't actually want to know how his kidneys are functioning.  

Precisely.  

You'd be horrified if he actually told you.  

But how have you been keeping?  

That is distinctly British.  

How have you been keeping?  
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Yes.  

Adding that word keeping implies a process.  

It suggests maintenance.  

It asks, how have you been maintaining your well-being over this long period of time 
since we last saw each other?  

It feels much warmer, doesn't it?  

It adds a whole layer of warmth and ongoing care that the standard how are you just 
completely lacks.  

It signals that you actually remember them as a person, not just a random contact in 
your phone.  

And what about how are you doing?  

That's your American standard.  

It's casual, friendly, maybe a bit more active because of the word doing.  

But if you really want to sound British and affectionate, how you've been keeping is 
definitely the winner.  

Okay, let's unpack the next part of the dialogue because this is where the grammar 
gets really interesting.  

And honestly, this is where I think a lot of advanced learners trip up.  

Let's hear it.  

So Sarah asked Tom, what have you been up to?  

Ah, yes.  

The absolute power of the continuous tense.  

This is a massive trap for Spanish speakers, isn't it?  

It is a huge trap.  
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See, in many languages, including Spanish, if you want to know about the recent past, 
the immediate instinct is to use a simple perfect tense.  

Essentially, you want to ask, what have you done?  

Or just a very general, how is everything?  

What have you done?  

Yeah, it sounds a bit, I don't know, accusatory.  

It does.  

What have you done sounds like, I'm a police officer and you're a suspect in an 
interrogation room.  

Exactly.  

Because it focuses entirely on the result, the completed action.  

But, English social dynamics are obsessed with the process.  

We want the movie, not the screenshot.  

That's a perfect analogy.  

I love that.  

When we use the present perfect continuous, so, what have you been up to or what 
have you been doing, we are actively asking for a narrative of your recent life.  

We emphasize the duration and the activity.  

We aren't asking for a checklist of completed tasks to evaluate you on.  

We are asking, how have you occupied your time lately?  

It feels much more active.  

What have you done sounds like a job interview, but what have you been up to 
sounds like a genuine invitation to tell a story.  

Exactly.  

http://www.mansioningles.com/


 

La Mansión del Inglés:  www.mansioningles.com        Página 9  
 

And if you answer that question, you should match that tense to show you're on the 
same level.  

I've been working on a new project or I've been traveling.  

It shows you are in the flow of life.  

That leads perfectly into one of my absolute favorite phrases in the English language, 
which Sarah uses next in the mansioningles.com lesson.  

She says, I've been meaning to call you.  

Oh, the guilt phrase.  

The ultimate guilt phrase.  

I use this all the time.  

I've been meaning to email you.  

I've been meaning to clean the garage.  

We all do it.  

It is the ultimate social softener.  

But grammatically, it's actually fascinating.  

How so?  

Well, it's have been plus meaning plus the infinitive.  

It expresses an unfulfilled intention that has existed for a very long time.  

Why is this so much better than just saying, I wanted to call you?  

Because I wanted to call you is just past tense.  

It's over.  

The feeling died.  
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If you tell an old friend I wanted to call you, it strongly implies that you eventually 
decided not to.  

Ouch.  

Yeah, that's not a great message to send.  

No, it's terrible.  

But I've been meaning to call you uses that continuous structure again.  

It tells the listener, hey, the intention started in the past and it is still completely alive 
right now.  

Right.  

I am still actively thinking about calling you, even though obviously I haven't done it 
yet.  

It softens the blow.  

It says, you are still on my mind.  

It's emotional grammar.  

For a Spanish speaker, the natural translation might be something formal like, I had 
the intention to call you.  

Very stiff.  

Way too formal for a party.  

I've been meaning to.  

It is the native way to excuse your own laziness while still sounding like a really good 
friend.  

Well, speaking of friends, let's talk about the vocabulary of relationships in this 
dialogue.  

Because Sarah and Tom are definitely friendly, but are they friends?  

This is a crucial distinction, and the source material really highlights this beautifully.  
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We have to look at how they describe their meeting.  

They use two key phrases here.  

To drift apart, and to run into someone.  

Let's start with drift apart.  

It's such a highly visual phrasal verb.  

Think about two boats on a lake.  

The engines are off.  

The current just slowly, quietly separates them.  

There's no fight.  

There's no dramatic explosion.  

They just drift.  

That's a very specific vibe.  

In Spanish, you might say something like you lost contact or you distanced yourselves, 
but drift implies it was completely passive.  

Right.  

Nobody's fault.  

Exactly.  

It absolves everyone of blame.  

It's very safe.  

And then when they finally meet, Tom says, I'm glad we ran into each other.  

Ran into, not met unexpectedly.  

If you want to reach C1 fluency, you simply have to embrace phrasal verbs.  
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You cannot avoid them.  

You can't say I encountered Mark at the supermarket.  

You sound like you're filing a police report.  

Exactly.  

You ran into him.  

It's dynamic.  

It implies the sudden casual collision of paths.  

But here is the danger zone regarding the actual word friend, because Spanish 
speakers often use the word friend very liberally when speaking English.  

Yes.  

This is a massive cultural watch out.  

In Spanish-speaking cultures, the circle of friends can be quite wide.  

You meet someone, you have a really good conversation, maybe a coffee, boom, you 
are friends.  

Right.  

But in English-speaking cultures, especially in the UK, the word friend is heavily 
guarded.  

It implies a deep proven bond.  

So if I know you from work, and we get along great in the office, but we don't really 
hang out on weekends.  

You are an acquaintance.  

Or a colleague.  

If you introduce someone as my friend after only meeting them twice, an English 
speaker might instinctively recoil just a bit.  
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It comes across as too much.  

It feels too intense way too soon.  

It's all about respecting boundaries.  

Exactly.  

You have to earn the title of friend over time.  

Until then, you respect the social distance.  

Which brings us to arguably the biggest lie in the English language.  

I know exactly what you're going to say.  

Towards the end of the dialogue, Sarah says, we should catch up properly sometime.  

And Tom says, definitely.  

The absolute classic sign-off.  

Are they actually going to catch up?  

Probably not.  

Almost certainly not.  

So why say it?  

Is it just completely fake?  

It's not fake.  

It's a polite social formula.  

It functions exactly like the Spanish phrase about having to meet up one day.  

Everyone involved knows it doesn't mean get your calendar out right now and book a 
table.  

Right.  
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It means I like you enough to pretend we will meet in order to maintain social 
harmony as we walk away.  

It's really interesting because if you don't actually know the code if you take it literally 
you might actually try to schedule a date right then and there.  

And that's exactly where things get incredibly awkward.  

The word properly there implies a deep conversation a sit down coffee or a dinner 
but until a specific time and place is suggested usually by the other person it's just a 
nice warm way to say goodbye.  

It validates the interaction without committing to the future.  

Spot on.  

This touches on the whole concept of privacy too.  

Earlier in the text Sarah asks how is life treating you and Tom says quite well.  

And even when things are supposedly hectic Sarah just says I can't complain.  

I can't complain.  

That is the fundamental mantra of English social interaction right there.  

Why are we so afraid of just saying actually I'm having a really terrible week?  

Because of the concept of burdening in British culture specifically sharing deep 
negativity early in a conversation unless you were very very close friends is seen as 
imposing a burden on that other person.  

You are ruining the nice polite atmosphere.  

You are basically forcing them to perform emotional labor for you without their 
consent.  

Whereas in Spanish culture you might get to the personal heavy stuff much faster.  

Oh much faster.  
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Spanish conversation often values openness and shared emotion as a primary way to 
bond with someone.  

Right.  

But English conversation especially in the early stages values safe ground.  

The weather, travel delays, general work updates.  

You deliberately stay neutral to be polite.  

So when I say fine it doesn't actually mean fine.  

Fine means I am polite enough not to tell you my actual problems right now.  

Precisely.  

And that leads us perfectly into the nuance of intensifiers.  

You mentioned Tom said things were going quite well.  

Quite is a total nightmare word for learners because it completely changes meaning 
depending on where you geographically are.  

It is a linguistic chameleon.  

In British English quite good is very often an understatement.  

It means moderately good or just fairly good.  

If I spend three hours cooking you dinner and you take a bite and say it was quite 
good I might actually be offended.  

It's like giving someone a three out of five stars review.  

Exactly.  

It's just okay.  

But in American English quite good can mean very good or even impressive.  

So the C1 learner really needs to know which code they are mimicking.  
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If you're speaking to a Brit use quite with extreme caution.  

And then there's rather like it's rather late or it's rather cold.  

Rather is a fantastic word.  

It's very sophisticated.  

It suggests a degree that is slightly stronger or maybe unexpected.  

So it's rather cold means it is colder than I expected it to be.  

Yeah, it's a very useful, subtle word for expressing a bit of dissatisfaction without ever 
being outright rude.  

It sounds very polished saying I'm rather tired sounds so much better than just 
complaining I'm exhausted.  

It's the classic British stiff upper lip.  

You use the grammar to distance yourself from the raw emotion.  

Speaking of distancing, let's talk about how to ask for things.  

The indirect question.  

The lesson from mansioningles.com highlights this as a major, major pivot point for 
learners moving up to C1.  

This is huge for politeness.  

If you are a Spanish speaker, you might just directly translate a request.  

You might say, where is the station?  

Right.  

Grammatically, it's perfectly fine, but socially, it's incredibly blunt.  

It almost sounds like a demand, like an interrogation.  

Right.  
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It catches the listener off guard.  

The C1 speaker shifts to something like do you happen to know where the station is?  

Do you happen to know?  

I love that phrasing.  

It implies, hey, it's totally okay if you don't know.  

I really don't want to pressure you.  

Exactly.  

It minimizes the imposition on a stranger.  

But look closely at the grammar change there.  

This is the technical part that's so important.  

Let's hear it.  

In the direct question, it's where is the station.  

The verb comes before the subject.  

But in the indirect question, do you know where the station is, the word order flips 
back to a standard statement form.  

That is a tiny detail that gives you away immediately if you miss it, saying, do you 
know where is the station screams learner, but do you know where the station is 
whispers true mastery.  

It's that exact combination of soft vocabulary like happened to and precise grammar 
that creates that advanced level tone.  

It shows you are in complete control of the language, not the other way around.  

Okay, we have covered a lot of ground today.  

We've drifted apart, we've run into each other, we've mastered the present perfect 
continuous.  
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But I want to really distill this.  

Sure.  

For our Spanish speaking listener who wants to walk out of here today and sound 
undeniably C1, what are the main takeaways from this mansioningles.com lesson?  

If we boil it all down, there are essentially four pillars you need to focus on to shift 
from Spanish brain to English brain in these social situations.  

Let's hit them.  

Pillar one.  

The grammar of duration.  

You have to stop translating the simple perfect tense directly.  

If you are talking about your recent life, embrace the continuous.  

So, what have you been doing?  

Exactly.  

I've been working.  

I've been reading.  

It shows you are involved in the ongoing process of life, not just ticking boxes.  

It simply makes you sound a lot more interesting.  

Love it.  

Pillar two.  

The cultural filter.  

Resist the urge to overshare immediately.  

I know it feels honest and authentic to tell the truth, but in English, you need to start 
with the safe answers.  
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Like, I can't complain.  

Yes, I can't complain.  

Quite well.  

Not bad.  

Wait for the other person to signal that they actually want to go deeper before you 
drop all your emotional baggage on them.  

You have to read the room.  

Got it.  

Read the room.  

Pillar three.  

Phrasal verbs are non-negotiable.  

You cannot sound natural using Latin-based equivalents all the time.  

You don't lose contact.  

You drift apart.  

You don't meet unexpectedly.  

You run into.  

These visual, action-oriented metaphors are the very heartbeat of conversational 
English.  

If you aren't using them, you sound like an academic paper, not a real human being.  

It's the difference between textbook English and street English and the final pillar.  

Intonation and tone.  

This is absolutely crucial for Spanish speakers because Spanish often has a slightly 
flatter, more rapid-fire delivery.  
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English greetings require a rising intonation to sound genuinely friendly.  

Can you demonstrate the difference for us?  

Sure.  

If I say, long time no see with a flat line, I sound bored.  

Or even sarcastic, it has to be.  

Long time no see.  

The pitch goes up.  

Right, up at the end.  

How have you been?  

That bounce, is what signals warmth and friendliness.  

If you are totally flat, you sound rude, even if your actual vocabulary is perfectly 
polite.  

And don't forget the rhythm we talked about earlier.  

Long time no see.  

It's a single chunk.  

Exactly.  

Treat it like a song lyric, not a sentence.  

You are building word by word in your head.  

And I'll add a quick bonus tip from our discussion earlier.  

Know the difference between a friend and an acquaintance.  

Don't scare people off by declaring your undying friendship way too early.  

Absolutely.  
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Respect those cultural bubbles of privacy and you'll find you get invited into them 
eventually.  

This has been such a great unpacking of what actually happens in those first 30 
seconds of a conversation.  

It's so much more complex than just the words on the page.  

It really is.  

It's about signaling your identity, your social awareness, and your respect for the 
other person.  

So here's a final question for you to chew on as you head out into the world today.  

We talked a lot about these polite formulas.  

The we must catch up properly.  

The I can't complain.  

The do you happen to know.  

It does raise a really provocative question.  

It really does.  

Is this English reliance on indirectness and formulas?  

Is it just a way of being fake?  

Is it inherently insincere?  

Or is it actually the ultimate form of respect for someone else's personal space?  

That's the big question.  

Is distance actually a form of kindness?  

That is something to seriously think about the next time you tell someone you are 
fine.  

Thanks.  
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Indeed it is.  

I want to encourage you to go out and try these new icebreakers.  

The next time you run into someone don't freeze up.  

Hit them with a long time no see and just see what happens.  

A huge thank you to mansioningles.com for facilitating the amazing material for this 
deep dive.  

It's truly great stuff for anyone looking to level up their English.  

And keep practicing that rising intonation.  

We'll see you on the next deep dive.  

Bye for now.  
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