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This book is dedicated to my grandma, the first person to take me to Disney; the one who taught me to wear heels because they “make your legs look longer;” and who knew how important it is to marry your best friend.
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Introduction

Wishes, Fantasy & French Food:
10 Years of Walt Disney World Magic

I love a Disney vacation. There is nothing that makes me forget all the stress and anxiety of daily life like a Disney vacation. When you are there, you are in this bubble where the most stressful thing is making it to your FP+ (FastPass) or dinner reservation on time, and where the most important decision is whether to ride Expedition Everest again when the stand-by line is only 30 minutes.

One of the best parts of the Disney vacation for me is the planning stage. Then I love sitting back and watching as my family enjoys the results of my plans. And my family is big, varies in age, and loves to eat! My husband, Joe, and I have a blended family. A yours, mine, and ours. I am the bonus mom of three: Nate, Maggie, and Annie (the yours) from Joe’s previous marriage. Joe is the bonus dad of Austin (the mine) from my previous marriage, and together we have Oliver (the ours.) Throw in my mom and dad, and a couple of the older kids’ significant others, and the Evil Stepmother (or Bonus Mom as we call it in our house) is planning a vacation for 11, and it’s a blast.

The Not-So-Evil Stepmother in the Most Magical Place on Earth is divided into four Disney Experiences with multiple chapters within each experience. Sprinkled throughout the experiences, like pixie dust, are tips for having the most magical Disney vacation. Also included are the Stepmom’s Seven Disney Secrets. You can find these at the end of each experience. These secrets will help you plan your Disney vacation, select the Disney hotel where you will rest your weary head and the Disney restaurants where you will fill your empty stomachs, decide what to reserve and pack, and get your crew excited for the adventures to come. The tips and secrets are based on our family’s experiences and the fun of planning for a couple, a trio, a wedding for eight, and a 10-year anniversary trip for 11.

At the beginning of each experience, you’ll find stories of our trips to Disney World. You’ll hear from a clan of 11—with kids ages 7–26, plus grandparents—about their favorite moments, meals, and rides from our most recent trip to celebrate our 10-year wedding anniversary! You’ll experience the beauty of a “post-Thanksgiving but before Christmas crowds” trip. You’ll find out what it’s like to have a Disney wedding, and you’ll learn about what makes Disney magical at every age. And you’ll share in one of our favorite parts of any trip—the food—as you travel Walt Disney World with our blended family of food lovers, magically munching from Jiko and the Epcot Food & Wine Festival to Be Our Guest and Coca-Cola’s Club Cool.

Before every trip I would always seek out new and different books to read to get me excited. Most of the time I wasn’t looking for a planning guide but just something that could whisk me away and remind me of all the fun to come. My hope is that reading this book is akin to having a coffee and a chat with a clever friend who is telling you about her Disney trips while helping you plan your own. This is a book to get you excited for your next trip. Or to get a little Disney fix between trips. Maybe to find a new food you want to try on your next trip. Or to experience Disney through a different set of eyes.

Come along with us and experience the Most Magical Place on Earth, not-so-evil stepmother style.


Experience 2005:
Disney for 8

She’s gonna be a nice stepmother. She’s gonna take you to school tomorrow, just you and her, for some grown-up girl-bonding time.

—Robert Philip, the dad in Disney’s Enchanted


Chapter one

Four Parks and a Beach Club

“We should get married. We want to go to Disney. What if we do both? What, get married at Disney? We’re going to Disney World? All of us?!”

This was the beginning of the next stage of our becoming a family—an eventual “yours, mine, and ours” – and me becoming a not-so-evil stepmother. I did a lot of planning for this trip, hitting the library for guidebooks, Amazon for more guidebooks, and doing a ton of online research, though there were far fewer sources for Disney theme park information back in those days. My research included creating a rough day-by-day schedule so I could make dining reservations and determine the necessity for the Park Hopper, which we purchased but didn’t use. I also figured out all the attractions we wanted to see at each park so I could then determine which parks we needed to visit more than once. My future stepchildren regularly picked on me for the amount of planning I did, but today they tell me how much they appreciate it.

Cast

At this stage we were just a yours and mine (the ours was to come later). So, starting from our wisest and closest in age to Walt:


	Dad (Bob), also known as Grandpa Bob, the Bobarazzi (because he is always behind the camera), Bobert, father of the bride, and for me, Bonus Dad. It was Bob’s commitment to photography that made it possible for all of us to look back and 10 years later remember our favorite moments from the trip. This was his third trip to Disney World.

	Mom (Debbie), also known as Grandma Dubbie, mother of the bride and, jokingly, Mumsy. The thrill-seeker of the group, she also had the best and most healthy snacks. This was her fourth trip to Disney World.

	Joe, also known as Dad and Sonny Boy (from my mom). Joe was the genius who suggested having our wedding on the second day of the trip so I wouldn’t be freaking out the whole week. This was his fourth trip to Disney World.

	Me, also known as Mom, Sis (from my mom), Trish, and the future evil stepmother (from my bonus kids Annie, Maggie and Nate). This was my fifth trip to Disney World (and my second one as an adult).

	Nate, 16 years old and the subject of an inordinate number of Bob’s photos, as Nate had to do a presentation on his trip for French class. This was his second trip to Disney World.

	Maggie, also known as Mags, 13 years old, an avid writer (which came in very handy for this book), and most committed student of the group; she even stayed in the hotel one day to get her homework done. This was her second trip to Disney World.

	Annie, also known as Ann, eight years old and in constant search of Tigger. Annie was far less worried about her schoolwork. This was her second trip to Disney (and the first she remembered).

	Austin, five years old and not at all worried about his schoolwork. Austin had been to Disney World earlier this year and several other times as well (because his dad’s parents had a timeshare in Orlando). This was his fourth trip to Disney World.

	Also with us just for the wedding and the following day was my best friend, Becky. We have been friends since we were in diapers and she is like part of the family. My parents know her, she loves Joe. and Becky is is like a young, quirky, fun aunt for all the kids.



Itinerary


	Day 1. We arrived on an early flight Sunday, November 27, 2005, and headed straight to the Magic Kingdom for dinner at Crystal Palace.

	Day 2. Epcot. Lunch at Les Chefs de France, dinner at Jiko.

	Day 3. Disney-MGM (now Hollywood) Studios. Brunch at 50’s Prime Time Cafe, late lunch Sci-Fi Dine-In Theater, and Fantasmic! Dinner Package at Mama Melrose.

	Day 4. Epcot. Breakfast in room, dinner at Restaurant Marrakesh.

	Day 5. Animal Kingdom. Character breakfast at Restaurantosaurus.

	Day 6. Magic Kingdom. Late lunch at Cinderella’s Royal Table, then Mickey’s Very Merry Christmas Party.

	Day 7. Downtown Disney. Shopping, shopping, more shopping.

	Day 8. We pack all the stuff we bought while shopping, shopping, and more shopping, and fly home.



The Beach Club

“Don’t stay at the BoardWalk. The hotel is huge and you can have an almost mile walk just to get to your room. I’d try Beach Club,” advisded a work colleague. (I wish she had been around when I booked Kidani Village for our 2015 trip, but more on that later.) So Beach Club Villas it was. And we were in luck, as they had a 2-bedroom villa available which fit our party of six perfectly. My folks stayed at Coronado Springs so they could easily have a break from our crowd. It’s the perfect resort for them, with its scenic walks, beautiful flowers, and affordable breakfast buffet. But for this trip, Beach Club Villas was pretty close to perfect for us.

Day 1

I try to schedule our flights for as early as possible. If all goes well at the airport, you reach Orlando with at least half a day to hit a park. Never rely or plan anything important for that first day because it almost ensures your flight will be delayed. We live in Chicago and were traveling in winter so the likelihood of delays was high. With FastPass and the cancellation fees for Disney dining reservations, make sure you don’t schedule any high-priority destinations on your travel day. This can also help reduce your stress if something does go wrong on your travels that affects your plans for the parks.

We were lucky. All went well and we were in the Magic Kingdom a bit tired after being up at 3 a.m., but way too excited to nap. Back then, Disney didn’t charge for skipped dining reservations, so I had scheduled a character dinner at Crystal Palace. “Buffets are the best,” was Nate’s opinion of Crystal Palace. The restaurant has a pretty extensive buffet, with many tasty options. There is even an ice cream bar, which was a huge hit with the kids. “Tigger, Pooh, and Tigger!” Annie cried. Her love of Tigger was one of the reasons we booked Crystal Palace on the first day, to get the trip off to a good start for Annie. She was excited to see her favorite character and gave him a ton of hugs, giving us many sweet photo opportunities.

One of the magical moments of any Disney trip is when your kids first spot the characters. You see them walking around the restaurant and the anticipation builds as they get closer and closer to your table. That is what is great about character meals and having one early in your trip. You see the character coming and have time to prepare rather than chasing after your kid while scrambling to pull out your camera. If there is a character you really want to see, and there is a character meal that features them, do that. Not only does it ensure you will get to see the character, you won’t have long waits in line to fill your autograph book.

Winter in Orlando can be surprisingly chilly. We were lucky that at the end of our first night it was still warm once the sun went down. It was on this night that Annie, Maggie, Austin, Joe, and I decided to hit the pool. Austin’s favorite part of our Beach Club room was that he could not only see the pool from our room, we could basically almost jump to it from our patio and had the place to ourselves. Often the pools at the resorts are very crowded and high energy, and unless you are chasing after your kids on the slides, you don’t see them much.

The Beach Club Villas pool was just a pool with a set of deck chairs surrounding it. The closest thing to a slide was the rail, which Austin and Annie both slid down. I preferred it to the much busier, themed Yacht/Beach Club pool. That pool felt very Disney, with the sand-bottom and pirate ship slide, and is considered by many to be one of the best resort pools, but the close proximity of the Beach Club Villa pool and its relative seclusion made it feel almost like it was our own.

Joe, the kids, and I were also together the whole time, splashing, talking, and laughing with each other. We hit the big pool one day, though it was a bit chilly when we weren’t in the water. For the rest of the trip, it was typically in the mid-70s during the day, but the evenings were very cool. It was good we did the pool when we did.

TIP! Dress in layers no matter what time of year you are at Disney. Even when it’s sweltering hot and you are sticky the second you walk outside, Floridians love their air conditioning. Many of the attractions are frigid. You may want to don a light sweater before you enter the castle at Be Our Guest or zip up your hoodie before the Great Movie Ride.


chapter two

The Evil Stepmother’s Disney Wedding

Day 2

Day two dawned cloudy with a steady drizzle. It was warm and Florida humid. “We may need to move the location of the ceremony because of the weather,” said our Disney wedding planner. “We have another great location. It’s a bit less private but a beautiful place for the ceremony.” This is where Joe’s calmness and go-with-the-flow-attitude came in very handy. He convinced me all would still be wonderful and that we should go with our original plan of hanging in Epcot before the wedding.

In less than 10 minutes we were posing in a phone booth in the UK pavilion. That was the best part of the Beach Club: a short walk to World Showcase. Epcot is our favorite park and World Showcase is the highlight for us.

We started our Epcot experience with one of the best parts of any vacation, delicious food, and had lunch at Le Chefs de France in the France pavilion. We had a lovely young man from France as our “garçon” and were lucky to sit in the front sunroom, where we had a 180-degree view of the fountain and square in the main part of the France pavilion. The sunroom has a very French bistro style, with a creamy white, ornate ceiling, reminiscent of a few of the bistros Joe and I had visited in France. All the kids really loved this meal. This was the first time we tried the lobster bisque, which has brought us back to Le Chefs many times over the years. We also had a Margherita-style pizza with a tangy tomato sauce, fresh basil, and salty, stringy cheese on a European-style, super-thin, cracker-like crust. I know how much everyone loved this meal because we have photographic evidence of the smiles, bites, and even Annie looking longingly at Nate biting into his pizza.

After touring the World Showcase for a few hours, it was time to shop. A few weeks before the wedding, my future bonus son, Nate, told me, “As soon as you and my Dad say ‘I do,’ you’re going to become a ‘yonko mother’ (a mythical evil creature from Nate’s imagination). Your eyes are going to glow red, your hair will go crazy, and you will start floating.” This became the running joke leading up to the trip. My transformation was captured in a photo of me wearing Figment ears with Stitch paws using my evil stepmotherness to terrorize my soon-to-be stepdaughter, Annie.

In the early afternoon, the girls and I hit the salon at the Beach Club to get our hair done. The ladies there were friendly, good at engaging with a tween, and did a beautiful job creating three gorgeous up-dos for Annie, Maggie, and me. This was a suggestion from our wedding planner. Our wedding was called an Intimate Ceremony (similar to the Escape Collection they have now). For about $3600 we had a unique, kid-friendly, quick ceremony for 13 people. The standard package included the ceremony space, officiant, cake, champagne toast, live music, portrait style photographer, photo album, flowers, marriage certificate, special gift, transportation, and a planner.

The ceremony space was originally the Rose Gazebo in the center courtyard of the Yacht Club. This is a quiet and intimate space, far less public than some of the other spaces we considered, including the gazebo between the Boardwalk and Beach Club. With the weather, the Rose Gazebo wasn’t possible because you have to walk outdoors for a bit to get there.

When we chose to get married at Disney and selected the affordable Intimate Ceremony, we got a lot of flack from friends and family who couldn’t come because of the 13-person maximum allowed. The funny part was we ended up having our ceremony at a gazebo space near the main pool of both hotels. So, not only was our family present in the gazebo space, but we also had about 50 random strangers cheering us on as they hung out by the pool, walked by on their way into the hotel, or departed or arrived on the Friendship boats. All of our friends and family could have easily seen us get married, but instead it was groups of park-goers in their fanny packs and tennis shoes. Disney did block off a few small areas so that my father was able to walk me down the aisle, a pretty brick walkway into the gazebo, and we almost didn’t notice all the strangers looking on. It wasn’t until the very end—during our kiss—that we heard the applause and realized our audience had swelled to far over the 13-person limit.

Our officiant was a high-energy, charismatic man named Jack Day. I think every conversation we had on the phone he was in his car. The most memorable chat was when he asked, “What would you like me to be wearing? I can do the formal robes, but I also have this great suit. And I can wear a tie that will go with the colors of your ceremony.” This is my kind of wedding officiant. Jack not only had a variety of wardrobe options, he also had a few different ceremonies he could perform and you picked the one that fit you best.

With Jack in our Intimate Ceremony cast of characters was our Disney wedding planner. When we moved the day of our ceremony from the end of the trip to the beginning, we learned that the planner they assign is based on the day and time of the wedding. We had a wonderful woman named Marie for the majority of the planning. She was receptive, understanding, and responsive to my type-A planning personality. She helped me customize the package to our needs and offered great suggestions on the location and when it was worth paying extra.

“You are not going to be able to enjoy yourself. You’re going to be thinking about the wedding and all the plans the whole trip. We should do it earlier in the week,” said my future husband, knowing me quite well. Originally, I had scheduled the wedding for a day later in the week. But after grudgingly admitting Joe was right, I moved it to Monday, our second day at Disney. This meant losing Marie and having a new planner who was not as knowledgeable, friendly, or detail-oriented, which was demonstrated before and after the ceremony when we received multiple letters and packages addressed to Brandon and Trisha Daab. Not sure who Brandon is, but he was no Joe. Thankfully, it was Joe’s name she got wrong, because he was much more understanding of the mistake than I would have been.

The planner also attends the ceremony, meeting you near your location with the flowers and photographers and escorting you to your final destination. The best part is they help you with dining reservations. With a party of nine, these can be tricky. On the day of our wedding our new planner fell ill, which was honestly not a huge loss, especially since it was Marie who replaced her! The planner stays the entire ceremony and even handles the daunting marriage license paperwork. This keeps you from having to spend at least half a day of your vacation running to a Florida courthouse. You have to love Disney and their power to have the rules changed for them.

On the wedding day, the planner has a number of jobs including helping the men in your life put on boutonnieres. In 2005 Austin could not stand still (10 year later he still doesn’t unless it involves playing Madden Mobile on his iPhone), and Marie had the fun task of trying to stick a restless five-year-old with a needle and not draw blood. The fact that she did it, and he had a smile on his face the whole time, is a testament to her abilities. The girls had flowers they carried that looked like wands with pixie dust and ribbons, which they loved, and my mom had a corsage. The flowers were beautiful bright blue and light purple hydrangeas. So much of what Disney does well is the small details that truly matter. A crowd favorite was the cream-colored satin ribbon in my bouquet that was held on by a hidden Mickey in pearls.

We opted for the live music and had a violinist who happily played the series of Cole Porter songs we’d requested in place of the standard Pachelbel’s Canon. Another upgrade that we would recommend whole-heartily is adding a “photo-journalist” to document the event. At the time, this upgrade cost us around $600 and included one additional photo album. It was money well spent. When I booked I thought we would be having the photo-journalist in place of the portrait photographer. It wasn’t until we walked into the Yacht Club as a family and had our red carpet moment, being temporarily blinded as we were bombarded with a series of lights and flashes from two photographers and the videographer, that I realized upgrading meant we would have both. Once the spots in our vision went away, we met the whole team capturing our big moment.

The two photographers played off each other really well, and often times the photo-journalist would be capturing the hilarity that was trying to wrangle all nine of us and getting us to pose nicely. That is not the Daab way. We much prefer to pose dramatically or in interesting ways. My father, Bob, calls it Daab style. One of my favorite wedding photos is all of us in our wedding finery on a beautiful grand staircase tastefully decorated for the holidays in the Yacht Club. Austin is doing a little dance with his mouth hanging open, Nate is holding his knee up and making a “karate man” face, with Annie next to him doing a similar pose, Maggie is singing into her bouquet, Joe’s arms are spread wide like the master of the wackiness and I am looking at him and giving him a smile that says, “Yep, this was totally worth it. I love this family.” Even my mom is getting in on the action, saying, “Well, if you can’t get them to pose, give up and we’ll just join them.” Bob is standing there with a huge grin and sympathizing with the photographers.

TIP! If you are having a Disney wedding, make good friends with your photographer. Find out which one will be doing the selects for your photo album afterward. Be a happy photo subject, be friendly, make them laugh, cooperate, and call them after your wedding. This way you get more say on which photos make it into your album, and you don’t end up with a photo of you, your spouse, and your Cinderella and Prince Charming watches. (Or maybe that’s your thing and you can make sure you get more than one!)

Picking the photos that will go in your Disney wedding album is very important. Nowadays, with digital photos, this may all have changed, but at the time, between our two albums, we only got 23 of the hundreds of photos the guys took. If you wanted to receive a disc with the photos it was pretty pricey. Thankfully, the photo-journalist remembered us and had a great time with our wacky group and let me choose the photos I wanted in the album.

As is true with most things Disney, they had a standard set included in the package: a professional photo of Joe and me with a Cinderella-themed certificate from a vice president at Disney, congratulating us on our wedding. It’s a nice piece in a beautiful folder. The certificate is accompanied by “a gift from Cinderella and Prince Charming to commemorate your special day,” presented by the planner. Now, we are Disney fans, but not the kind who wear watches with the castle on them. They are very nice watches and the eBay buyer who
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