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“Leslie Milk knows that every mother of the bride is like a four-star general. She plans the strategy, defends the deficit, dispatches the troops, and negotiates the peace. For any mother of the bride who wants to declare victory on the day of the wedding, this book is MUST reading.”

—Kitty Kelley, New York Times best-selling author of The Family: The Real Story of the Bush Dynasty


FOR MEREDITH
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The most beautiful bride ever to walk down the aisle.

And I’m not just saying that because I’m her mother.
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Producing a book is a lot like producing a wedding—one person cannot do it alone. Neither of these enterprises started out as my idea. The bride and groom decided to get married without any prompting from me. It was my wise and witty husband, Benjamin, who suggested that I should document the experience and stalwartly lived through the 16 months of planning and another year of writing.

I am also very grateful to:

Jeremy, my fantastic son and sometime collaborator, who never once asked, “Why are you spending my inheritance on my sister’s wedding?”

Susan Taylor, my best friend since the Brownies, who conveniently arranged to marry off both her children so that I would have more material.

The professionals who became my wedding professors: florist Nick Perez, photographer Michael Kress, and Cynthia Charles Andrade of Catering by Windows.

Jack Limpert, editor of Washingtonian magazine, for rationing my adjectives and making me a better listener as well as a better writer.

Mariska van Aalst, my book editor, the perfect combination of cheerleader, confessor, and thoughtful critic.

Jane Dystel, my literary agent, whose guidance and encouragement were invaluable.

Finally, I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to all of the brides and mothers of brides who shared their wedding stories with me.

May they all live happily ever after.
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THE WEDDING PARTY
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THERE GOES MY BABY

Oh, my God, she’s engaged!”

You shouldn’t really be shocked by the news. She may not live at home or even in her hometown, but you’ve seen the signs.

First his name started cropping up in conversations. Then she was starting sentences with “Tim thinks” or “Josh and I.”

After a suitable interval, you met the guy. Assuming your daughter is over the age of consent, you realized what this “meeting” meant. This guy was a contender. If he walked upright, his eyes focused, and he wasn’t on a day pass from a nearby correctional facility, he was a serious contender.

You tried hard not to turn that initial encounter into a job interview. You only asked subtle questions like “Have you always lived with your mother?” Or “I’ve always wondered about the earning potential of periodontists. Will dental floss hurt your business in the long run?” You kicked your husband under the table before he could ask to see the guy’s last three tax returns.

Then you waited to see if the guy moved up through the ranks:

[image: ]A great guy

[image: ]A guy I’m seeing

[image: ]The guy I’m seeing

[image: ]You called your daughter and he answered.

[image: ]You called your daughter and left a message on her answering machine although you knew she was spending weekends at his place and she knew that you knew, but neither of you was ready to acknowledge the knowledge.

They broke up and made up several times. She was invited to his sister’s wedding. His mother bought her a birthday present. Still, you knew better than to get too excited. The average girl discovers boys at age 13. The average first-time bride is 25. That’s more than a decade of possibles, impossibles, interims, and also-rans.

Then, one evening she called, and “Oh my God, she’s engaged.”

[image: ]

Your daughter will ask, “Are you happy?” This is a test. It is not multiple choice. You are ecstatic, overjoyed. Any tears you shed are tears of joy. The marriage may not last, but your daughter’s memory of your response will live in infamy. And she’s bound to tell the fiancé what you said!

Of course, you want to be happy for your daughter. But don’t be surprised if you have mixed feelings. Her intended is a terrific guy . . . but he may not be the terrific guy you hoped for. When you pictured your daughter walking down the aisle, you probably expected her to marry someone close to home who shared your cultural and religious roots. You may even have unconsciously created a resume for the man of her dreams.

“I always thought she’d marry a doctor or a lawyer,” one mother of the bride admitted. When it was pointed out to her that nobody in the bride’s family was a doctor or a lawyer, she sighed, “I know that. But I always thought she’d marry up.”

Even if the fiancé is everything you would wish for, this is as much a rite of passage for you as it is for her. I know how I felt when my daughter, Meredith, called with the news that she was engaged on Valentine’s Day 2002. I really was ecstatic, overjoyed, weeping tears of joy. But after I hung up the phone, I suddenly felt . . . old.

Mother of the bride—the phrase conjures up a vision of a middle-aged woman with the kind of hairdo that doesn’t move in a high wind. The mother of the bride wears a pastel jacket dress to hide her flabby upper arms and matching shoes with arch supports. She carries a purse big enough for her reading glasses. She asks the caterer for decaf. Nobody ever refers to the mother of the bride as “such a pretty girl.”

I didn’t want to see myself that way, but if the arch supports fit . . .

Like many other mothers of brides—and grooms—the first thing I asked was when the happy couple wanted to get married. The question had nothing to do with planning the ceremony, hiring the caterer, booking the hall, and so on. I needed to know how much time I had to get in shape for the wedding pictures. How much time I had would determine how many chins I would be wearing on the big day.

Would the engagement last long enough for a diet and rigorous workouts, or was I heading straight for Lycra, liposuction, and the “instant face-lift” with rubber bands and tape advertised on a late-night infomercial? How many hairdos and hair colors could I try before settling on the camera-ready coiffure?

[image: img]

Then I did something really dangerous—I pulled out my wedding album.

It is only natural to harken back to your own wedding or weddings when you think about your daughter as a bride. Hopefully, all your memories are happy ones. But if the glorious celebration was followed by a less-than-glorious marriage, if your blood pressure rises when you think of your young, innocent self walking down the aisle toward that idiotic, lowlife, no-good, cheating son of a fishwife, your recollections of the wedding itself may be colored by subsequent events.

That trip down memory lane is a voyage best taken alone. It is unfair to burden the bride with your romantic baggage. And if that idiotic, lowlife, no-good cheating son of a fishwife also happens to be the bride’s father, you’ll have to bite your tongue a lot in the months ahead. Nothing ruins a wedding faster than acrimonious exes using the event as an excuse to snipe at each other.

Happily married mothers face a different challenge. You may be tempted to re-create the magic. Depending on when you were wed and where your head was at the time, you probably had either a strictly traditional wedding, a love-in, a ceremony that didn’t compromise your feminist principles, an earth-friendly affair with invitations on recycled paper, or some combination of all four.

A traditional wedding meant a white wedding gown with enough fabric to cover all of your admirable assets, a veil over your face, bridesmaids in matching pastel dresses, a white wedding cake, “Here Comes the Bride,” and a vow to “love, honor, and obey.”

The alternative wedding had readings from The Prophet, by Kahlil Gibran, a Mexican wedding dress, a barefoot-on-a-hillside ceremony, somebody playing the guitar, and a promise “to make love, not war.” There was no wedding cake and nobody asked what was in the brownies.

Your feminist wedding may have skipped all mentions of bride and groom. You read from the gospel according to Gloria Steinem, you pledged to be equal partners, and neither of you changed your name.

Your “friends of the earth’’ wedding meant an unbleached cotton wedding dress, organic vegetables, and recycling bins at the reception.

Forget it!

Your daughter doesn’t want the wedding you had. She has never read Jonathan Livingston Seagull. She would no more promise to “obey” than she would promise to churn butter. On the other hand, she may be more traditional than you were at her age, eager to embrace all of the rituals you thought were sexist and archaic.

As a young bride, you wouldn’t have dreamed of marrying far from home. Today’s engaged couples are likely to be from different geographic areas. Now that women marry later and venture farther, “home” for the bride and groom may be in another city. The couple may want to marry in another location altogether—a dream destination on an island, atop a mountain, in an amusement park, or in the adult version of an amusement park, Las Vegas.

As a bride, you wanted the best wedding your father’s money could buy. Your daughter may want no part of an expensive shindig. Her style may be more funky than formal. As long as they don’t pose a serious risk to life, limb, or bank balance, be prepared to honor the bride’s choices.

In my case, this was not a problem. I wouldn’t wish my one and only wedding on any other unsuspecting bride, let alone my darling daughter.

My husband, Benjamin, and I were married at the Plaza Hotel in New York on March 24, 1968. We are still married. I attribute some of our marital longevity to the fact that our wedding was such a disaster that the marriage had nowhere to go but up.

What went wrong? The hotel was not ravaged by flood or fire. The kitchen did not explode. My dress arrived on time and intact. We suffered none of the misfortunes that make great stories or are now covered by wedding insurance. Our problems were all human error: in-laws turning into outlaws, guests and hosts behaving badly, and the bride taking umbrage when she should have been taking valium.

[image: ]My father-in-law hijacked the wedding. We were supposed to be married at a lovely little New York hotel overlooking Central Park. My father-in-law took it upon himself to inspect the site and announced that no son of his would be married there. He hated the men’s room. He did not feel the need to list his specific complaints. He just turned purple at the mere mention of the place. (Let me hasten to point out that his other son had been married a few months earlier at a wedding mill famous for such special effects as having the bride appear on an elevated platform above the congregation amid a flock of doves and singing angels.)

Every time my future father-in-law turned aubergine, my mother-in-law took to her bed. After a month of this, we moved the wedding to the Plaza Hotel, which had well-appointed men’s rooms that met my future father-in-law’s standards.

[image: ]My mother was so offended by the cavalier attitude of the groom’s family, who were not paying for any part of the wedding, that she refused to speak to them or me. (She did deign to address me briefly before the ceremony to ask me to put on her false eyelashes.)

[image: ] The Plaza gave us a “bridal suite” to dress for the wedding and for the wedding night. I was so thrilled—the suite was bigger than our first apartment—that I never asked how I would get from the suite to the wedding ceremony. There I was in my dress and veil, sharing the elevator with a couple from Indiana, a bellhop, and a luggage cart. The wife was very understanding. “Fred, don’t step on her dress,” she warned her husband. Then she wished me good luck.

[image: ]Many of my relatives had never met the groom. As he and the best man came down the aisle, my father’s deaf Aunt Mollie could be heard “whispering,” “Is he the fat one or the skinny one?”

[image: ] My husband’s cousin Reggie, an entrepreneur who founded the largest transvestite mail-order business in the United States, hadn’t been invited to the wedding. He came anyway, representing his mother who had been invited but couldn’t make it. Reggie showed up with a date. We were so grateful that he wasn’t wearing any of his own wares that we did not object to the extra guest.

[image: ] My cousin Jeanie, dressed in black in deference to her recently failed marriage, displayed so much cleavage that one of the waiters almost set himself on fire with the cherries jubilee.

I could go on, but . . .

I had no desire to duplicate my nuptial disaster. I wanted my daughter to have the wedding I never had—a happy one.

Like most brides today, my daughter was older than I was on my trip down the aisle and less likely to bow to parental pressure. But I did want her to benefit from my mistakes:

[image: ]I forgot that you have to have a wedding with your own relatives. You may crave an elegant affair, but unless you hire the cast of Four Weddings and a Funeral to play your family, it isn’t going to happen.

[image: ] Contrary to conventional wisdom, weddings do not bring out the best in people. Rites of passage stir the emotional pot, and old hurts and grievances rise to the surface.

[image: ]I should have let my mother do more of it. I was determined that the wedding should reflect my personality, and the only way to achieve that was to do it all myself. Wrong. My mother had trained her whole life for just such an opportunity. She was used to giving orders. Having survived the Great Depression and my grandmother, she would not have been cowed by my in-laws, my relatives, or the catering director at the Plaza who refused my husband’s one request—a chocolate wedding cake.

Of course, my mother wouldn’t have been cowed by me either.

But my daughter, Meredith, had no such problem.

And hopefully, neither will yours. Some brides have told me that their mothers were frustrated—their mothers planned their weddings and now they have daughters who want to run their own shows. It can be hard to relinquish control—particularly if you are paying some or all of the bills.

“She told me that this was her wedding; I could have ‘mine’ in 20 or 30 years when my daughter gets married,” said one bitter newlywed.

Big mistake! Unless your aim is to permanently alienate your daughter and miss meeting your future grandchildren, you want to work with your daughter, not walk over her.

In this area, I had a distinct advantage. Some are born with guilt, some achieve guilt, and some have guilt thrust upon them. I qualify on all three counts.

As a working mother and a charter member of the “We can have it all and do it all” generation, I still feel guilty about mistakes I made trying to juggle work and family. Guilt, coupled with the memories of my wedding, were enough motivation for me to put my daughter’s wishes first.

My daughter—like yours—is a very independent woman. Couldn’t she have pulled the wedding together without my help? Not easily. Contrary to some popular opinion, mothers of the bride are far from obsolete.

The bride may be finishing school or starting a career. She may live hundreds or thousands of miles from home. She can and should make all of the big decisions—she picked the groom and she should pick the dress, the location, the officiant, and the style of the wedding. But she will happily delegate many of the details. She has no burning need to type lists, lick envelopes, or schlep invitations to the post office.

Broken, blended, and unconventional families present unimagined challenges for your daughter. Planning the ceremony and the seating arrangements can give the bride a headache that will last well into the honeymoon—and create animosities that live on even longer.

Whether you are her mother or her surrogate mother (stepmom, aunt, etc.) and whether she knows it or not, the bride is going to need you. And you are going to need help.

This book is your survival guide.


[image: ]
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10 REASONS WHY EVERY BRIDE NEEDS A MOTHER OR SURROGATE MOTHER

1. You are the only one willing to work unlimited hours doing such menial jobs as typing lists, licking envelopes, and picking up and delivering for no pay.

2. You are the only other person who really cares whether the swirls on the wedding cake match the embroidery on her dress or if the yellow flowers are more citron than buttercup.

3. You’ll negotiate the budget with the father of the bride and take the heat when the bills arrive.

4. You’ll come to the rescue when the recalcitrant caterer refuses to make the groom’s favorite pigs-in-blankets for the reception.

5. You’ll go with her to 54 shoe stores looking for the perfect white wedding shoes even though you know that no one will see them under the wedding dress.

6. You’ll go with her to every dress fitting and assure her that she’s going to be a beautiful bride even if she doesn’t lose the last 5 pounds.

7. You’ll get the bridal salon to alter the wedding dress at the last minute when she does lose the last 5 pounds.

8. You’ll entertain his mother and all of your relatives.

9. Whenever the bride begins to panic, she’ll feel free to yell at you, knowing that you won’t hate her in the morning.

10. After the wedding, you are the only one who’ll be willing to watch the wedding video 20 times in the first month, marveling with the bride about every delightful detail.
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THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER PRENUPTIAL AGREEMENT

The moment your daughter announces that she’s getting married, you start playing catchup. What’s news to you is the culmination of a decade of daydreams for her. By the time you get over the shock, she is hip deep in bridal magazines. By the time you’ve called all the relatives, she is mentally debating the advantages of a sunset wedding on a Bali beach or asking the president if the White House is available on a Saturday in June.

It is tempting to sit back and enjoy the moment.

You and your daughter have been through so much together. Book reports and braces. Good grades and bad hair days. Shouting matches you’ll always remember and boyfriends you’d rather forget. There were times when you wondered whether the bond between you had stretched to the breaking point. But now you are both adults, able to relate woman-to-woman.

In the weeks or months ahead, the mother-daughter bond will again be tested as the two of you juggle the needs and wishes of two families and an army of bridesmaids, groomsmen, caterers, cake bakers, dressmakers, florists, photographers, videographers, musicians, and calligraphers. There are even instances, albeit rare, when you will have to consider the wishes of the groom.

You’ve heard the horror stories of mothers and brides locked in battle over the wording of the invitation or the makeup of the wedding party. Right now that kind of conflict seems impossible. But the longer your daughter lingers over those magazines, the more unrealistic her unspoken expectations can become.

She is not alone. You are probably harboring some illusions of the kind of wedding your daughter wants. Think that your daughter, the soccer goalie-turned-litigator, isn’t going to want to drape herself in floor-length Valenciennes lace? Think again! Wedding fantasies have nothing to do with the woman she appears to be.

You have to start with the premise that every American girl is born with unalienable rights to life, liberty, and a long white dress. Girls in other countries are demanding those same rights, regardless of their roots. In Japan, even Buddhist brides are often married in Christian church ceremonies, just so they can wear the long white dress.

[image: img]

This is the time to get real. You will do your best to create the dream wedding, but not the impossible dream wedding. The only way she’s getting married in the White House is if you get elected president, and she probably doesn’t want to wait that long. She can indeed be married on a beach in Tahiti as long as she is willing to limit the wedding to immediate family and any flush friends who can pay their own way over.

Your daughter may be entertaining any number of ideas to make her wedding unique—having a nautical wedding on a yacht, re-creating a fairy tale like Snow White or Alice in Wonderland, or transforming a banquet hall into a fantasy from Arabian Nights complete with bedoin tents and belly dancers. You need to make clear that 90-year-old Aunt Nancy won’t be able to come to the casbah and sit on a cushion and that the bridesmaids may balk at being dressed as the seven dwarfs.

You’ll have to get real, too. Of course, it would be lovely if she wore your wedding dress, but what was “mod” in the ’70s looks mad now.

It is easy to misunderstand each other when you think you are communicating clearly. Your idea of an “informal” wedding may be a garden party with flutes of champagne. She’s picturing a beach barbecue with bottles of beer.

The best way to achieve a true meeting of the minds and an alignment between bride and bank account is to put it in writing. Before you view the first hotel ballroom or taste the first chevres on endive, sit down together to draw up a mother-daughter prenuptial agreement. Putting it in writing can prevent the “she said, she said” misunderstandings that ruin many a wedding long before the “I dos.”

It will force both of you to come up with a workable schedule. It is also a diplomatic way of asking the questions that need to be asked, like, “Is his family footing the bill for any part of this extravaganza or should I tell your father what this is going to cost us and hope he doesn’t have a stroke?”

A mother-daughter agreement is a form of wedding insurance. In the unlikely event that the bride becomes a bridezilla (a technical term for “the bride from hell”) or you turn into the Mother of all mothers of the bride, there will be clearly outlined procedures for intervention.

You don’t need a lawyer to create a mother-daughter prenup. The following sample agreement can be modified to cover the specifics of your situation.


MOTHER-DAUGHTER PRENUPTIAL AGREEMENT

[image: img]

We the undersigned, ___________________, bride, and ___________________, mother of the bride, in order to preserve our relationship and our sanity and to create a more perfect wedding, agree to the following obligations and conditions:

Financial Arrangement: The cost of the wedding will not exceed $___________. The bride’s family, the groom’s family, and the bride and groom will divide the costs of the rehearsal dinner, wedding ceremony, reception, and honeymoon in the following way:

The bride and groom will pay for _________

The bride’s family will pay for _________

The groom’s family will pay for _________

Delineation of Responsibility: This is the bride’s day to shine. She will have ultimate authority on the selection of the location, attire, and specific details of the wedding ceremony and reception, within the parameters of this agreement.

Wedding Style: The bride and groom have decided that the wedding will be:

__ Formal—black tie and seated dinner

__ Semiformal—black tie or dark suit and dinner or buffet

__ Texas Formal—black tie and boots, champagne and barbecue

__ Informal—shirts and shoes required

Wedding Theme: The bride is entitled to select a theme for the wedding. However, the mother of the bride is not required to wear a costume consistent with that theme.

Determination of the Guest List: The wedding will be limited to _____ guests to be divided in the following way:

Bride and groom ________

Bride’s family _________

Groom’s family ________

We recognize that if we invite everyone we know, love, like, associate with on a regular basis, or associate with on an irregular basis, we will have to rent the nearest football stadium, convention center, or high school gym. Since this is not the ambience we have in mind, we agree to cut down our guest lists to stay with the budget and the confines of our wedding venue in the following manner:

The mother of the bride agrees to eliminate all relatives she could not recognize on sight, friends and colleagues who wouldn’t recognize the bride on sight, and anyone she would invite only because she owes them a dinner.

The bride agrees to eliminate old boyfriends invited for the express purpose of watching them suffer once they see how gorgeous she is now. She will also cross off high school chums and college sorority sisters she hasn’t seen in the last five years, people at work she doesn’t like but feels funny not inviting, and her entire kickboxing class.

Single friends of the mother of the bride will be invited to bring fiancées, partners, or romantic interests who have been around for at least three weeks prior to the making of the final guest list.

Single friends of the bride will be invited with fiancés, partners, boyfriends, potential boyfriends, or any male in a suit if any of the friend’s old boyfriends are going to be present or if all of the ushers and friends of the groom are bringing wives, fiancées, or girlfriends.

The groom and his family are entitled to an equitable number of guests, regardless of the puny size of their family, the small number of friends you are certain they have, and their paltry financial contribution.

Maintenance of Civility: Both parties will refrain from using the following words or phrases during the planning process: tacky, tasteless, cutesy, cheesy, ugly, and atrocious. The mother of the bride will refrain from using the following phrases: “I wouldn’t be caught dead in” “over my dead body” “I’m paying for it, so . . .” and “your (grandmother, grandfather, aunt, uncle) must be turning over in his/her grave” as well as all criticism of the groom and the groom’s family—at least when talking to her daughter. (See Stipulated Bitching Hours clause.) The bride will refrain from using the following phrases: “Everybody else has . . .” “In the dark ages, when you were a bride . . .” and “If you really want me to be happy . . .”

Selection of the Officiant: The mother of the bride agrees that, guilt aside, the bride is under no obligation to be married in the faith of her forefathers. The bride agrees that she will select an officiant who is licensed to perform a legal marriage and is not a practitioner of Wicca, Raelianism, Scientology, occult worship, or satanism. Clergy ordained via the Internet or by mail order are acceptable as long as their eyes focus and they do not address the father of the bride as “Yo” or “Dude.”

Selection of Location: The bride is not required to be married in the house of worship favored by her forefathers. She may select a romantic, elegant, or exotic location with the following exceptions:

[image: ]If the location is outdoors, there must be a place to take cover in case of rain, snow, gale, or hurricane.

[image: ]The families of the bride and groom should not need athletic ability or special inoculations to get there.

[image: ]No location should be considered where the mother of the bride is required to wear a bikini or her birthday suit.

Selection of Attire: The bride agrees to consider but is under no obligation to wear a dress, veil, headpiece, garter, or any other article of wedding attire worn by mother, grandmother, or other relatives. The bride may select her own dress and accessories for the wedding, within the constraints of the budget.

The mother of the bride may select her own dress and accessories for the wedding with the understanding that she will not outshine the bride and not clash with the bride’s color scheme. Her ensemble may be a bit more expensive than the bride’s, but she’s earned the right.

The mother of the bride will be responsible for assuring that male members of the bride’s family are properly attired. In the case of a formal wedding, proper attire will constitute suits or tuxedos of recent vintage, formal shirts, and black shoes without lug soles.

Selection of Theme: The bride and groom may decide to select a theme for their wedding to reflect a shared interest, e.g., skydiving, skiing, or scuba diving; a shared passion, e.g., Star Wars or bridge; or their shared offbeat sense of humor, e.g., “Let’s dress the wedding party like the cast of Lion King.” The mother of the bride must defer to their wishes even though she has the old-fashioned notion that getting married is, in itself, enough of a theme to inspire a wedding.

However, the mother of the bride retains the rights stipulated in the location clause. In addition, she may elect not to come in costume, even if that means The Force will not be with her.

Drop-Dead Dates: If the bride has not found the “perfect” dress, veil, shoes, location, caterer, photographer, florist, or officiant 90 days before the date of the wedding, she is required to pick the best available.

Stipulated Bitching Hours: The mother of the bride agrees to grant the bride ___ hours to bitch without interruption about the groom, his unreasonable family, her unfeeling friends, her boss, her body, her hair, her skin, and the mother of the bride herself. The bride is under no obligation to reciprocate. However, the mother of the bride is entitled to equal time to bitch to her best friend about the groom, his unreasonable family, her boss, her body, her hair, her skin, and her unfeeling daughter.

The best friend will, of course, be sworn to secrecy and promise to forget all she has heard within 30 days after the wedding.

Assumption of Blame: The mother of the bride shall be held blameless for bad weather, bad hair days, bad karma, zits, and other acts of God. The mother of the bride agrees to be blamed for everything else—after all, what’s a mother for?

Insanity Clause: Should either party to this agreement show signs of wedding madness, the father of the bride, the groom, and the maid of honor together may perform an intervention, requiring the bride or the mother of the bride to cease and desist all wedding-related activity for 24 hours. An exception will be made should this 24-hour period include the actual wedding day. Symptoms of wedding madness may include but are not limited to:

[image: ] Incoherent muttering of nonsense phrases like “arugula or radicchio, anemones or sweet peas, ivory or ecru.”

[image: ]Requiring all of the attendants to dye their hair to match the bridal bouquet.

[image: ]Refusing to allow the groom’s sister to be in the wedding unless she loses weight.

[image: ] Trying to hire the carriage that Princess Diana used to get to Westminster
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