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For Kit Clementine and all the other swell girls
who still believe in Santa Claus.

 

Peek inside …
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Swell Holiday



Introduction
Stockings Full Of Miracles


This is the time of year when a Swell girl really turns on the twinkle. Flirting at office parties, making spirits bright, having sexy punch-bowl moments, jingling all the way speed-shopping for toys, dashing through the snow, skating on thin ice, baking, burning, wrapping and tipping and shipping and forgetting and spazzing out like a freak racing around the house with a turkey baster!

Ho-ho-hold on there. ‘Tis the season to be jolly. It’s too easy to let the festivities spiral into a blizzard of stresstivities. Where the heck are my elves? This is a season when the buzzwords are JOY and HAPPY and MERRY. It is possible to snowplow through the lists with reindeer swiftness and maintain mental peace on earth; to make things seem homespun and keep your sparkle. For that, however you’ll need some holiday magic! Like knowing how to come up with “thoughtful” last-minute gifts, or pomp up a pair of plain pumps for the office party. Open up the holiday decorating spectrum—from red-and-green to an all-white Winter Wonderland. And maybe a few easy noncheesy craft ideas that don’t end up with you in a tangle of pine needles and chicken wire, explaining how it was supposed to be a “swag” for the mantel.

To get into the Swell holiday spirit, follow our Three Wise Moves: Tweak the traditions. Work your own miracles. Put some thought into it, but don’t overthink.

Hang Mom’s popcorn balls from your own pink Christmas tree. Invent “olive-branch martinis” to wash down the latkes for your annual Hanukah fest. Whatever it takes to keep from wrapping yourself too tight. Run out of ribbon? Tie the scraps end to end, creating a “kite ribbon.” It’ll fly if you remind yourself that on the holidays everything looks better when it looks homemade.

The eight chapters in this book show how to preserve the kidlike fun, wonderment and mystery of the holidays—midnight sledding party!—and keep the season from getting too commercial. After all, it’s the end of the year, and a Swell’s gotta try for that It’s a Wonderful Life happy ending. Why wait for an angel to come to the rescue? String Happy Lights on the wall, and remember that a Swell girl is an unrepentant holiday tart. She celebrates everything she can think of—it really doesn’t matter what. It’s all just an occasion to make mirth, spread merriment, show good will toward men—and wear Santa’s parka with nothing underneath.



Chapter 1
Gifts

A Partridge in a Pear Tree?

THE MOST MEMORABLE GIFTS ARE OFTEN THE LEAST PRACTICAL
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’Tis better to give than to receive—except when you spend most of November and December spinning out of control in department stores because you have to get gifts for your brother-in-law’s second cousins.The trick is to have as much fun dreaming up, collecting, and wrapping prezzies as the getters have ripping ’em open.

But how?

By mixing up the store-bought and the homemade, extravagant indulgences and little mementos, gifts planned months in advance and last-minute miracles. By throwing in a few surprises: something to get a laugh, or a token sappy enough it should be wrapped with a box of Kleenex. Just so long as it doesn’t feel generic. Add something personal—even to a gift certificate. There are many ways to make a gift memorable without splurges of time or money.

Just please don’t be too practical! Did the Three Wise Men bring Mary and Joseph a stroller?



HOMEMADE GIFTS

If You Don’t Like it, You Can’t Return It

Far be it for us to diss the great American consumer spirit. But there can come a soul-deadening moment when you look at all the sweater boxes and pine for a holiday that feels—how should we say?—a little less commercial. Put some Laura Ingalls Wilder back into the gift giving. Imagine your cabin is miles from any mall or general store, weeks from the next Pony Express delivery, but you want to come up with something great for Ma and Pa…. Going old-school doesn’t have to mean making lace tussie-mussies, nutshell dainties, and other dust-collectors for the whatnot that require the kind of time and sewing skills you only have when you spend long winters in a cabin on the prairie.

A Swell can fill her stockings with quick and quirky homemade treasures without a glue gun or even any craft skills to speak of, because she is supercrafty.

Cover a Carol

Sign yourself up for your very own, very independent, record label, and record your Top Ten Holiday Hits. All you need is your trusty tape recorder and a holiday songbook. Press Record-a-Carol. When you’re ready to take your act big-time, find one of those recording booths where you can make your own CD or hit the big city and set up a recording session. Lots of studios will rent time to amateurs. Bring friends for backup. Stay up late struggling over the playlist to find the right balance of sentimental ballads, carols, and funk: an a cappella rendition of “Silent Night” that will make your mother cry; your harmonica solo of “Good King Wenceslas” a cover of Adam Sandler’s “Chanukah Song”; “Joy to the World,” Three Dog Night’s “Jeremiah was a bullfrog” version.
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Holiday Song Book

If your voice makes dogs whimper, and your talents lie more in the mute hobby of fireside scrapbooking, scour the sheet-music store for your family’s favorite holiday tunes. Slice them out and mount them in an album. Dress up the cover with a sentimental family photo, or just a title: “Joy to the World and other Cooper Family Classics.” And a picture of a bullfrog.

Every-Occasion Stationery Collection

Keep an eye out for a pretty box. Could be fancy, a hand-painted Venetian wooden box from the antiques store, or a cool Lucite one from a tag sale. Even a candy box that seemed too good to throw away. Label the top “Sweet Note-things.”

Make your box an “every-occasion secretary” by filling it with cards of all kinds. Pick them up in souvenir shops, museums, the botanical gardens—whenever one catches your eye. The more diverse the better. Elegant florals and arty postcards, vintage thank-you notes. Blank cards “monogrammed” with the giftee’s initials on top, whipped out with a glitter pen and alphabet stencil. An envelope of stickers? Sure, that iridescent unicorn could go on a letter to your niece!

Book on Tape

Only you do the reading.

A spy thriller, a Penguin Classic, the Guinness Book of World Records. Make it through a whole novel and this present is as extravagant an expense of time as making a quilt! The only difference: You can’t duplicate a quilt and give it to everyone on your list. Done! Book a spa day!

Work on your gift of words in the tub, in bed when you can’t sleep. If a whole book is too much of a commitment, how about Cliffs Notes on tape, or a short story, a collection of poems, a compendium of priest and rabbi jokes. Particularly sweet for someone who—we’re not naming names, Nana—is always complaining they never get to hear your voice. Add value by hamming it up with bad accents, maniacal laughter, deep sighs, maybe even footnotes.

Heirloom Recipe Box

Copy one of your family’s heirloom recipes onto an index card and put it in an envelope. That’s it? Well, you could …

Compile the whole family treasury on index cards in a regular recipe file box, alphabetized from Uncle Al’s bread pudding to your sister-in-law Wendy’s wings.

For the four-star version, write the recipe for Grandpa’s cheesecake on one side of the card and on the other side adhere a photo of the celebrity chef looking glamorous back in his svelte heyday. You might want to laminate, so as not to stain his fedora with strawberry topping.
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Hollywood version: Earlier in the year, make a time when you and Aunt Sheila get together and videotape her making her famous babka. It’ll be an archival keepsake if you can get her to talk about how she learned the recipe back in the old country. Keep the camera trained on her hands so you can see how much “just a handful” of flour really is.

Inspiration Journal

Customize a plain date book or blank diary with your own daily affirmations, inspiring quotes, country music trivia facts, popular French phrases, or vocabulary words of the week. Like apocryphal: Look it up!

Photo Ops

Break out of the silver-framed motif for a moment. When it comes to sentimentos, think of holiday swag: Not the laurel and pine variety, but the promotional merch for corporate America, like baseball hats, key rings and mugs, the kind you find advertised in the back of in-flight magazines. A corporate family watch with your family logo! Your own family merch can be created at pretty much any big photo developer. Order a calendar full of family snaps—you jumping moguls for January, your perma-tan sister shacking out by the pool as the calendar girl for August. If Dad’s obsessed with coffee, make him a basket brimming with espresso chocolates, biscotti for dipping, a bag of beans, and the centerpiece—a collection of six “Your Family Name Here” collectible coffee mugs. Each emblazoned with an image of a different family member’s photo. So Dad can switch from daughter Debra to dog Rollo, depending on who might cheer him up before his first sip of java in the morning.
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