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To Ashley, Cailey, and Sibley: the merriest
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CHAPTER ONE


Once-a-Year Opportunity
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The national media portrays the South, impossibly, as the Mecca of both religion and a good party. For once, the national media is right. But there’s more to it than what we see on TV: the Bush twins stumbling out of Austin bars, the Ten Commandments hauled into a state capitol on a front-end loader. What the media should focus on more is that one special time of year when the divine and debutantes all take center stage in a perfect storm of hot glue and cheese grits: Christmas.





There are certain social needs that can only be met at this special time…





Advertising the family name. This is the only time of year when five bucks and a poinsettia can get the family name in the church bulletin. Atlanta ad agencies have rarely landed such a captive audience.


 


Promoting the family image. From January to Thanksgiving, only real estate agents, attorneys, and hookers can freely distribute photos of themselves. Christmas, however, is open season for the mass mailing of family photos.
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Showing off the house. One of the more bizarre things about life in the South is how a dinner inevitably leads to a tour of the house. This is equally true of antebellum and double-wide homes, each of which have notable features to be highlighted. This is the time of year to show it all off, whether of the garden-district or garden-tub variety.


 


Exercising the silver. While Northerners sing about silver bells, Southerners are rigging their kitchen sinks with baking soda and aluminum foil in experimental attempts to clean the sheer volume of silver necessities. The resulting acrid smell has been compared to that of a home perm, and is often masked with the use of potpourri Crockpots.


The fact that all of this happens only once a year is why a little advance planning takes place. Fortunes of cotton and tobacco weren’t built overnight, and a noteworthy Christmas isn’t planned over Thanksgiving turkey.





January


One last party and home tour. Christmas doesn’t officially end until Epiphany. Bargains, however, end around January 2. Call mortgage company and ask to skip January payment. Invest proceeds in marked-down holiday wrapping goods and ornaments.


February


Only Mardi Gras is as tacky as Christmas. While spraypainting wingtip shoes gold to wear on a Mardi Gras float, get a jump start on spraying holiday goods.


March


In preparation for both wedding and holiday seasons, restock favorite stores with signed calling cards.


April


Last call for rosy-cheeked portrait of family skiing. Consult Women’s Wear Daily to project what will be in style eight months from now.


May


Multitask. While searching the drawers for Teacher Appreciation Week gifts, separate random gifts by price categories. Create separate drawers or baskets for each price tier and stock with appropriately sized gift bags.


June


Reuse extra annual silver-bell ornaments as gifts for the bride and groom. Call jeweler to reserve upcoming bell coordinated with silver pattern.


July


Wedding season is over, so good photographers are looking for work. Schedule sessions for more formal photographs or other original artwork for this year’s Christmas card if ski sweater looked too bulky. Summer vacation pictures from theme parks are also acceptable. Remember to take off fanny pack.


August


Send children to school (boarding if possible) in order to prepare in earnest.


September


Purchase fifth of Maker’s Mark. Drive out to Christmas tree farm and ignore the sign warning that no trees may be tagged or reserved. Give fifth to tree farmer and nail aluminum nameplate into trunk of favorite tree.


October


Lay electrical infrastructure for holiday lawn decoration, then disguise by setting up halfhearted Halloween displays. Most types of grass will recover from buried cables by mid-November.



November


Begin untangling lights, fastening hooks to ornaments, and checking for breakage. All wrapping for nonfamily should be completed. Serve turkey and dressing to family as a test run for holiday china and crystal. Note any cracks or chips. Keep Replacements Unlimited on speed dial.


December


Confirm standing appointments with psychiatrist, florist, and AA.
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CHAPTER TWO


Christmas China and Therapy






[image: image]



New Yorkers pay feng shui consultants to ferret out their fortunes from prosperity corners and to rid their hallways of negative energies. Southerners, meanwhile, keep the heavy symbolism and fortunes in the china cabinet. Christmas china comes off the shelf up to one week prior to Thanksgiving and is stored without spots on the night of Epiphany. No exceptions.


There are two kinds of Christmas china: special and everyday. People from places like New York might call “everyday Christmas china” an oxymoron. We might call people who hang dream catchers in their prosperity corners oxymorons, too.





Anyone claiming to have special Christmas china should be subjected to unannounced raids.





Truly special Christmas china will only be found in one of three places: in the main china hutch, on the table on December 25, or passing through the sink one at a time with acres of plush towels nearby.


Special Christmas china will be marked Spode, Mottahedeh, Royal Crown Derby, Royal Worcester, or Wedgwood. Inspectors should find the china, if stored, with paper towels as buffers to prevent scratching. Yankee mail-order catalogs offer quilted china buffers for this purpose. These items are bulky, often sport mushroom motifs, and aren’t even worthy of covering up the toaster at the beach house.





Everyday china includes literally thousands of potential disasters licensed by everyone from Dansk to Disney.





It’s not that there is any problem with everyday holiday china; the problem lies in the cheesy Christmas scenes that involve nutcrackers, morbidly obese wildlife, and Santa’s visit to Bethlehem. These vignettes are only useful at over-the-top themed Dirty Santa parties where the liquor flows as fast as the catty comments.


Don’t discount the paper patterns with matching paper napkins (not really paper—made, rather, from a blended foam mixture in great selection at Winn Dixie and Publix). These are to be used for family-only leftover dinners or for sending cookies to public school teachers. Some people gently rinse the plates for reuse, but this is not recommended for those with compromised immune systems.





Any woman who has done a Ritz weekend in Atlanta just to find a basic black dress understands wardrobing. Wardrobing of china is a hot trend for new brides and seasoned entertainers alike.




 


A few simple rules apply when wardrobing:




	You must currently own a nonholiday china pattern in bone or white.


	All five pieces of the pattern must be in your inventory: plate, salad, bread, cup and saucer (rim soup is accepted to replace bread plate if necessary; pots de crème are completely unnecessary and worth every dollar).


	As the new national conglomerate banks do not specialize in china loans, tap into home equity for the finest holiday pattern you can afford.


	Make sure your holiday and regular china patterns have the same background. It is not acceptable to purchase a bone holiday pattern to mix with a white pattern. If divorce, remarriage or late-season hurricanes ever create such an ungodly combination, the only respectable solution is to buy white linen napkins and have them monogrammed loudly in bone.




After determining your china combinations, purchase the salad plate or rim soup of the holiday pattern and place atop the dinner plate of your fine china. Example: Royal Crown Derby’s Carlton Gold dinner plate topped with Spode’s Christmas Rose salad. So beautiful, some hostesses prefer not to cover the plates with food and simply to serve cigarettes and liquor.




THE I CHING OF CHRISTMAS CHINA


You don’t need to read tea leaves to tell fortunes; just look at the cup.


Lenox Holiday: You like safety and are likely to build straight from a Southern Living floor plan. You may be either a grandmother bequeathing this to the next generation or the next generation filling in grandmother’s missing pieces. Be careful on eBay.


Lenox Winter Greetings: Bulky birds on china indicate a life of excess. Buying in bulk is one thing; eating and drinking in bulk is another. Stay away from big-bag chips and boxed wine, and remember: Gaudí was an architect; gaudy is a choice.


Spode Christmas Tree: Your mother will forgive you for that rebellious phase when you dropped the h at the end of Sarah, but she will always call you by your double name: Sarah Frances, Sarah Katherine, etc.


Spode Disney Christmas Tree: There is concern that Michael Eisner may have held Spode hostage. The evil behind this pattern will take over your life. First, the china. Next, you invest in the Disney Vacation Club. Turn off Finding Nemo in the den and stop shopping online. Your children need you.


Spode Christmas Rose: You only meant to wardrobe. But the salad plate led to the rim soup and now you have the whole set. While taking this summer’s college tour with the children, look in boutiques for matching accessories.


Johnson Brothers: Sisters favor the Brothers. Usually twins with rhyming names and/or sorority sisters from second- or third-tier sororities (based on the Ole Miss Sorority Scale). Great price point makes it understandable that you bought party quantities. Plus, you got a great interest rate on that credit card.


Fitz and Floyd St. Nicholas: Holiday china should say Merry Christmas, not Married Up. Consider chipping and/or crackling a few pieces to give St. Newmoney a patina, then redeem yourself by upping your pledge to the opera this year.


Gail Pittman Pottery: Hats off to you for branching out and making the holidays more casual. You were the first in the neighborhood to serve balsamic vinegar, and people love your artisan breads. Your watercolor efforts are bound to pay off soon.
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