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This book is dedicated to

MY HUSBAND CHET OBIELESKI,

WHO MAKES MY LIFE BETTER BECAUSE HE IS.
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PART I

Being the Perfect Host
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DON’T WE ALL SECRETLY WISH FOR A CURRIER & IVES–LIKE world where our homes are warm and peaceful and the people in them courteous, compassionate, loving, and happy? Although not often possible, we can, and should, try to give our guests an environment as close to that idyllic vision as possible.

E. B. White said, “I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This makes it hard to plan the day.” If you substitute “my guests” for “the world” you have a good idea of the reality of hosting friends and family for an extended period of time. It is a tough job and a significant investment of time and effort.

If you are looking for the Two-Minute-Guide-to-Good-Hosting, you will not find it here. I just don’t think anything done in that amount of time can be any good. Not cooking, not sex, not hosting. It took God six days to create the world and then there was the needed rest. It may take more than two minutes to prepare your home or plan meals for your guests.

The best times in our lives should be the time we spend with the people we love, but I know it often doesn’t go smoothly. No matter how much we love our friends and family, even the thought of the upcoming invasion can sometimes leave us breathless. That need not be the case. The tips and suggestions included in these chapters will make you prepared, ready, and therefore relaxed and able to truly enjoy your guests, whether they are arriving alone, or with children, grandparents, or pets. So take a deep breath and know you are not alone. These chapters will help ease the anxiety of any upcoming visit whether you are having guests to your home for the first time or the five hundredth.


 

[image: images]

 CHAPTER 1

Creating a Welcoming Home: Preparing the Rooms


“I hate housework! You make the beds, you do the dishes and six months later you have to start all over again.”

—JOAN RIVERS



 

YOUR ROLE—AS THE PERFECT HOST—IS TO MAKE YOUR guests feel welcome, wanted, and at ease from the moment they walk through the door to the very last “goodbye.” How your house looks and feels and how it is organized and set up plays a big part. That doesn’t mean you need to prep your home as though you were hosting The Royals. But you certainly don’t want to have half-empty coffee mugs, piles of papers, and used socks loitering about like desultory teens. As long as your home is relatively presentable, your guests will be more responsive to your calm, smiling face than to a picture-perfect interior, the making of which sapped you of all your enthusiasm.

No matter how far one plans ahead there is always something forgotten or undone at the last minute. But if you at least ensure all the rooms are taken care of well in advance, you have plenty of time to easily handle all the other stuff!

Let’s get started.

The Bedrooms

AFTER A LONG DAY OF DRIVING TO VISIT MY FRIEND AND her family, I rolled my small suitcase into the guest room and what did my tired eyes see? A cozy room in blue and white with big fluffy pillows on the bed and a white bathrobe laid across it, fresh towels folded at the foot, and flowers on the nightstand. I immediately felt the stress of the day’s travel melt away and—more importantly—I felt welcomed.


Be sure the beds have freshly laundered sheets and blankets. No matter if someone slept on the bed just once a few months ago, it is a must. I'll never forget the evening a friend came into the living room dangling a dirty, wadded up sock he had found in the guest bed. I thought that bed was clean! Good thing he was a good friend!

Provide a variety of pillows. I have four pillows on the guest beds, some hard, some soft. Your guest will appreciate having the choice. But stay away from feather pillows as many people have an allergic reaction to them. This may seem like a minor thing, but I can’t sleep on too high a pillow (I know . . . poor baby . . .) as I have a painfully stiff neck in the morning! Age, not beauty, trust me.

Always have an extra blanket or throw at the foot of the bed, no matter the weather. If it is summer, and your guests get chilled because of the air conditioner, they will appreciate its presence. I have learned that some guests are warm when some are always cold, so it is best to err on the side of warmth. Your guests can always take away covers, but they can’t add them without stumbling around looking for one or waking you up in the middle of the night! If you would prefer to keep them in the closet, fine, but make sure they are not so high on a shelf that Grandmother can’t reach them.





VISIT WIZARD TIP If there are more guests than beds, there are alternatives to sleeping bags on the floor (which should be reserved only for people twenty years of age or under). Consider buying an inflatable mattress. They come in different sizes and store quite easily when deflated. The guest who is having a hard time sleeping with their partner, for whatever reason, can use that bed and get a good night’s sleep.






Make a fan available. If you do not have ceiling fans in your guest bedrooms, keep a small table fan in the closet. If your guests are hot at night they can pull that out and place it on a table. If you really want to pamper them equip all your ceiling fans with remote control. You can either purchase them that way or set them up later if they are a type that can be so controlled. There is nothing better than being able to lie in bed and control the fan at the touch of a button.

If you prefer the kind with the hanging cord, make sure it is long enough for ancient Uncle Ralph to reach but short enough not to hit tall cousin Ronald in the head as they climb into bed. Add a decorative pull—either bought or made. See the Resources (page 271) for more ideas.

Put fresh flowers in the room. Either picked from your garden or purchased, it is still the one thing that tells your guests you care, but stay away from flowers that are heavily scented. My sister-in-law came for a long weekend with her husband to one of our homes. I had two large rose bushes on either side of the front door. I kicked myself for not cutting fresh roses for their bedroom but later was glad I did not because the next morning she told me how terribly sensitive she is to roses.

Instead, put a single flower in a small vase and place it in the bathroom or on the nightstand. It makes a good impact with little scent and minimal space consumption.

Make some space for your guests’ clothes and items. Let’s face it: We maximize our use of every closet in our home. But it’s not good enough to simply push over your clothes hanging in the guest closet to open up a few stingy inches. Do you really think your guests will feel welcome if they have to share closet space with your out-of-season clothes or those that you still can’t get into? Even if you have to put “the stuff” in your own closet, or in the basement, or in the backseat of the car, clean out those guest closets before the visit!

Make sure there are more than enough empty hangers in the closet. Invest in wood or plastic. Figure on at least six shirt and six pant hangers per guest for a maximum of twelve hangers per guest. Any more than that means you have permanent guests. If your closet is large, or a walk-in, stash a small ironing board and iron in it.

And if guests are staying longer than a night or two, clear out a few drawers if you don’t have a dedicated dresser in the room, or buy a rolling cart with drawers that you can put in the closet. There are many styles and price ranges available. Check your local home supply store. Again, if you know your guest has no allergies, put a sachet of lightly scented lavender in one of the drawers.

Have a cleared space on the dresser for guests to put their belongings like keys, wallets, purses, medications, and so on. This space is for your guests—not for you to show off your collection of miniature whatevers. If your room looks a bit barren, that’s a good thing.





VISIT WIZARD TIP Have coasters out for use on the wood dresser or end tables. People will leave rings on dressers where they put their wet glasses or where a glass perspires unbeknownst to them. It just happens. You have two options: have only furniture that can withstand that, like treated wood or glass, or consider putting a removable glass top on the piece, cut to fit. They are not as expensive as you might think.






Set up luggage racks. You can find these at kitchen and bath stores. They will make unpacking easier for your guests and save your bedspread from usually dirty luggage. You can set them up in the guest closet if space allows, as often there are some things the guest does not want to unpack but still wants to have accessible. They can move the luggage racks later if they prefer. And if your grandmother can’t lift her luggage, remember to do it for her. If time or cost does not permit luggage racks, be creative. Visit the Resources section (page 271) for some ideas.

If your guests have completely emptied out their suitcases in your empty closet and drawers, let them know where to store their luggage, and it should not be the now-clean closet unless it is truly big enough to accommodate both suitcases and their clothes. If a better storage place for those suitcases is the garage or another room, move them for your guests. Install decorative hooks inside your closet or on the back of the door for bathrobes or wet towels. You know your teenage guests—and some adults—are going to choose the floor, or your furniture, for their wet towels unless given an easy alternative!

Pay attention to lighting. This seems to perplex some. I actually had a friend borrow a table lamp from me to take with him to the house of the person he was visiting! Lighting on a nightstand at each side of the bed is important and should allow for each guest to read in bed should they desire. I put three-way bulbs in my lamps so if a guest wants to read and not disturb the other they can use low light. One woman emailed me this after a weekend visit with friends:


“The house was pleasant and I did think of you and your book more than once. For one thing, no bedside lights anywhere in the house. Not one! We all bitched, moaned and complained that we couldn’t read! (What does this say about us, that reading was first on our list of sadly missed bedroom activities??)”



If you do use three-way bulbs in your bedroom lamps, check them. It irritates the Visit Wizard when the three-ways are—in actuality—one-way.

Night lighting is very important: Put little night-lights in rooms, halls, and bathrooms, as plain or fancy as you like. Remember that guests don’t know the house like you do and the last thing you want is someone taking a fall or fumbling in the dark. I am not a big collector of anything but these are one thing with which I like to have fun. I glue seashells onto the base of night-lights and have some for different times of the year, like the fall and spring. There are some on the market now that are like miniature works of art. I also use battery-operated candles throughout the house for a warm, homey touch.

Make sure there are mirrors. Obviously important, and often overlooked in the guest room. Hang a full-length mirror behind the door or on the wall. They are not very expensive and the little mirror in the bathroom will not do! Also have a mirror, preferably with a table beneath it, either on the wall or on a stand, which can be used by your guest for hair and makeup.

Have a variety of books in the room, from novels and poetry to books of specialty interests, like gardening or travel. Books on the local area are a good choice so your guest can find things to do and places to explore. Humor books are also often welcome—as long as they’re not raunchy, as some people will be offended. One of my favorite things in life is reading in bed at night, so I appreciate having new and interesting books in the room.

Put a small writing pad and pen in the bedroom, either plain or as special as you’d like. Local postcards in the room are a very special gift for guests, who can send them to friends and family back home. In days gone by, retiring to one’s room to write was a usual occurrence. It gave the guest some alone time and the host a usually needed break.

Have a surge protector power strip in each guest bedroom, clearly visible. It is important that guests are able to easily charge and protect their electronic gadgets. Visible surge protectors mean that guests won’t have to pull out furniture trying to find an outlet and will have comfort knowing their devices are protected.

Consider a television. I like televisions in the guest bedrooms. That is just a personal choice, you can go either way, but if a guest just has to get away for a bit, or watch one of their favorite programs that cannot be missed, they are able. However, I take out the television if a child is staying in the room.





VISIT WIZARD TIP Do not have a phone in the room unless you remember to turn the ringer off! No one wants to be awakened by your daughter’s late night phone friend or when trying to enjoy the luxury of a nap in the afternoon.






Provide an alarm clock. Just don’t forget to check that the alarm is off—and don’t have a clock that ticks loudly, if at all. I once found a clock I had so lovingly purchased just for the guest room sitting outside it one morning. Well, that’s better than having them bury it under the far end of the mattress. Yes, it did happen. . . .

Don’t forget the little things. One of my friends puts a carafe of water in the guest bedroom in the evening. How elegant. You can buy them with the little glass that fits on top. If you don’t want to do the carafe, make sure there is bottled water. Although not as economical as tap, bottled is great because your guests can recap what they don’t use and it won’t spill or break. Don’t forget the glasses, whether glass or plastic.

And don’t put tap water in a bottled water container (yes, I’ve seen it done). A nice alternative is putting tap water in a plastic pitcher with ice and floating a lemon slice in it. Pretty, economical, and enhances the taste.

Also, make sure to put a box of tissues and a small wastepaper basket in the bedroom—with liner!



The Five-Star Treatment


“I cannot bear un-ironed pillow cases. I iron something literally every single day. It’s sort of pleasantly mindless—which in my case is a huge plus.”

—WASHINGTON, D.C., HOSTESS



EVEN THE VISIT WIZARD DOES NOT IRON SHEETS OR PILLOW cases, but it is so very, very luxurious when it is done. It truly makes one feel as if they are in a five-star hotel. After a trip to a swanky London hotel, my husband and I swore we would get the highest quality sheets and carry on this dying tradition. Right.

Consider this: A bathrobe is a necessary item for guests but it is big and bulky to pack. I have a couple of bathrobes on hand and I let my visiting family members know so they can use them if they would like to. One is special from a resort that the family frequented so that’s nice, but I’m not sure if a casual friend would want to use a guest bathrobe. Use your judgment. I remember traveling to a friend’s for the weekend and did not pack a bathrobe. She had one lying out on the guest bed and it was so welcoming and wonderful. That night I put it on, and three of us girls met in the living room and watched (yes, for the eighth time) that classic movie, Gone with the Wind. What I would have given to outfit the guest rooms at Tara. . . . Here are some five-star ideas:

[image: images]Have a small bowl of fruit or other goodies in the room, like a split of Champagne with glasses and an ice bucket.

[image: images]Line the curtains in your guest room with blackout lining so your guest can sleep in if desired.

[image: images]A “sleep machine” or small CD player with a few soothing, spa-like CDs is a real treat.

[image: images]A nice touch for your guests is providing a mini reading light that attaches to the books.

For those guests you either really treasure or want to impress (like your new mother-in-law—just as an example!), do this: Get a medium-sized, shallow, beautiful basket and line it with bright tissue paper. Fill it with a combination of the following and put on the night-stand or bedroom table:

[image: images]Eye shades or eye pads that you can use hot or cold (easily purchased at any drugstore) and perfect for keeping out morning light if unwelcomed

[image: images]Hotel-like slippers in cellophane

[image: images]New back scrubber for the bath

[image: images]Hand or foot cream

[image: images]Small wrapped treats like candy or mints

[image: images]Wrapped, scented exotic soaps

[image: images]Bath beads or bath milk

[image: images]Bath pillow

For the first night that your guests will be staying, consider putting a little chocolate or mint on their pillow. My mom remembers when her grandchildren put a stuffed animal on her bed so she felt welcome. That is an especially nice touch coming from the children.

Once in a while during the visit slip into your guest’s bedroom, fluff up the pillows and turn down the bed. But do this only if you know them well. You don’t want to be seen as intrusive. If the bed is unmade, clothes are strewn about, and there are rings on the bed side table, refer your guests to the Becoming the Perfect Guest section, page 150!



VISIT WIZARD TIP Place a personal picture that has meaning for your guest in the bedroom. I put an old picture I have of my French friend and her father in the room. She was very touched seeing it.





The Bathrooms


“A guest sees more in an hour than the host in a year.”

—POLISH PROVERB



 

AGENTLEMAN WHO JUST COMPLETED HIS GUEST HOUSE, A stunning Mediterranean structure, complete with wrought iron balconies outside every floor, was justifiably proud of the interior and exterior design. Unfortunately, his first visitors reported the next morning they had no wastebasket in the bathroom . . . and no mirror!

If you have not used your guest bedroom and bathroom for any length of time do it for several days. No, I am not kidding. That is absolutely the best way to determine what is needed. You will be surprised at what you discover is missing!

Bath towels are big and bulky, so leave the majority of them in the linen closet. However, you want your guests to have easy access to several when they first arrive. I have a variety of clever ways to present towels. Although too complex to describe here, visit the Resources section in this book (page 271), and no, it doesn’t have anything to do with turning hand towels into animal shapes . . . although the monkey ones are cute.

And if by chance you are expecting royalty (or those who think they are), put a silk ribbon under each complete set, pull up, and tie with a bow. But just remember that nothing says tacky like towels labeled “King” and “Queen.”

Be careful to leave enough vanity space for your guests to put out their personal items. Less is more when it comes to guest-bathroom decor. If you have little space, consider buying an étagère which can hold supplies, or building or buying a shelf and attaching it to the wall. Under no circumstances make this mistake, conveyed to me by a woman after returning home from an otherwise delightful visit:


“We go to visit these friends of ours quite often. They have a lovely house with two bedrooms for guests upstairs. Between the two rooms is a bath. The bathroom has two sinks but on each side of the sink there is barely room to lay a toothbrush! The sink tops are loaded with stuff. We must use the windowsill or the floor for our stuff or put her stuff on the floor so we can use the sink top. In the bath area there are plenty of towels but after you take a shower there is absolutely no place to hang it!”

Have liquid hand soap, as well as soap in a dish. I suggest you put out a standard soap for daily use and face washing instead of the exotic variety, but leave the soap wrapped or in its little box. That way your guests will know it’s fresh and not used by others. Don’t be too concerned with brands. If your guests can’t do without a certain product, they will most likely bring it. You can’t be expected to stock every soap known to man. A regular guest of mine must have a certain kind of soap, one that I don’t use. I used to stock this soap to make sure she had it. After a few years of doing this I now tell her to bring her own. I know. Some of you are recoiling in horror that I would suggest such a thing, but a host has to draw the line somewhere!

Provide a stand-alone small mirror, preferably one that flips for magnification. Place it on the vanity, if there is room, or under the sink or in the closet if there is not room. Your guests can use it for makeup application, eyebrow plucking, or whatever.

Place a box of tissues either on the vanity or on the toilet tank top. Speaking of toilet tank tops, it doesn’t have to be yucky or cold looking. Decorate it! If things slide off, cut out a nonskid pad (the same color as the tank top) to fit and place it on top. Set a small, decorative room deodorizer spray on it. Put a colorful object d’art on it or a framed poem written by your child. There is really no other use for the darn thing, so be as creative as you like! (Just don’t put towels on it. Not sanitary or visually appealing.)

Clear out the vanity cupboard so your guests can put away their items. Leave it open a crack so they can see it is empty, or better yet, when you show them the bath let them know they are free to use it. Say this in the most encouraging way possible. When the guest bathroom also serves as the main bathroom or powder room for the house this will be more important than ever.

Set out a toothbrush holder. That way your guests don’t have to put their toothbrush on the vanity or in their drinking glass.

Provide a drinking cup. Most people like to have a glass in the bathroom, which is fine as long as no children are using it. For adults I take a rectangular plate or a napkin caddy and put two small nice glasses on it. Kind of like “his” and “hers.” Use little plastic disposable cups for the children.

Put a handful of cotton balls and swabs in a small, pretty bowl of either glass or ceramic, or an apothecary jar made for that purpose.

Present a variety of shampoos and other necessities from which your guests can choose. They do not have to be expensive or salon-like unless you wish, but giving the guest the opportunity to try something new is a treat, and if conditioner was forgotten, well there it is.

Make sure extra toilet paper is readily available—in the bathroom! I still pale remembering one houseguest who called out to his wife from the bathroom to fetch him a roll of toilet paper.

Have a toilet brush in each bathroom in the house, for your convenience and for the convenience of guests. It is worth the expense to buy those plastic ones that come with their own holder complete with disposable heads. These are sanitary and easy for everyone to use. You’ll never go back (and no more rinsing the brush under the bathtub faucet . . .).

Have cleaning supplies below the sink. The basics should be paper towels, glass and counter cleaner, and pop-up disinfectant wipes. The good guest will want to tidy up during the visit.





VISIT WIZARD TIP Speaking of toilets, here’s a great device: the soft-close toilet seat. Thank the creator of good stuff for this one. With the mere touch of your little finger on the lid, it closes oh so slowly and quietly. No more slamming of lids and no excuses for the toilet seat to be left raised—ever.






Ensure there is a waste can with liner in sight. I went to visit for a weekend and there was no waste can in the bathroom. I was too embarrassed to point it out to my host so I snuck into the kitchen one night and grabbed some large trash bags (which were all I could find). The better idea would have been for me to ask, no matter the discomfort, but did I really want to?

And although we are recycling, don’t use those thin grocery store bags as liners, at least for guests. I’m sorry, but they just don’t say you care!

Install decorative hooks in the bathroom for bathrobes and after-shower towels. This will lessen the likelihood that towels will end up in a heap on the bathroom floor or refolded and put back on the rail only to remain in that damp, yucky state.

If the bathroom is large enough, have a hamper for dirty towels. I like those cute ones that have LAUNDRY clearly marked on the liner.

In the bathroom or linen closet make sure you have the following personal items:

[image: images]Toothpaste and wrapped toothbrush

[image: images]Cotton balls

[image: images]Can of shaving cream

[image: images]Tissues

[image: images]Disposable shaving razors

[image: images]Bandages

[image: images]Brush and comb

[image: images]Hair spray

[image: images]Blow dryer

[image: images]Shower cap

[image: images]Personal supplies for women

Extras:

[image: images]Sunscreen

[image: images]Bug repellent

[image: images]Ear plugs

[image: images]Nail polish remover and file

[image: images]Moisturizers

[image: images]Facial products

[image: images]Curling iron and flat iron

[image: images]Bath products



A nice (and tidy) alternative is to have these things in a basket labeled “Guest” in the bathroom or in the closet. That way your guests know they are free and welcome to use these items.

The Powder Room

Preparing the powder room is just as important and is often overlooked. (“Powder room” is an old-fashioned term I adore and is used for a small bathroom on the main floor that is used by everyone but is not a dedicated guest bathroom. In the eighteenth century it was a small room where people would have their wigs repowdered, then in more recent times, where women went to “powder their nose.”)

The powder room can be both special and efficient. Here’s how you can make it unique:

[image: images]Put a bowl of potpourri and a small vase with flowers on the toilet tank top.

[image: images]I put out paper “cloth” hand towels in a pretty napkin caddy on the vanity top by the sink. I just found some with GUEST written on them so I am, of course, ecstatic. They are disposable so guests aren’t using the same towel.

[image: images]You can also buy a disposable cloth towel dispenser that sits on your towel rack; although more costly up front, using disposables does cut back on your laundry and keeps the powder room tidy. However if you choose to use a hand towel, fold it in thirds, then in half, and place it on the vanity by the sink. I happen to use the small finger towels—easier to keep neat and change out.

[image: images]I really like battery powered flickering “flameless” candles. The good ones look very realistic, and there is no threat of fire. There has not been one guest who has not commented on how unique they are, and of course they are much more economical and safer than the real thing. Another good vanity or toilet tank top item!

[image: images]Have a toilet brush in here as well. As mentioned above but worth repeating, the absolute best are the ones which include a disposable head that is snapped on to the wand and disposed of in the lined wastebasket after use—the whole procedure is hands free. Smart.

[image: images]I keep a can of pretty room spray in a scent of the season. No one wants to enter a bathroom that smells of disinfectant spray. And don’t forget a pretty holder for the box of tissues. Buy an inexpensive one and decorate it yourself. Fun, efficient, and it will match your décor perfectly!



VISIT WIZARD TIP A small electronic device or radio playing a sweet melody or piano number in the background is the perfect touch. It can be placed on the floor out of the way or behind a fake potted plant. Yes, I’m serious. Try it.





Small Space Solutions

JUST BECAUSE YOU ARE IN YOUR FLAT IN LONDON OR YOUR one-bedroom apartment in New York does not mean you can’t provide great comfort for your guests, so don’t let that deter you from inviting friends and family. The key to success is to be super-organized.

Some of the best times my husband and I had were when we packed our guests into our little condominium. The children, now teenagers, still laugh about the time their “baby bed” was in our walk-in closet (clothes mostly cleared out, of course!).

Here are some ideas for making your guests comfortable—and keeping your sanity when the guest room is also the living room.

Provide a Comfortable Sleep Space

Consider a futon sofa for your living room. These are great, as they quickly and easily flatten into a double-sized bed.

Pullout sofas are good for this, too, but it seems that you have to buy the expensive version to get a good-quality mattress, so beware of that. You can even buy an over-sized chair that pulls out to a twin-sized bed, or a cabinet that opens up with a bed hidden neatly inside.

Sleeping on a sofa is not a problem for most people for a few nights, but so much nicer if made up properly. Make it comfy by doing the following:

Make the sofa exactly like you would a bed with a tucked-in, fitted sheet, a flat sheet, and one light blanket with a heavier one at the foot. You may want to buy a sheet of plywood to put under the cushions if they are limp or if your guest has a weak back. Colorful pillows along with the normal sleeping pillow can add a festive, happy touch.

Children (and some adults) don’t mind the floor for a weekend, given enough pillows and blankets or sleeping bags. My husband’s family remembers fondly the times their children stretched comfortably on the floor of “Nana’s” apartment—being together was the goal. Still, you may want to consider investing in a blow-up mattress. It’s much more comfortable, and takes up very little room when stored.

When You Have One Bathroom

If you can get up very early to use it, well, that’s a nice thing to do. That way it will be free for your guests when they awaken. Keep it as tidy as possible by putting up a liberal amount of stick-up hooks that can be taken down later without damaging the walls. For the time that your guests will be visiting, do as many bathroom chores as you can in your bedroom, like makeup application and hair styling.

Pay Attention to Lighting

Don’t forget lighting for the sofa or futon. Your guests may want to read at night. A good solution is a free-standing floor lamp that can be moved about the room.

Subtle night lighting in the living room or whatever room is serving as your guest room is a must. Guests will need to get to the bathroom, refrigerator, etc., without turning on the main lights. Find an outlet for the night-light that’s not so bright your guests are kept awake, but good enough for them to safely get up and move about.



VISIT WIZARD TIP Some people are very sensitive to noise and light. If you live next to a busy road or freeway consider a sound machine on very low. Show your guest how to turn it off in case they don’t like it. If they are not used to “city noises,” offer them earplugs. I always travel with them.





If you are going to be entertaining overnight often in a room that gets a lot of light, consider investing in a window treatment that really blocks the light. Or, do what I did and line your existing curtains with blackout liner, which is very economical and easily found in a kitchen and bath store.

Help Your Guests Stay Neat

Unless you don’t mind wading through clothes and blankets on your way to the kitchen in the morning, you should take the time and effort to organize the space before your guests arrive.

Put out a large basket or plastic-tub container for the guests to put their sheets and blankets in when they awake. Have a footlocker or wonderful old trunk? Great. Use it. Let your guests know what it is for, or, better yet, label it!

Place a clothes tree or coat rack in the corner of the room so your guests can use it for their clothes and to hang their bathrobe and towels. No, your bike will not do.

Put a luggage rack against the wall for them to set their suitcases on as they will most likely be living out of it during their stay. Put a waste can with liner underneath the luggage rack so no one has to look at dirty tissues and other unpleasant disposables while in the living room, and your guests don’t have to go searching for a place to throw out their stuff.

A nice addition is to have a small table or two, preferably with drawers, where they can store their belongings. Clear the top for their items. Think mini guest room.

If, after your guests are up for a decent period of time, the living room still looks like a disaster zone tell them nicely that it’s time to stow their gear. Help them if necessary! Getting your place back to normal as soon as feasible will go a long way to your comfort and that of your guests.

Finally, if you have a pet, put it in another room when guests are sleeping in the living room or a common room. You don’t want to give your guest a heart attack when the cat decides to attack the “lump” on the sofa. They may trip over the dog, or its snoring may keep them up. And not too many people enjoy being woken up with a cold wet nose and doggie breath.

Mind Your Rooms!

IWAS TOLD OF A WOMAN WHO ACTUALLY BRAGS THAT SHE GOES through the medicine cabinets of her hosts’ homes! Outrageous. Why would anyone care? In any event, take the time to put your personal or sensitive items where your guests can’t find them, and especially out of reach of children.

If you are reading a particularly racy book or have movies that may not be suitable for children or teens put them away securely. With this done, your mind will be more at rest when you are away from the house.

It should go without saying: Put weapons out of reach! And that doesn’t mean just putting them up on a high shelf. The safest thing is to lock them away or, if children will be visiting, get them out of the house.

Put away any personal belongings of a sensitive nature—even in your own bedroom. Some people (and especially children, innocently enough) may find something they shouldn’t. I have one friend who was mortified when her eight-year-old nephew snuck into her bedroom and discovered a baby doll teddy that he thought would look great on his six-year-old brother. So go diligently through your personal rooms and put away anything you would not want someone finding—or wearing!

So, now that your rooms are “guest ready” you can sit back and relax, right? Well . . . almost! The next chapter gives you seven simple steps to follow to ensure a smooth visit. Yes, simple—really!


 

[image: images]

 CHAPTER 2

Seven Simple Steps to a Smooth Visit


“The ornaments of your house will be the guests who frequent it.”

—AUTHOR UNKNOWN



 

WHEN PSYCHIATRISTS HOLMES AND RAHE CAME UP WITH their now-famous stress scale that lists life-changing events that can wreak havoc with health and well-being, they left something out: hosting out-of-town guests. If it were up to me, I would put hosting somewhere between “marriage” and “imprisonment,” and it’s not because I don’t love hosting—obviously I do. But let’s face it: Being a host can be very stressful—even if it’s something you look forward to. And, okay, there are times when even I fantasize about making a run for it, even faster than one would from a shotgun wedding.

But that doesn’t mean you have to let your stress run amok. If you do, you could end up making your guests feel as though they just walked into a hornet’s nest rather than your lovely home.

I remember visiting a friend whom I hadn’t seen in about five years. I had been having a particularly difficult time and was eagerly anticipating rekindling some of the fun and laughs we used to share. Since she had invited me, I figured she felt the same. But when I rang her bell, she greeted me with—I kid you not—a frighteningly large chef’s knife in her hand, hair askew, beads of sweat on her brow, and what looked like a very surprised look on her face.

My first thought was, did I have the wrong day or time? I had called her from my hands-free cellular device to tell her that traffic was running smoothly and I should be arriving in an hour or so. Truth be told, I did get her voicemail, but I didn’t think much of it. Turns out, she had been working herself into a frenzy preparing for our visit and had gotten totally behind. Apparently, my call came at the time she was racing through the house with the vacuum cleaner. A couple of drinks later, she admitted she had been praying I would get caught in a traffic jam. Sound familiar? We did end up having a wonderful visit, but it certainly got off to a rocky start.

As host, you are orchestra conductor, traffic cop, captain of the ship, ring leader, helper, and sometimes referee. The key to making the visit enjoyable is striking and maintaining a balance between “just going with the flow” and being a drill sergeant. You want your guests to leave on a high, looking forward to the next visit, not feeling as though they had just been through an episode of Survivor.

Will things go wrong? You can bet on it. I don’t know of one extended visit with friends or family that has been perfect, although getting as close as possible is the goal.

Following you will find seven simple steps to help you make the visit as enjoyable as possible—for both you and your guests. You’ll find tips to help you get and stay organized and establish your home as a delightful, welcoming place for your friends and family. What we do for those we care for, even when difficult and time-consuming, is truly part of the art of the visit.

Step One: Plan Events and Activities

PLANNING TRIPS, OUTINGS, AND ENTERTAINMENT FOR family and friends is something my husband and I relish. Think of it as an adventure, rather than a chore. Consider the ages and interests of your guests, what can be done in your town and in your home, and what might be new experiences for them. We sometimes make a list and email it to our guests before they come, so they are as prepared as possible and can offer any comments or concerns they might have. Good thing, too; although I still think my mother would have had a good time parasailing.


Take into consideration your guests’ financial situation. Always ask before committing to expensive outings, even if it’s your treat. Why? Because some people feel badly if you offer to take the crew deep-sea fishing or for some other expensive form of entertainment, while others are thrilled. It’s always best to ask. Unless it is a celebration of some kind, no one really likes surprises.

Find things in your community that you can do as a group. Everyone might enjoy the zoo, the botanical gardens, local vineyards, and local sporting events. There are often free concerts and other fun things to do that cost little or no money. Taking a walk to enjoy nature or the sights and sounds of a city is free. If nothing exciting comes to mind, consult the Internet. Most communities have a website that lists upcoming events and activities.

If a guest really does not want to do something don’t force him or make the guest feel bad about not wanting to participate. He may have secret fears or phobias, or doesn’t feel well that day but doesn’t want to say anything.

For example, I am terrified of both caves and heights so I will always decline a rock climbing adventure or a trip to the top of—anywhere! Once my poor husband crammed me into the body of a tiny, rickety-looking old airplane from which to view the Grand Canyon—wrong! I made my escape (just prior to the plane taxiing down the runway) and took a cab back to the hotel. Luckily, my husband was a sport about it. If he had gotten angry it would have put a damper on our trip. Have a dressy adult dinner. Really!

The dinner does not have to be fancy; just light some candles and use name cards for a formal touch. Don’t seat husbands and wives next to each other—in fact, put cranky Judy next to the most amusing guest you have, put on some soft music, and people who have bickered during the day, or are exhausted from watching the kids, may just be transformed . . . at least for those few hours!

If you don’t want to do the more formal affair, at least have a “cocktail hour.” Plan it for a specific time and your guests are likely to attend. For example, tell everyone the day before that cocktails will be served at 5 p.m. on the porch, or in the den, or even in the kitchen. It doesn’t matter where. Tell them you are stirring up something enticing like martinis or retro drinks like Manhattans. Remember to do something fancy for your nondrinking friends as well, like Virgin Marys, or virgin whatever you are making..

Mr. Ward McAllister, the self-appointed guard of New York City society in the late 1800s is credited with having said the following about a formal dinner party: “You must show up. And in case you die, you must send your executor in your place.” Although our modern rules are not quite as stringent, adhering to some can be not only fun for adults, but wonderful learning opportunities for children.

Cooking at home can be a fun event for everyone. You don’t have to start from scratch to make pizza. Buy those little individual-sized prepared dough crusts and pizza sauce, cut up different toppings, and let everyone make their own. There are many fun meals family and friends can make together. The trick is to give everyone a specific chore that they can easily handle.

Good old games. One of my and my brothers’ fondest memories is playing cards with the entire family at a lake house that we visited in the summertime. It was great fun for both children and adults. Okay, I know what you’re thinking: That was back in the day when the original Star Trek ruled the television airways and William Shatner was thin; the latest hits were played on 45 rpm’s, not downloaded; and earrings on guys was considered uncool. But trust me on this: Kids of all ages will appreciate the opportunity to unplug and actually interact face-to-face in real time with each other. Checkers and puzzle building are both great for this, as are just about any crafts you can share, or teach, your guest.

Get physical. If you’re looking for a little more physical activity, put a badminton set out on the lawn for younger kids and older adults. If your guests are young and athletic invite them to have a tennis lesson or to engage in an activity you think they might like but have not experienced, such as yoga or Zumba. Even people who have never been in a saddle can enjoy horseback riding. From apple picking to surfing, find activities guests of different ages and abilities can enjoy. Finally, remember: Fun, relaxation, and maybe discovering something new about each other should be the goal, not how much you can cram into one day.





VISIT WIZARD TIP There is nothing wrong, toward the end of the visit, in inviting a neighbor to join you for dinner or a friend that you think your guests would like to meet. But don’t do that their first night. It will make your guests feel as if they are not special enough to warrant your full attention.





Step Two: Let Your Guests Know What to Expect

Right way to let guests know what to expect:

“Hey Kathy, Could you get here about 11:00 to 11:30? That way we can all go to the airport together to pick up the girls and then right to a casual lunch at the Inn. After lunch we’ll drive downtown for a bit of sightseeing and then home for drinks, dinner, and a movie. Besides that, nothing much planned for the weekend other than eating and drinking. I thought we would take a walk out in the lovely Arboretum on Saturday (bring sneakers) weather permitting, and have lunch out Saturday. Dinner at home Friday and Saturday. Please give us some movie recommendations so we can all park in the family room when we get too full to move! Any food issues? Any special drink requests? I will do pasta one night and some variety of seafood the other night. Can’t wait to see you!”—Email from my host, received about one week before I took a car trip to visit her.

Wrong way to let guests know what to expect:

Your hosts pick you up at the airport after a six-hour flight, where you have to share the backseat with their tutu-wearing Chihuahua, to whom you happen to be allergic. Your hosts then inform you that you will be driving for another two hours to have dinner with their friends “who you’ll just adore.” When you arrive, you see that everyone is dressed to the nines. Hence the tutu-wearing Chihuahua. Through puffy, watery eyes, you finally notice how well-dressed your hosts are, and that you look like something the cat dragged in.

Although you may have some wonderful things planned, if you don’t inform your guests before their arrival, you could be headed for visit disaster. So, first things first: Confirm the exact dates of the visit! Although one assumes this is a no-brainer, you would be surprised at how many people have told me horror stories about the guests who came and would not leave or who you thought were coming for three days and instead stayed for eight.

Call or email your guests at least a week ahead of their visit with any plans you have made so they can pack accordingly or make whatever arrangements may be necessary.


Let them know if any of the following will be happening:

Special events: Is a birthday or anniversary party or some other event planned? If so, where (at home or a restaurant or other venue) and what dress is expected or appropriate?

Formal events or dressy restaurants: Will they need to bring formal attire for a Black Tie or Black Tie Optional event? Let them know which level of dress—cocktail or business attire, for example—is appropriate.

Day trips and outings: Hiking in the woods or white-water rafting? Let them know what special clothing or gear will be needed. And no, it’s not funny to watch your sister-in-law try to get into the boat while wearing Manolos.

Any unusual weather expected: Is a heat wave or unusually cold weather predicted? Will extra warm clothes or rain gear be advisable? You can email your guests the weather forecast from weather.com.

Sports or recreation activities: Should they bring jogging shoes, a bathing suit, or a tennis racket? As I was upacking one host asked me if I brought my bathing suit—I didn’t even know they had a pool!

Other guests: Absolutely let your guests know what other guests—if any—will be visiting. You can try to be clever by not telling your sister that she’ll be sharing the visit with your cousin Laura—whom she’s had a grudge against ever since high school, when they both had a crush on the same guy, the one Laura ended up marrying, but don’t blame the Visit Wizard if the time together is strained.

Remember, it is your responsibility to inform your guests so they may be as prepared as possible.

Consider an itinerary: If you have many guests coming for the visit and the visit is longer than a weekend, I advise you to do a preliminary itinerary and email it to each guest ahead of time. Although it does require time and thought, and, heaven forbid, planning, it is useful for a variety of reasons. Here is a simple sample for one day:




SATURDAY SUGGESTIONS:

8:00 to 9:00 a.m.: Breakfast at the house. (Assign a cook so one person does not end up cooking all the time.)

After breakfast: Family beach time (including Sam the dog and Frisbees!). For non–beach lovers, there is a shopping street just a few blocks away.

11:30: Back to the house.

12:15: Lunch at Spanky’s restaurant for whoever wants to go (my treat).

1:30 to 3:00: Whatever.

3:00 to 5:00: Nine holes of golf at the course. Total fee is $45 per person. Let me know who wants to go so I can make a tee time and get carts.

5:30: Adult drinks on the patio.

7:00: Dinner served, Aunt Sally and Martha are cooking!

After dinner: Cards for the adults and a movie for the kids—yes, popcorn included!



An itinerary is a useful tool. Before you shake your head and tell me all the reasons it can’t or shouldn’t be done, read this:

[image: images]You are able to schedule downtime for yourself and others. Some part of every day should be set aside for you and your guests to relax. Constant activity will wear out everyone but the children.

[image: images]You will actually spend better quality time with your guests. Often we don’t see those people who are running off here and there throughout the day, because we are stuck in the house with old Aunt Margaret who only wants to bake and talk about why you still aren’t married. When beach time is scheduled you can drop the oven mitts and grab your bikini.

[image: images]You can subtly let people know who is expected to pay for what: When making your list you might say “Friday 7 p.m. dinner at Chez Françoise. My treat,” or “Saturday fishing trip for those who want to participate, 7 a.m. to 11 a.m., $75 per person, paid to the captain upon arrival to the boat.” So many people, especially hosts, get flustered as to who pays when and for what, but not to worry, this often sensitive issue is discussed several times in the chapters that follow.

[image: images]It offers an out for those who don’t wish to go. They can find something else to do during that time or you can make an alternate suggestion. For example, I know my sister-in-law loves to shop at a certain shoe store when she comes to visit, but she is not a beach person. She hates to take time away from the group to go to the store and does not want to “put us out.” This itinerary lets her know not to worry—her shoe shopping time is secure!

[image: images]You help ensure that your guests get to do those things that interest them. There may be something a guest wants to do and if so she can tell you in advance.

[image: images]Logistically it is important: If you have a tennis fanatic among your guests, you have to reserve court time or make a tee time for your golf enthusiasts. If you know one of them loves the theater, and he confirms he wants to go, you are able to buy the tickets for that almost-sold-out show. Things like this can’t wait until the day of.

[image: images]You avoid the anxiety of being uncertain if you scheduled too much or not enough. If everyone shows up with nothing planned or, conversely with too much planned, the nice visit could quickly turn into a fiasco.

[image: images]What could be nicer than to take the time to plan things that might interest your friends and family? Not much. And one more thing: It takes pressure off you and your guests during the visit.

By emailing the itinerary a week or so in advance of their visit your guests can confirm, or not, or suggest other things. For those people who are not interested in an activity, that’s fine; they can do something else in that time. If absolutely no one is interested in an event, then scratch it. Don’t make it too complicated, don’t be intimidated, and don’t try to please everyone. That is never going to happen, but you will please most everyone and that is part of the art of the visit.

There will always be one or two people who are grumpy or don’t like planning things or just don’t want to do anything. That’s fine. Let them do what they want. Can plans change, get rained out, or just not work out? Of course. Hence one of the most important “Qualities” in the following chapter: The Great Host Is . . . Flexible!

Step Three: Ask the Right Questions Before They Arrive

EMAIL YOUR GUESTS A LIST OF QUESTIONS BEFORE THE VISIT. It just really makes life easier for you as host and saves you time and money. I have made the error time and again of buying things only to have wasted that money on soft drinks children were not allowed or other items that were not appropriate.

Here are some examples of questions you can ask your guests.

[image: images]Are they going to need any special accommodations, like cribs or child car seats that you need to get ahead of time?

[image: images]Do their children have any particular needs or specific food items that they love or cannot have, or would the parents like to discuss meals?

[image: images]Do your adult guests have any dietary restrictions? Are they vegans, semi-veggies, or gluten free?

[image: images]Ask guests if there are any specific foods they like or don’t like or if they have any special requests. For example, my brother-in-law likes one particular thing for breakfast every day so I make sure I get that, and my father likes a specific brand of liquor.

[image: images]If they are traveling with an elderly person, ask what equipment might be necessary or what special needs that person might have and what he or she can or likes to eat or drink.

[image: images]Is there anything in particular they would like to do on the visit or any special place they would like to go?

[image: images]Although we assume guests are coming solely to enjoy our lovely company, ask if this is a special occasion. Are they coming to also celebrate their anniversary or birthday? Is this their vacation? Knowing this will not only help you plan, but also understand if they say they would like to spend some romantic time alone. Know how your guests are getting to the visit (see Step Six for details).

[image: images]Let me say this about the advance purchasing of food as it seems to make some people very uptight: as host you are required to have the basics with perhaps some nice specialty items thrown in and special requests within reason. It is important that you know if a guest does not eat meat, is gluten free, or has food allergies so you can plan meals. It is good to know if little Joey can’t go to sleep without a certain snack, or if Aunt Helen loves that Key lime pie at the beach, but that’s about it. If your sister can only eat natural foods found in the rain forest and untouched by human hands, she can buy those things herself when she arrives. Are we clear on this? Let me put it another way: anything unusual or overly expensive is the responsibility of the guest. I have a friend who absolutely must have her morning coffee with raw organic blue agave syrup. She would never dream of sending her hosts on a royal goose chase hunting down this expensive and hard-to-find sweetener. On the other hand, if her hosts ask her what she likes to drink, she doesn’t, and shouldn’t, hesitate to say, “an inexpensive California chardonnay on the oaky side.”

Step Four: Avoid the Run-Around—Have What You Need

ALTHOUGH NO ONE CAN THINK OF EVERYTHING . . . TRY. I can’t overly stress how being prepared makes your hosting life so much easier and the visit more enjoyable. Check for the following:


Bedroom and bath basics: sheets, blankets, pillows, towels, tissues, toilet paper, soap, hangers (for complete bedroom and bath lists, see page 13 and page 25 in chapter 1 of the Being the Perfect Host section). If you have been putting off buying that new towel set to replace the threadbare ones, now is the time.

Food and drink: You can get great ideas for plan-ahead meals from my website, theartofthevisit.com, but let me say a few words about beverages. This is not the time to be frugal, so stock premium beers and wines to the best of your financial ability. Top-shelf liquors are not as important because they tend to be mixed. But if you know Uncle Stanley has to have that Premium English gin, get it if you can. If you can’t afford it, no worry. Tell him you will gladly drive him to the liquor store upon his arrival.

I purchase a variety of beverages as it is impossible to know who drinks what. Be sure to have these basics: fruit juices; tonic and soda water; mixes such as Bloody Mary mix; a variety of soft drinks, including ginger ale and some diet brands; fruit nectar for those yummy martinis, and don’t forget the accoutrements: olives; bitters; grenadine; fresh lemons and limes. Go online (or to the library!) for information on how to properly stock a bar.

If you have a second refrigerator or a freezer that is not already packed, keep your beer steins and martini glasses, vodka, and other liquor in there. They will be nicely chilled.

Your guests should have emailed you a list of what they need that they cannot bring with them or get when they arrive. Now is the time to go get it. Today. Not the day of their arrival. I had this habit. I would put off running around until the morning of my guests’ arrival. Not smart. Causes stress level to reach DEFCON 1.

Run your errands and get done with your appointments before your guests arrive whenever possible.





VISIT WIZARD TIP Although a bit more expensive up front, those little 6-ounce cans of juices are great. When you only need to open one, for an individual drink, for example, there is no waste as there might be for a larger container that could sit and go bad in the fridge. I also buy sodas with screw-on caps for the same reason.





Step Five: Make Meals (or Reservations!) Ahead

I NOW SIT DOWN AND ACTUALLY PLAN OUT MEALS. MY attitude, prior to this enlightenment, was to buy food and cook as I wanted, which was fun, but resulted in food being wasted and, worse, my constantly asking guests for a consensus for meals. Not something I would recommend. Shouting into a crowd “Who wants what for dinner?” should rank right up there with shouting “Fire!” in a crowded theater. Or worse, your significant other comes up to you as friends and family are gathered on the porch for evening cocktails and whispers in your ear, “Honey. Have you thought about dinner?” Been there, done that. Not good.

The goal, at least for me, is to make as much ahead of time as possible, freeze it, and bring it out when needed, thereby cutting down the time one person spends in the kitchen to a manageable period. I can see a friend of mine now, hand spread across open mouth, recoiling in horror as she reads these words. Her idea of a great time when having guests is staying in the kitchen cooking all day and being as creative as possible. I shudder at the thought. And besides, how could I play with the others if I am inside all day? Here are some examples of easy meals and some basics that should satisfy most everyone:


Breakfast

Cereal and such. Have two selections for children and two for adults; bananas, sliced oranges, and berry mixture with yogurt; toast (buy both whole wheat and white bread); butter, honey, and jam.

Fruit salad. Put together a fruit salad and keep in the refrigerator. Don’t buy the prepackaged kind. They never seem to be fresh, nor do they last for any length of time.

Hot oatmeal. This is nice and quick and easy in the microwave. Add some raisins, blueberries, or sliced banana on top.

Eggs. You can easily hard-boil some free-range chicken eggs the night before (they’re no more expensive than the others and they really do taste better and chickens everywhere will thank you): Place your eggs in a small pot with cold water just enough to cover them, heat water to boiling, cover, turn off the heat and fifteen minutes later dump the hot water and run the eggs under cold water until cool enough to handle and then refrigerate. Ready to go the next morning to eat straight or use in egg salad.

Good advice from a lady who often entertains overnight guests:

“I tend to have some sort of breakfast bread that can simply stay out at room temperature, like coffee cake or scones. I generally bake before guests arrive and freeze them—then each day just take out something from the freezer. I also try to break it up with some breakfast casserole or quiche that can be heated when the first group up is ready for breakfast, but can sit out for a few hours at room temperature. Unless it’s just one couple, I stay away from omelets, cooked eggs, pancakes, etc.”

Lunch

Tuna Salad. You can make this a day ahead for sandwiches, just toss with the dressing the day of. It is usually a hit with everyone but use a light hand with the mayo. Guests who prefer a little tuna with their mayo can always add more!

Hamburgers, hot dogs, or veggie burgers. On the grill or in the kitchen these are easy, especially if you buy the prepared patties. If not, get the meat, mix it with some salt, pepper, and spices, form into patties, wrap and refrigerate. That, with chips and a green salad (made in advance) is another easy lunch.

Cold Cuts. Also, have a variety of cold cuts on hand for lunches and the late-night munchies crowd. Always, always have smoked salmon in the fridge and frozen scallops in the freezer. I can’t tell you how many times both have saved my bacon, pun intended.

Dinner

Make-ahead dinner. There are just too many fun (yes, really) make-ahead meals to mention in this book but here’s an easy one: before guests arrive, make meat loaf or something similar, like chili, which can feed a crowd, and freeze it, ready to bring out for any dinner anytime during the visit. If I know I have a vegetarian in the group I make meatless lasagna. Delicious and if done right your meat lovers won’t even notice. There are ways to prepare make-ahead meals for all your guests (including vegans). Visit my website when you get a chance.

Prepared items. When entertaining many people of various ages for longer than a weekend, it’s a good idea to purchase some prepared items, like potato salad and chicken wings. Although store-bought, you can use these as quick sides or appetizers when the crew comes in hungry.

One-Pot Dishes. I like one-pot wonders for the main course, so we make a big batch of clam chowder, pasta sauce, and things that can cook low and slow in one large pot or slow cooker. Cooking at your leisure several days before your guests arrive and freezing soups in individual containers is a great way to satisfy different tastes.

Vegetarian. Don’t forget your vegetarian and semi-veggie friends. I always make sure I have a fish or straight veggie alternatives. A good guest should tell you in advance if they prefer meatless dishes or have any food allergies, but in case they haven’t read that chapter, or simply forget, don’t make them feel badly about it, just have items like frozen jumbo shrimp handy. Easy to pop out, defrost, and cook for snacks, appetizers or served as a meal with rice or pasta.



Cooking meals ahead will save you both time and money—both of which are better spent with friends and family.

Dining Out

When making reservations for meals out, keep the cost in mind. Is one person buying or will everyone share in the expense? I make it known ahead of time that either “this is my treat” (if they don’t say it is theirs) or suggest we “go Dutch.” There is nothing more embarrassing than either everyone—or no one—grabbing the bill. And don’t try to itemize it: If you are dividing the bill between three couples just split in it thirds.

If your guest is paying, don’t order the most expensive bottle of wine on the list. Be considerate and err on the side of frugality.

Here’s a smart way to handle the wine list: when presented to you at the table or you take it, open it and hold it just slightly away from your chest as you would a hand of cards at poker, and peruse the list as if you are studying it carefully. Call the wine steward or waiter over and point to the list of moderately priced wines (while he is looking over your shoulder) and ask his opinion between the two or three you are able to afford, saying something like, “of these three, which do you recommend?” Voilà! You look like you know what you are doing. You have made a selection based on his good recommendation (if he knows what he’s doing), and you have picked something affordable, for you or your host. Never ask the server or steward what they recommend without using this technique unless you are willing to pay for one of the most expensive wines on the list.

In a more formal situation (like when taking your boss out to dinner if you are spending a weekend with them), go middle-of-the-road in terms of price. Too low and she may doubt your taste and sophistication. Too high and she might doubt your taste and sophistication.

Be conscious of what people can spend if they are treating. Don’t make reservations at the swankiest new restaurant in town if it is also one of the most expensive. If you have the misfortune of hosting a very picky person, it may be in your best interest to have them peruse the menu online before picking the restaurant! I often email connoisseurs a list of restaurants complete with their website links—safer that way!



VISIT WIZARD TIP If your guests insist they are taking you to that expensive restaurant, and if you have drinks at the bar before being seated, a nice thing for you to do is pay for that bill even if they all had martinis and you only had club soda. However, if drinks are served at the table before dinner, don’t ask for a separate bill. Those drinks are considered part of the dinner.





Step Six: Ensure a Smooth Arrival

NOTHING CAN START A VISIT OFF ON THE WRONG FOOT FASTER than an arrival screwup. I know. I am writing this as I sit on a hard bench while my husband is standing in the rental car pickup line. We arrived at the airport and had gotten on the bus for the god-awful twenty-minute drive to the rental car company location, when our host called our cell: “Where are you?” he wanted to know. He was back at the airport waiting for us! We told him we were on the bus. He asked why we had rented a car when he was planning on picking us up and taking us around! But our plan was to call him after we had gotten the rental car and checked into the hotel, which was where I had planned on putting on lipstick and maybe combing my hair before driving to their home since I had been up before dawn and looked like it! Did you send the email to him yesterday, I asked my husband. Yes, I did, he said. Did our host get it? Obviously not, he said. I would now be forced to meet our friend who would now meet us in the lobby of the hotel—with no lipstick! It’s enough to irritate the Visit Wizard, I’ll tell you that!

Airport Etiquette

If you are picking up your guests, whether you meet them outside the arrival gate, at baggage claim, or at the curb depends entirely on your wishes and the ease of access at the airport. At most major international airports you cannot wait in your car at the curb. You will be asked to leave by the police. Then you keep circling . . . and circling . . . and circling like some sharp-eyed bird of prey searching for its victims.

Many hosts have their guests call them on their cell phones once they have landed, and many large airports have “cell phone lots” where people wait for their arriving passengers to call; it is then just a few minutes to the arrival curb. Good all around. And bring some water for your guests. People are thirsty right off the plane.

If you or your guests do not have a cell phone, and it is a busy airport, best to meet them right at the entrance to security. Remember the days of meeting your loved ones at the gate? Even now when I disembark I see those ghosts of welcomers past who evaporate in a blink as I make my way to baggage claim. If Grandmother, Grandfather, children, or that long-lost friend from overseas is coming, it’s wonderful to meet them as soon as security permits. I guess it’s kind of cheesy to have a bouquet of flowers as well, but we can always hope . . . .



VISIT WIZARD TIP Confirm and confirm again! When sending an email about something as important as arrival plans, ask your guest to confirm that she received it. If she does not, make sure you follow up with a phone call.





The easiest and most efficient way for you to pick up your guests is at the curb as they are walking out of baggage claim. Should they come out the wrong door and have you searching frantically, or have packed for three weeks instead of the weekend, smile, hold out your arms, and remember why they came and the effort they made in doing so.

If your guests are renting a car and are unfamiliar with the area, do email them directions from the airport to their destination. It can be a stressful time trying to get around in an unfamiliar environment.

When you can’t be there: If you cannot be there to meet your arriving guests because of a scheduling conflict on your end, and they are not renting a car, you must offer to have a car pick them up or pay for their cab fare. They will most likely decline, but you should offer. The email could go something like this: “Hi guys! So excited you are coming but I can’t pick you up at the airport as we planned. Forgot Susie has a piano lesson at that time. I feel badly and would like to reimburse you for the cab fare.” Or if you have the means (or a friend who owes you a favor) arrange to have a car and driver pick them up. However, if it is their choice to come Friday afternoon and they know you are working and cannot meet them, it is their responsibility to get to your house. A subtle difference, I know, but one that lets your guests know you understood you were obligated to pick them up, but screwed up. Or, conversely, that you are working (the only reason for not being there in my opinion—you really should have thought of Susie’s piano lesson before this), and it is on them.

Driving Etiquette

If your guests are driving, email them detailed directions, but make sure you know what route they are taking to your home. On more than one occasion I have assumed my guests were taking a certain route so I gave them directions based on that. They found us, eventually, but were inconvenienced. I know the conversation in the car went something like this: “Kathy said turn right!” “No! Turn left! What was she thinking? There is no right turn onto that street—it’s one-way!” “I don’t care—turn anyway!” You get the picture. Always gracious, they did arrive cool as cucumbers and laughing about it . . . well . . . at least smiling.

There is a reason ET phoned home. Don’t assume they have, or let them rely on, GPS. And make sure they have the proper spelling of your street address unless you really don’t want to see your in-laws. It appears that just one wrong letter or typo can spell disaster. A couple, intending to visit the island of Capri on the Mediterranean coast, typed in Carpi, and powered on until they reached an industrial town in Northern Italy some four hundred miles off track.



VISIT WIZARD TIP Make sure your guests have parking passes and amenity passes if needed and, of course, the keys to the house if you won’t be there.





Step Seven: Create a Lasting Impression

ALTHOUGH YOU ARE BUSY DOING MANY THINGS AT ONCE and preparing for the next event or meal, take time to really enjoy your guests. Play with the kids, talk with the elders, sit and just visit.

The hours in the day can so easily be consumed with host chores that leave you worn out and off-sorts. You can change that.

One visit I decided that was not going to happen and I was going to take time out to play. To the dismay of some of the adults and certainly the confusion of others, I got together the four children who were visiting and we headed down to my newly finished basement/studio. I pulled out pounds of clay, buckets of water, my pottery wheel, aprons, and towels, and we went to work. We happily created the most glorious, messy masterpieces imaginable. I threw caution to the wind and cared not for time or cleanliness! Dinner could be made by others or not at all. There was clay literally on the walls and on the carpet. I taught these small children to use the potter’s wheel and “throw” a bowl. The result of that chaos was great photos of me and the kids, prized bowls, and . . . well, things that resemble vases, or maybe spaceships. One year later they have been bisque fired in the kiln and are awaiting glazing and the second firing. That’s okay. They will get done and be wonderful reminders of time well spent.

Nothing brings friends and family together and creates good memories like the old-fashioned game of cards or movies and popcorn. Keep some generic DVDs in your library. They can really come in handy on a rainy day or when the children need some downtime. Have a few children’s movies as well as a few oldies or classics. Get them together and go to exciting new lands like Whoville. I can still tell you exactly where I was and with whom when I first saw The Wizard of Oz.

One of the fondest memories I have is of my mom with her two granddaughters, complete with my small dog, rolling around, laughing, and playing cards on one of the guest beds. My regret is that I did not join them, but instead was more concerned with whatever needed tending. My loss.

Your guests will remember what was cooked and the events for weeks or maybe months, but they will remember the personal time spent together for much longer—if you’re lucky, for their whole lives.

The perfect host is a strange and wonderful blend of empathy, selfishness, generosity, and frugality, all at the same time.

It is not for the weak-spirited. You can never be everything to all people. You will be criticized by some and adored by others. When your guests are walking out your door on that last day, the one important thing is that you can honestly say you put your guests’ comfort before your own and did everything you could to ensure a pleasant and loving time together. If you can, then the impression they carry away is one in which you can take pride for a job well done and time well spent. Now go finish the dishes.




End of sample
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