How to give the best hostess gift 
Good: Breakfast goodies Bad: A bag of old clothes 
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My mother taught me that it is better to give than to receive. And when it comes to receiving gifts, it's the thought that counts. But what happens if the giver hasn't given any thought to the recipient? Does that mean it's the gift that counts?
Bringing a little something to a holiday get-together is always good etiquette. It shows the hosts you appreciate their invitation to celebrate a special time with them.

Margie Warrell, 35-year-old mother of four, hosts regular margarita parties in her yard in Coppell. For her, receiving a box of chocolates from a guest wasn't all that unusual.

However, at this particular party, it was "a return of the hostess gift I'd given to that person the last time we'd been at their home. I got the box of chocolate liqueurs as part of a hamper. I don't like chocolate liqueurs but thought it would make a nice hostess gift," Ms. Warrell says with a laugh. We suspect that her re-gifter shared the same sentiments.

When it comes to "re-gifting," the Emily Post Web site suggests proceeding with caution. A posting reads, "Only give something you think the recipient would like to have (no cast-offs, please!). The item must be brand-new and in its original package, and the person who gave you the gift and the new recipient shouldn't be able to catch on that you've re-gifted. Discretion is a must."

Morgan Cox, 29, owner of Avant-Advanced Commercial Strategies, received both a best and worst hostess gift from a party held at his Uptown bachelor pad.

"I got a ceramic toothpick holder in the shape of a duck!" he exclaims. "But the best was a membership to an exclusive health club."

Sometimes you have a friend who not only thinks of you but thinks ahead. Yasemin Mosby, 29, says the best gift she ever received was a "morning after" bed tray filled with breakfast for two.

"It was nice to not have to make breakfast the next morning" after hosting a large party, says the owner of Yasemin Tea shop in Uptown, "but instead open all those beautiful miniature breakfast items and stay in bed."

Lucky for Ms. Mosby, she has more than one thoughtful friend. "Another good friend gave me a mini home spa package with face masks, an eye pillow, foot scrub and a super-smelling lavender massage oil. She knew I would need a day off after organizing a party for 50!"

For something convenient, taking a bottle of wine to a dinner party is quite acceptable. A quick phone call to the hosts to find out what sort of wine they'd prefer or what type of food will be served doesn't hurt.

I have a friend who is a big wine drinker, but until I asked, I would never have known that he only drank specific wines because he is allergic to sulfites.

Sometimes, a little imagination can turn a gift into a cherished keepsake.

"I had a house-warming party and received several bottles of wine and liquor, which are always appreciated," says Erin Bennett, 28, a student from Lewisville.

"But one guest brought me a wooden wind chime to hang on my balcony that I absolutely adore. It was approximately the same price as a bottle of wine and is something that I can appreciate every day."

It is always nice to receive, but there's a certain pleasure in knowing that your gift will be treasured by someone else. So the next time you're invited to a party, remember your mother's wise words and give it a little thought, will you?

Cheryl Ng Collett is a Dallas freelance writer.
GIFTS WE WOULDN'T MIND GETTING ...
Practical yet indulgent items, such as Sur La Table's Pink Himalayan Sea Salt ($11.95) make great gifts. The 8 ¾ -ounce box is filled with 200-million-year-old pink marine fossil salt harvested from the foothills of the Himalayas.

Williams-Sonoma's Brandy Butter With Stem Ginger (right, $12.50 for 10 ounces) goes perfectly with any Christmas pudding. The rich, creamy sauce is made with well-aged brandy and laced with bits of crunchy ginger and piquant orange and lemon.

For the memorable holiday cocktail, Pomegranate Margarita Mix ($14 for 32 ounces; makes 8 to 10 margaritas) brings a festive twist to the party. At Williams-Sonoma.

The cigar aficionado will love Sir Elliot's Tobacco in Uptown (3699 McKinney Ave., Suite 402, 214-521-1394), which holds quite a selection of cigars from the Dominican Republic. Owner Cary Elliot suggests the Avo XO cigar range ($7.30-$8.80). Each cigar comes in its own tube, which keeps the cigar fresh for 90 days without a humidor.

Anything from the newly opened L'Occitane store in Galleria Dallas (or other locations) is bound to bring a smile to your host's face. The Shea Butter Liquid Soap ($21 for 16.8 ounces) comes in a divine sweet almond, lavender or verbena. For something easier to wrap, scoop up Extra Gentle Soap (right, $8 for 8.8 ounces). If you're really generous, pair it up with the super creamy Shea Butter Hand Balm ($21 for 5.2 ounces).

Last but not least, why not bake a gift? A basket of freshly baked shortbread cookies or a Christmas stollen will always be appreciated at a party.

MEMORABLE OFFERINGS
Local party mavens shared some hits and misses.

Strangest gift: "Playboy lingerie desktop calendar from another female. The male guests spent the rest of the evening taking great interest in it!"

Most exasperated hostess: "All I can say is, if I receive another candle from someone, I'm going to have to light myself on fire."

Bound for the thrift store: "For Thanksgiving, I got a bag of old clothes with a tag that read, 'Thought you might like these.'"

Cheapskates: "I love flowers, especially new flowers. The worst is when people give you flowers that only last a day."

"Eew! Outdated chocolates!"

