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Introduction

[image: ]O WE HEAR you're getting married! Super! and Congrats!

Now what?

What really lies ahead? Lots. Starting with gowns, diamonds, flowers, invitations, gifts, and moving on to guest lists, bridesmaids, budgets, decisions… Ooops. Is that what those jitters are about? Is that why there is a knot in your stomach?

Yup.

Because the image in your mind of what your life is going to be like in the next several months may be nothing like the reality.

You, your fiancé, your family, your fiancé's family, and your friends are all going through major changes. And sometimes these people you love so dearly may be unrecognizable to you (and perhaps you to them as well!). You may be surprised to find that rational friends and family you have known all of your life can begin to behave very strangely when a wedding is in the air.

So throughout the wedding planning process, you may find yourself asking, more than once: Who are these people? And why are they pressuring me? Why does everyone around you seem to have an opinion about your wedding—and whose wedding is it anyway? You've been waiting for this day your whole life. And suddenly what should be a joyous, heartwarming, unforgettable experience begins to turn into a frightening, foreboding, intimidating, anxiety-provoking hell of a mess. It's overwhelming. And, with so much to do and plan before the big day actually arrives, all the conflicting opinions and emotions may start to make you feel like catching the next plane to Vegas. At least when you elope, you don't have to worry about what to do if your dress doesn't fit, or where to seat Dad's new wife whom Mom despises!

Fortunately, you don't have to pack your bags for the Elvis Chapel just yet. That's what we are here for. Wedding Sanity Savers is the ultimate troubleshooting guide, an emotional survival kit that will see you smoothly through it all, based on the answers to hundreds of questions from real brides just like you.

The truth is that even though the wedding industry is built upon offering options and solutions—with choices of themes, styles, fabrics, colors, venues, music, flowers—it offers very little help with regard to the questions you really want to ask. We wanted to provide a forum for brides to seek answers to questions not covered in the hundreds of other wedding planning guides. Questions that are often the most hair raising and baffling of them all!

Maybe you, like the brides who e-mail us every day, are feeling confused, frustrated, or just unsure about how your engagement and your wedding are unfolding. Surely, with all that a wedding involves, you are stressed. So join the club. We all were. Just know that whatever the reason, whatever you are feeling or experiencing, it has been felt or experienced by someone else (actually by many people!). And we have received thousands of letters that ask the same questions you are asking, from brides of all different circumstances and backgrounds.

So, as they say—and they are right when they say it—first of all, take a deep breath. It's going to be OK. We have the answers— and it's going to be fine. Honest. The questions in this book will help clarify the issues at stake and help you understand the different forces at work, think through your situation, mull over the options, be honest with yourself, tackle the difficult choices, and emerge confident, clearheaded, self-assured, full of love for your fiancé, and ready to smile as you walk down the aisle. We will guide you through the process, holding your hand every step of the way.

So if you find yourself wondering:


	Is my family really behind me?


	How will I manage to get through this with everyone around me being so needy and thinking it's all about them?


	Why can't I make up my mind about a china pattern?


	How can my fiancé and I ever agree on anything when we have such different tastes (and I hate his!)?


	Is it a realistic goal to get my parents to be civil to each other if they have not talked to each other in the five years since their divorce?


	How can I honor the people in my life who have been very important to me but who are not my relatives?


	Is it too much to ask that my future husband be respectful to my parents when he does not like them?


	What can I do about Uncle Norm, who always gets drunk and embarrasses himself at family events?


	Why am I fantasizing about my old boyfriend? And, should I tell my fiancé about this? Does it mean I don't want to marry him?


	How can I be sure I will be faithful to one man for the rest of my life?


	Should I tell him that I hate his old furniture and don't want it in our home?


	How can I ask my parents to throw a small, intimate wedding when they have always wanted to have a big, gala event?


	Why am I waking up at night with fears that I've never had before and pains in my stomach?


	How will I ever get his kids to love me since I am not their biological mother?


	How can I stop thinking about the high divorce rate?


	Why am I having dreams about being hemmed in and restricted?


	How will I know that our marriage will be different from my parents' marriage and, more important, from his parents' marriage?




Relax. Now is the time to stop worrying. This book will give you the tools you need to get through it all.

Wedding Sanity Savers is organized into chapters that tackle the different issues you may be facing, from family matters to cold feet. You will find that some of the sections are clearly for you, while others are not relevant to your particular situation. So feel free to skip around. Keep in mind, however, that there's a lot of good wisdom packed into these pages, so even if the questions don't relate to you directly, you may find interesting food for thought or advice that helps you think about your wedding and upcoming marriage in a different light. For example, if you are marrying someone of a different faith you may want to read the section on religion even if there are no complicating issues in your specific situation, because you might learn something about your own beliefs or gain some further insight into what a merging of faiths really means. The truth is that there's a lot more to getting married than what you read in bridal magazines, and there's a lot you can learn about yourself and your future spouse if you think about these issues and ask the right questions about how you can have a strong, harmonious marriage.

Above all, remember that it's been done before. People get engaged every day. And despite the obstacles that may arise along the way, they do get married and live happily ever after! So even if your mother's every opinion suddenly seems as important as world peace, and you don't want to wear the gown she wore at her wedding, and your bridesmaids are hinting that they just can't wear the dresses you painstakingly picked out, and your fiancé is bringing up the elopement idea again, read on and smile. It's going to be fine. More than fine. It's going to be the best day of your life, and you are going to be totally, utterly, absolutely, thoroughly, entirely, and completely prepared and happy.

Let's go do it.
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[image: ]OU'RE ENGAGED! And suddenly you realize it's about more than wearing a ring. It's more than choosing the music and the flowers. You are in the process of becoming part of a “we.” Even though by day you are bombarded by the choices you have to make (which ring, venue, dress, flowers, food, photographer are right for your special day), in the quiet of the evenings you may be contemplating the reality and the highs and lows of becoming a married person.

There are definite phases in the wedding process, all of which lead to being altered at the altar. Not everyone will experience these phases in the same way, but recognizing that they exist will make your life a little easier. It's OK to experience some fears and doubts. After all, it is normal to feel fear when jumping into the unknown (in this case, marriage). In the weeks and months ahead, do your best to stay in the moment rather than let your imagination run wild with thoughts of the future. Do your best to embrace the upcoming “new.” And remember that no amount of frenetic racing to make all of the “right” decisions will put your mind and heart at rest. Rather, this adjustment in identity takes time and will happen within you at your own pace.

All of us have varying degrees of flexibility when it comes to change, and the process of falling in love, becoming engaged, getting married, and then living life as a couple certainly alters the landscape of your world. Moreover, since every courtship and every wedding is different, it's not easy to create a general guide to each of the various stages. There are some commonalities, however: You are being asked to make a huge change in your life; you are being asked to make a lifetime commitment; you are adjusting to becoming a member of someone else's family; and you have been thrust into the center of attention while experiencing a major change in identity. There will be days when you feel as though you are compromising a lot of what makes you the person someone wants to marry.

Take it from us: It is virtually impossible to glide through it flawlessly. Don't expect to. Do expect ups and downs. Along the way you will find out a lot about yourself, your fiancé, and about the family that raised you and the one you are marrying into. Your challenge is to stay true to yourself and at the same time remain open to what lies ahead. Becoming a part of a “we” is a process of growth.

Part of the new we is setting up a home together. If you're not already living together, this can be a major adventure. It is only when you are both in one place that you can truly begin to build your life together, creating your own rituals and routines as a committed couple. Whether you do it before or after the wedding, there are issues to be addressed. If you have some growing pains with this (if you sometimes get on each other's nerves, if you suddenly find habits annoying in your partner, ones that didn't bother you before), it doesn't mean you're not meant to be together. It is simply part of negotiating as you share the same space. Setting up the home, room by room, is one thing. Maintaining your personal space, making your own decisions, and keeping yourselves happy both separately and together takes some work. Here are a few of the common hurdles that arise when merging two lives under one roof, along with some basic troubleshooting tips:


	Are you moving into his existing space or is he moving into your sacred home? Remember that it is important that neither partner feels like a permanent guest. Make sure that both of you are reflected in your home. This may mean adding new decorative elements, rearranging the furniture, reorganizing the kitchen cupboards, or changing the message on the answering machine and the name on the mailbox. Both partners need to be sensitive that these changes are not always easy. Giving up coveted shelf space can be irritating, but the overall message is “I'm happy you're with me.”


	You may be a “shabby chic” type and your intended a minimalist. Don't panic—this can be a good thing! Most couples realize they need to compromise. You may forgo that bright yellow bedspread while he passes on the black one. When you are conscious of another person, you may find that each of you is perfectly happy with the tan duvet cover and cream sheets. In the end, the ideal is that your surroundings reflect the tastes and personalities of both of you.


	Expect to make adjustments regarding your personal space. For example, should you share a phone line or have two? You need to find ways of balancing your separate lives while building a life together. Keep in mind that sharing the same space doesn't mean you have to breathe every molecule of oxygen that your partner does. You can and should allow for personal space and personal time. Closing the door every once in a while doesn't mean it's over, so long as you express “I love you, and I need some time just for me.”


	Communication has never been more important. Habits such as leaving stockings in the shower, clothes on the floor, dishes in the sink, or crumbs on the counter can all be subtle irritants at the start and become major dramas. Try to address them as they come up and not be insulted or insulting. Just because you've both been living your own way doesn't mean you can't—or shouldn't—modify your behavior. That said, remember that you were not put on this earth to change your partner. The goal is to get along without making the other person feel diminished because his ways are different from yours.


	Whether it's planning the wedding or doing the dishes, sometimes each partner has different ideas about what constitutes a division of labor. Sometimes one partner will take over all the daily chores, with the understanding that the other partner supports their life together in different ways. This arrangement may not work for you, and if you feel that the responsibilities are better shared so that neither partner feels resentful, then make a plan. From the beginning, make sure those roles do not become your rules. Discuss what will be fair for the two of you and watch one another to make sure you stay on track.


	Suddenly your finances are no longer just about you. Will you have separate accounts, or will you open a joint one? Who pays for what and how is this decided? Are necessities to one of you viewed as extravagances by the other? When couples decided to get engaged, questions of finance always arise. These questions can be exacerbated throughout the wedding process (more on this in Chapter 11). It's worth sitting down at the outset to discuss your financial situation and priorities and to set initial boundaries.




Moving in together is just one of the things you may both have to adjust to once you're engaged. But when all is said and done, these compromises and changes will strengthen you as a couple. Throughout this time, be patient with each other, keep the lines of communication open, and focus on the real joys of being together, and particularly on the pleasure of waking up next to your best friend every morning.
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THE END OF PRIVACY

Dear Dr. Dale,

I am concerned about moving in with my fiancé. I really love my privacy and am afraid that when we live together, I will have to give it up. We cannot afford a large apartment and there won't be a place for me to go to be by myself. This is a big deal for me, and I don't want my fiancé to think I don't want to be with him. It is just that sometimes I need some private space.

Private time to be with one's thoughts, feelings, books, music is essential to anyone's happiness, and yet most new couples give this up. They feel they should—and should want to—spend every minute together. But if more couples paid attention to this very primal need to have time alone to refresh and restore, we are certain that there would be many more content marriages. Perhaps you and your fiancé can arrange some time each week when one of you can leave the apartment for a few hours and you can look forward to this time without feeling that either of you is being rejected. Planning this can help ensure that each of you have the time alone that you need and that you will reunite with your partner feeling more at peace. Remember: Time for yourself benefits you as a couple as well as individually.

WHEN DO I LET HIM SEE THE “REAL ME”?

Dear Dr. Dale,

I enjoy looking my best—for me and for my fiancé. I dress nicely, and I make sure I am regularly “brushed and buffed.” I have manicures, pedicures, facials, and weekly hair treatments. But I also love to hang around the house in sweats, without makeup and mousse. My fiancé has made it clear that he loves the finished product but that he has no desire to see the “behind the scenes” stuff, and once he caught me with a facial mask on and was not happy. He only wants the perfect result. Since we are not yet married and we are establishing routines that we will probably keep after our marriage, I am at a loss as to what to do: Do I change myself and keep makeup and perfection as my constant goals, or do I stay the same and let him get used to the “real” me? I feel funny even asking you, because I imagine you saying, “He should accept you as you are.” Even though I think that's right, I don't know how to make him do that.

The part of you that enjoys primping and pampering needs a break—it is hard work, and time consuming. Gently let your fiancé know this, but in a fun way: Involve him in some pampering, and show him how much sexier and healthier he looks after one of your facials, or a massage. Have him slather the mud all over you, which can be a whole lot of fun for both of you. And remember, you can still keep some things secret: Mystery is very sexy, so leave him out of the loop on some of your rituals. You need to decide what is to be shared and what isn't. For some women, they have their partners participate in their grooming while others keep it all private.

The more important aspect of your question is, however, that it seems your fiancé expects you to be a Barbie doll. By that we mean he wants and expects you to be “perfect” and “on” whenever he is around. This is pure fantasy. Is he hanging around in his three-piece suit? We doubt it. Get yourself some comfortable sweats and be a normal person. Why should you live with such pressure to always appear “perfect”? If he is willing to see you as the person you are, without your face paint, then go for it. We shudder to think about you jumping out of bed before he wakes up to put on your makeup and comb your hair so that the first image he sees is you looking perfect. If he only wants the “perfect result,” then we suggest he live alone with a collection of air-brushed magazine images and you find someone who appreciates the real woman behind the makeup.

MINE, HIS, OURS

Dear Dr. Dale,

My fiancé and I bought the most adorable house together, and I couldn't be happier. The problem is that this is our starter house and it's smaller than we would have liked. We lived apart before, so we both have couches, tables, and beds—everything we might need. But I'm not crazy about his taste, and he says that he thinks my things are too girly. We don't have room for everything, so do you have any suggestions on how to choose what we use without hurting any-one's feelings?

If you can afford to, put some of your items in storage, or loan them to friends until you move to a larger home. If you cannot, you will need to decide which items you want to give to charity or sell. Each of you, privately, should make a list of the items you can live without. On another list, put your most treasured or cherished items. Compare notes. See where and if your furniture can work well together and be open to the idea of making any decorative changes that can make some pieces work better when they are merged with your partner's (covering a table, changing a lamp shade, buying a slipcover for a chair).

Living with someone involves compromise as well as respect. This includes being respectful of their taste and/or attachments to their things. You may not like them, but you may find that you can live with them because they mean a lot to your spouse. Whatever you do, avoid casting aspersions on your partner regarding his things. And once you merge your things together, you will probably find that as taste changes over time, yours may combine to make a new taste—one that expresses the two of you as a couple.

NOT READY TO MOVE,
NOT READY TO STAY

Dear Dr. Dale,

I'm getting married next year, but I have already “half ” moved in with my fiancé into our new house, and I'm really happy and excited with my new life. I say “half ” because, although I spend most of my time there, I still sleep at my parents' home during my working week. I'm twenty-four and I feel really guilty about leaving my parents. I am an only child and have always been very close to them. We do everything together, and for some reason I feel that I am abandoning them too soon!

Sometimes I think I'm crazy, as it's my life and I need to get on with it and be independent. My fiancé tries to help me with this, but it breaks my heart to hear my dad say, “What are we going to do without you when you've gone?” I also have a very close relationship with my mother, and I know she is sad that I am “growing up,” but we are trying to help each other face this transition. What can I do to ease this feeling? Is it even normal? Help!

You are not alone. More brides and grooms than those who admit to it have difficulties leaving their parents' home. The transition from single person to married person is filled with challenge and fear. Your parents know you and love you and accept you as you are. Building a life with another person, no matter how much you want to, is a venture into the unknown. For most people that means taking a risk.

Separation takes time and practice—especially when you have had as close a relationship as you seem to with your parents. It does not mean, however, that you do not move along with your life. As you move toward your wedding day, try spending fewer nights at your parents' house, so that by the time you are married you are living with you fiancé full-time. Work on shifting your self-perception from being primarily a daughter to being primarily a wife. Remember above all that you are not “abandoning” them. When your father says “What will we do without you when you are gone?” you can respond with, “I know, Dad, it will be a big change for all of us—but we will adjust.”

POSTENGAGEMENT PARANOIA

Dear Dr. Dale,

I just got engaged to my soulmate. I've known he would be the one I marry since our first date. We're very compatible and have had almost no real arguments since we started dating. Now that we're engaged, however, I've become really paranoid that he's going to hurt me or leave me, and I'm afraid these concerns may put a strain on our relationship. These are things that didn't really bother me at all before we were engaged. Are any of these feelings of confusion and self-doubt normal?

Concerns, confusion, and doubts are very normal prior to marriage. After all, you are making a major, life-altering commitment to share your life with this man. You mention that from the beginning you said you two were soulmates and that you rarely argue. Just for the record, arguing does not mean you are not right for one another. It is nearly impossible to be with another person and not argue. Two people invariably will challenge one another's opinions and want to share differing perspectives. How you argue is much more important than the simple fact that you argue at all.

You are right to worry that your developing fears will potentially put a strain on your relationship. So give yourself an opportunity to try to understand why you have these fears. Perhaps you are reminded of a time when someone hurt you in your past after you'd shared your intimate self with him. You may wonder whether you will still be loved when you are really known, day after day, year after year. There are many possibilities you may wish to consider. Try to discover what is at the root of your fear. Once you discover the root of your fear you can discuss it with him and tell him you are willing to work on this with his help.

When you feel anxious about the potential of him leaving, do a simple relaxation exercise where you will “center yourself ” through your breathing. Lie on the floor or sit in a chair in a quiet room, with the lights low, in a comfortable position. Breathe slowly and deeply with your eyes closed. Imagine the worst-case scenario and then allow all of your fearful feelings to flood you. Keep breathing, rhythmically and slowly. Allow the anxiety to “flow through” you. Keep breathing. Now, replace those “worst-case scenario” thoughts and feelings with “best-case scenario” feelings.

Remind yourself that even when you argue (and every couple argues), you have a history of making up and staying together. Breathe deeply and visualize the many situations when you have made up with each other and have gone forward. Breathe into each scenario you remember. The idea behind this exercise is for you to re-create the many times you and your fiancé have gone through difficulties and have come through them together and stronger. Instead of focusing on the fear of splitting up, you need to focus on the history you have together of making up and staying together. Then, when you are engaged in an argument, you can control your anxiety by breathing and reminding yourself of the normalcy of disagreements and coming together. You may have a sixth sense and indeed be right, or because of your own discomfort you may be planting the seeds for a self-fulfilling prophecy, which would be tragic.

CABIN FEVER

Dear Dr. Dale,

Ever since my fiancé and I moved in together, we've been fighting. It's wonderful to have him around all the time, but I get really irritated by his socks on the floor, his dirty dishes in the bedroom and kitchen (what is it about men that they use a dish and put it next to the dishwasher rather than in it?). And sometimes even the constant togetherness is too much. Is it wrong to want my own space? We are planning our wedding and this transition time is making us tense about everything else.

It is not wrong to want your own space. But you must acknowledge and prepare yourself for sharing that space. Once you have done that, recognize, too, that living together—like marriage—takes a lot of negotiation and understanding. Each of you comes to this new space and newest phase of your relationship with a different set of expectations as well as habits. Getting irritated by his socks on the floor or his dirty dishes in the sink is not going to help your relationship. And, while you are not the maid (and you are not his mother), still, you need to verbalize your expectations and your hopes for how you will live together peacefully and (more) neatly.

To make this transition easier, tackle the practical stuff. You and your fiancé would be well advised to come to an agreement regarding household chores and the level of neatness and cleanliness. Decide and agree on what is reasonable for each of you. You may wish to put money aside to hire a cleaning person or you may wish to have a few hours on the weekend devoted to cleanup. If you can afford this, it is a terrific solution to making sure your space will be clean—but both of you need to resolve to keep up your end of the relationship in terms of sharing space.

As for wanting your “own space” within the relationship—if you have the room, do reserve spaces where each of you can be yourself, to which each of you can retreat when you need regrouping. This is a very normal part of marriage. It is not an insult to the other to want this, nor is it unreasonable to want to be alone occasionally. Just remember: It is a two-way street, and you both deserve such privacy. Eventually you will find your rhythm as a married couple, with time and space for both of you.
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[image: ]E ALL HAVE ideas and ideals about what we want to look like, and when we become brides, how we look takes on even greater importance. For many of us the image we have of ourselves as brides began years ago, in very early childhood, when we dressed our dolls in bridal gowns. Now, as you begin to plan the wedding, all those years of thinking about being a bride begin to merge with the thousands of pictures of beautiful—and perfectly shaped—brides, reed thin and looking “perfect” (whatever that means) in wedding magazines.

Enter television, which only adds to this “dream.” There are now cable television stations totally devoted to weddings. InStyle magazine has special shows on weddings several times a year. In the past three years, even the two biggest morning shows, Today and Good Morning America, have spent months preparing for the fantasy wedding of a couple chosen by the U.S. public, with hundreds of thousands of viewers calling and writing in, voting on choices the couple must make. (And the biggest vote getter of all: Which dress will she wear?) Obviously, the bridal industry has quite an impact on us, and we cannot help but imagine ourselves walking down the aisle in veil and tulle, satin or lace, ball gown or sleek sheath looking just like these brides splashed across the glossy spreads.

Let's get down to reality. Buying into the belief that you must look like all these images, figuring that if you work hard enough you can “get into shape” before the wedding—no matter how much work that “shape” will be—is unproductive, inappropriate, and in some cases even self-destructive. This is the time to remind your-self—daily, and hourly, if you have to—that every bride is beautiful. Why? Because on this day you will be filled with a radiant joy that shines from within. No body is perfect, and your unique beauty stems from your attitudes about how you look and how you move, not from how closely you mirror an ideal. Remember, your fiancé fell in love with and proposed to you exactly as you are.

Having said that, it is understandable that any bride would want to present her “best self” at the wedding. Good grooming and self-care are always appealing no matter what the occasion. But you need to keep your expectations positive and realistic. Focus on enhancing all the wonderful attributes you currently have rather than striving for dramatic change. If you want to drop a few pounds, tone up, get into better shape, feel better about how you look, and likely get more energy in the process, that is terrific. If, however, you intend to starve yourself between now and your wedding, depriving yourself of the nutrients you need, eating food that is neither nutritious nor healthy on a “crash” diet that will likely cause you to gain weight when you stop—as well as probably make you unpleasant to be around—we urge you to reconsider this plan.

Remember, body image is not only about weight—it's about keeping your body healthy and in the best shape you can. “Beautiful bride” and “handsome groom” are terms we all use, but we are missing the point if we only consider their meaning as defined by models in magazines. What makes a bride beautiful and a groom handsome? If you think about it, you will recognize that it is the light in their eyes as they reflect the love they feel for each other; it is the relaxed, easy look that loved ones share when they know they are with the person they love and who loves them. When they feel safe and secure in that love, they feel beautiful and accepted.

As you move toward your big day, don't let your self-image be dictated by the images around you. Be true to yourself. After all, the image we develop stays with us not only for the walk down the aisle, but for the “walk” through life.
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MY DREAM DRESS DOESN'T FIT

Dear Dr. Dale,

I'm writing this e-mail because I don't know what to do. I have a dream dress in mind for my wedding—it's a dress I have loved ever since I started to think about getting married years ago. The problem is that I weigh about 230 to 240 pounds, and I need to get down to at least 180 pounds in the next four months in order to wear it. I already asked the store if the dress could be made in a larger size, and they said no. So I really need to begin a diet right away. I don't know how to start or how to stick to it. And, in case you are wondering, I'm not going to settle for another dress. This is the one I love and I will wear it if I have to starve. Please help me!

OK, take a breath and sit down. Now think about this situation from a rational perspective. You are focusing solely on your dream dress and not on what may be practical (or healthy). There are thousands of wedding dresses out there, and limiting yourself to just one may be a bit unrealistic of you given the task ahead.

If you want to lose fifty to sixty pounds before your wedding, then you may be able to do so, but much will depend on your determination and on losing the weight in a safe, smart way. Crash dieting will not do the trick. These diets generally do not work, since they slow your metabolism, and people generally gain more weight than they lost after they go off the diet. The key to sensible weight loss is changing your lifestyle, making healthy food and exercise choices, and paying attention to the way you live your life.

First, find a program that is well known and that has professionals who have designed it and are supervising it, because such dramatic weight loss should not be undertaken alone. One of the secrets behind successful weight loss is to participate in a program with other people (this is why programs such as Weight Watchers' are successful). Joining Overeaters Anonymous can be useful as well if you have an ongoing problem with food. Choose an appropriate and safe diet, start a fitness regimen, and stick to it— and buy your gown only when you have lost the weight.

MY WEDDING IS BRINGING UP BODY IMAGE ISSUES

Dear Dr. Dale,

I am planning to be married in June, but I am also recovering from a serious eating disorder. What with the stress and pressure of the wedding, I find myself wishing that I could lose a lot of weight, and I know that this desire is not a healthy one. In addition to the regular stress of dealing with planning a wedding, my fiancé and I have personal and financial reasons that are forcing us to limit the overall number of guests to about eighty. As it happens, most of my family is in England and can't attend anyway, but my fiancé's mum has insisted on inviting a large number of friends. As such, I won't be acquainted with more than 25 percent of the people at my own wedding. This makes me highly uncomfortable, but his mum insists that we (mostly I) have already prevented her from inviting the ninety or so friends she wanted to invite.

I am so afraid of being judged by his family and their guests, and this is adding to my levels of stress and insecurity. I am self-conscious of both my height (6 feet 1 inch) and my weight (144 pounds). All of my bridesmaids are significantly shorter and tinier than me, and trying on dresses with them makes me feel like an elephant. Because of this insecurity I feel an earnest desire to lose weight before the wedding, but I am trying to do so in a healthy manner. However, when confronted with such huge amounts of stress, I cannot seem to maintain my appetite normally, nor am I able to look in the mirror without feeling gigantic and wanting to stop eating for days altogether. I am afraid of succumbing to the earlier problems with food I worked so hard to overcome. What should I do?

Premarriage, by definition, is a difficult time and, with the additional demands you are facing with your in-laws, it is not surprising that given your history you may be focusing on your weight and food at this time. You may be feeling a loss of control, especially given the situation with the guest list. Since you are recently recovering from a serious eating disorder, we recommend that you immediately see a counselor who is familiar with eating disorders and who can be available to offer support during this time.

The feeling of discomfort, of being judged, and a fear of being observed by strangers can be a natural result of any event that brings with it a lot of change and puts you in the center of attention. You mentioned that you are self-conscious about your height and weight. It is unlikely that you will have resolved these issues by the time you are married. However, try to work on shifting your perspective. Keep in mind that as the bride you are supposed to stand out, so people will be looking at you—not because you are large, but because you are the bride and it is your day. If trying on dresses with your friends is a difficult situation for you, steer clear of it. Try on dresses by yourself or with one friend with whom you feel totally comfortable!

Your fiancé needs to step in and talk to his parents, for while the guest list was already decided upon (apparently), his mother feels that it is OK to exceed the number of guests allotted. Now is the time to take a stand as a couple and assert your desires. Make sure your fiancé's response does not minimize what you are experiencing, which is a deep sense of inner turmoil, pain, and lack of control. Make sure he understands this by talking to him candidly and getting his unwavering support. It is critical at this time to make sure he does understand you and support you, both because it is a stressful time and because it is the beginning of your marriage.

Remember, depriving yourself of food will do nothing to restore your inner balance—but taking care of yourself in a conscious way will. Every day, commit yourself to eating right (fresh fruits, vegetables, and other healthy foods will help you maintain your health and look your best) and to spending some spiritual time by yourself (perhaps by reading something inspirational, or something about another person who has overcome an eating disorder). Get plenty of sleep and do some body work (exercise, walking, yoga) that will help relieve stress. Allow yourself to become comfortable with your body and with who you are. Visualize yourself as a confident, comfortable, beautiful bride.

BREAST REQUEST

Dear Dr. Dale,

I am a slim woman with a boyish figure. I have always liked my body, but I am engaged to a man who loves big breasts. He always notices women with large breasts and comments on those in the movies and on television. I love him and he loves me, but this is something he really cares about, and it is a part of a woman he thinks is beautiful and sexy. He, of course, loves me with my small breasts, but I am considering having breast implants before my wedding as a surprise for him. Kind of like my own personal wedding present. What do you think?

Hold on a minute! Your own personal wedding present? What happened to watches and cuff links? Undergoing surgery before your wedding as a surprise is not the way to begin your married life. Aside from the questionable nature of going under the knife for someone else, let's take a moment and think about what it is you are contemplating. First, you said you like your body. If you like it and have always liked it, leave it alone! Breast enhancement surgery is serious stuff and not to be trifled with, as many complications can arise. If you want to surprise your fiancé before the wedding, wear a padded bra! Your fiancé may admire large-breasted women, but that doesn't necessarily mean that he's not content with you and your figure. Don't forget, a person can admire all types of bodies without needing to be married to that particular body type in order to be happy and sexually fulfilled.

More important, however, is why you would consider such drastic measures to begin with. Our hunch is that somewhere deep down you do not think you are attractive enough to suit his tastes. If this is the case, have a heartfelt discussion about what makes you (and him) feel attracted and attractive. Listen closely to his response—hopefully he will reassure you up and down that you are the perfect woman for him. If he doesn't, then you may have a problem. When you enter a marriage you want to feel wonderful about yourself, not inadequate. If he doesn't make you feel beautiful, please rethink this relationship. Not only is it not great for your self-esteem to have your fiancé comment about how he would prefer large-breasted women, but these types of comments are highly insensitive. Even though you say your own body image is good, living with someone you love and want to please can damage that image if that person makes you doubt yourself. Remember, when you see yourself reflected in the eyes of your fiancé, you want to see a beautiful image, not a flawed one.

I DON'T WANT TO WEAR THAT DRESS!

Dear Dr. Dale,

My fiancé's mother, whom I like a lot, told me that it would mean a great deal to her if I would wear the wedding dress that both she and her mother wore in their ceremonies. I like the sentiment; I hate the dress. My fiancé simply couldn't care less. Do I have to wear this dress?

If you wear the dress you will make your fiancé's mother feel proud and wonderful. Not a bad way to begin a relationship. On the other hand, if you wear the dress, you run the risk of feeling inappropriate and awkward. Not a good way to begin your marriage. Wear what you want and whatever best expresses who you are. Explain to your fiancé's mother that you are honored and touched by her gesture, but that you have made another decision. Then ask her to give you something else (a handkerchief or a piece of jewelry) to continue the family legacy.

If you are at a loss for what to say, ask your future mother-in-law to lunch, just the two of you, and begin by sharing with her your excitement about the wedding and how lucky you feel to be marrying into her family. If you don't live nearby, make a date for a phone conversation where you each have time to talk, and try something like the following: “I wanted to share with you how thrilled I am about the upcoming wedding and how much I love your son and look forward to being a part of your family. You are so generous with me and I know your offer to wear the gown comes from your heart. I have thought about it and decided to select a new gown. The idea of selecting a gown that is perfect for me is something I have always dreamed about. I hope you understand my decision is not a rejection of you but rather is my need to feel comfortable in my own dress. I would love to have an heirloom from your family, perhaps a handkerchief or a special piece of jewelry I can wear at the ceremony.”

If you want, you can ask your mother-in-law to come shopping with you to look for a wedding dress. If you don't want her there, don't ask her to come.

TOO TALL AND TOO THIN

Dear Dr. Dale,

I hate my body! And what I hate more is that everyone will be looking at me as I walk down the aisle and dance at my wedding. I am so unnerved by this that I am seriously considering not having a wedding at all and just going to city hall with my fiancé, who, by the way, thinks I am crazy to feel this way. My friends also think I am weird because they say they envy that I can eat anything and not gain weight.

I am extremely tall and skinny. My arms and legs are like a giraffe's. I have bad posture because for my entire life, in an attempt to “blend in” (which, of course, I never did), I have slouched to “look shorter.” My mother is not much help because when we went to look for dresses she was so critical that I had to leave the bridal salon. It occurred to me that one of the reasons I feel so awful about my body is for as long as I can remember my mother has told me I am “ungainly” and “stringy.” I really do not think I can get it together before my wedding. What should I do?

At this time in our culture “thin is in,” but that does not address your personal torment about being in your particular body. The image you have of your body is deep-seated and will likely take much work on your part to amend. With all you need to do before your wedding, you may or may not be able to take on this task, too. It doesn't make much sense to us to plan a wedding that you are not looking forward to and that fills you with such a severe sense of foreboding. It is your wedding, after all! You need to be at ease (as best you can), and setting yourself up for a situation where you know you will be tense and unhappy just doesn't make any sense. So our advice is to create a situation that will work for you.

Discuss your true feelings with your fiancé and ask him to try to understand how you feel. Is there a scenario where you will feel less “conspicuous” as the center of attention? There is a big difference between walking down a long church aisle with hundreds of eyes focused on you and standing in front of a justice of the peace in a courtroom somewhere. Think of other possibilities and assess how anxious you feel in response to each scenario. Might you feel less conspicuous and more comfortable surrounded by a circle of your loved ones without having to walk into the room—perhaps outdoors in a garden, with everyone standing around you?

And please—don't go shopping with your mother! Her callous comments are not what you need. Her words have contributed to your poor self-image. Picture yourself in the outfit that flatters you and makes you feel the most comfortable and take it from there. Ask the bridal consultant for suggestions. Maybe you don't even want to get married in a gown, which is a perfectly acceptable choice these days. It is entirely up to you.

Having said all of this, the most important thing is not what kind of wedding you have or the dress you end up wearing, but taking
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