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TO MARIA,


my heart,


my joy,


my cheerleader,


my comfort,


my rock,


my forever
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FOREWORD


BY LANCE BASS AND MICHAEL TURCHIN


In the summer of 2015, the United States made a monumental leap forward when the Supreme Court finally ruled in favor of marriage equality for the LGBTQ+ community. What was once a distant hope for millions of gay and lesbian couples was now a fully realized right for all. For the first time, all LGBTQ+ couples could begin the exciting yet daunting task of planning legally recognized weddings, and as we began to plan our very own wedding, we were faced with a whole new set of questions and challenges.


When we immersed ourselves in the planning process, it quickly became apparent that there was a significant lack of resources available to us as a gay couple. We sought advice from our straight friends and families who had gone through the process themselves, but we soon realized that so many of the established traditions presented to us simply didn’t make sense in our situation.


Do we get the same rings? What do we wear? Do we have a traditional ceremony? Where should we register? Which traditions should we keep and which should we create for ourselves? The list of questions we had seemed endless, and it only added unnecessary stress to what should have been one of the happiest days of our life together. As a result, we had to change our mind-sets, stop trying to fit our situation into the cookie-cutter notion of “traditional” marriage, and ultimately establish our own new traditions as a modern gay couple.


In an instant, frustration quickly transformed into excitement, and from that moment our creativity began to run wild! Instead of traditional young flower girls, we made a splash by using three of our gorgeous girlfriends who just happened to be supermodels. With no bride in the equation, why not?! Furthermore, we had a friend design three jaw-dropping gowns for our flower girls, reminiscent of couture wedding dresses. The end result was nothing short of amazing, and our guests are still talking about it to this day.


On another note, we made a point to use vendors and brands that had a record of supporting LGBTQ+ equality. From our flowers and food to our venue and tuxedos, we chose vendors who were truly excited to be a part of our union because without them and our other allies, it’s a real possibility that we wouldn’t be husbands today.


Ultimately our ideas expanded our imaginations even further. We encouraged our guests to dress as lavishly as possible—without fear of overshadowing us! In our minds, this day was just as much for our close friends and family as it was for us. We wanted our guests to feel the most beautiful they’d ever felt, and if that meant showing up in a wedding dress and veil, then by all means we welcomed it.


Looking back, we often wonder how we managed to pull off such an incredible evening with the lack of resources we found pertaining to same-sex weddings. Everything came together beautifully in the end, but if more information had been readily available to help us in regards to the unique planning and execution of our special day, we could have spared ourselves hours if not days worth of stress and worry. That is why Equally Wed is such a game changer in the world of same-sex weddings.


Equally Wed covers everything an engaged couple planning their wedding should consider from “I will” to “I do” with a modern approach tailored specifically to the needs of the LGBTQ+ community. From traveling to safe countries on the honeymoon to dealing with homophobic relatives when making the guest list to breaking out of society’s so-called norms, Equally Wed leaves no stone unturned when it comes to successfully planning and executing that truly special day.
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Lastly, we would be remiss if we didn’t acknowledge the amazing woman who worked tirelessly making Equally Wed into a reality. Kirsten Palladino is an award-winning writer and editor, and one of the world’s most notable experts on LGBTQ+ weddings. We first learned of Kirsten back in 2012, when she established National Marriage Equality Day in response to Mike Huckabee’s National Chick-Fil-A Day, which applauded the restaurant chain’s homophobic policies and funding of gay conversion therapy. Our paths then crossed again in 2014 when we hosted the “Toast to Marriage,” an attempt to break the world record for the largest arms-linked toast (in support of marriage equality). We wholly respect the way that she believes in visibility, acceptance, and equality as we do, but also how she is relentless in fighting for it. Ultimately Kirsten isn’t afraid to stand strong and use her voice, and now with Equally Wed, her voice and unique expertise are readily available to ensure that every LGBTQ+ person has the resources to plan the wedding of their dreams.
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INTRODUCTION


I always wanted to get married. As a little girl, I dreamed of marriage, of being swept off my feet and finding that one person, my soul mate. I was often lost in some book, whether it was a sweet romance or some daring detective novel, romanticizing much of my future, including meeting my mate. By the time I entered my twenties, I knew a few things for certain: I was going to be an editor and a writer, and someday I would meet my life partner. Sure enough, my work as an editorial intern at a metropolitan newspaper and editor in chief of my college newspaper helped me land my first job as an editor at a national art magazine, where I was working when I began dating my future wife.


Maria proposed four years later on February 29, 2008, one day shy of my thirtieth birthday, in Central Park. Elated, I accepted immediately. Upon our return to Atlanta, I went to the bookstore, one of my favorite places, and began opening books about wedding planning. What I discovered was all “bride and groom”: none of the descriptions even applied to Maria and me. Sure, we could imagine our place in that book, but the language excluded us. Some wedding guides even had cheerful paragraphs devoted to same-sex “commitment ceremonies” and “civil unions”—phrases that I loathe. “Look, you too can have a ceremony,” these authors implied. “Just take all of what I have written here, do the mental gymnastics in your own head about how it applies to you, and go forth with absolutely no confusion or feelings of exclusion. Now let’s get back to what happens when a groom makes the toast and his bride may or may not speak…” Wedding magazines provided much of the same. I hoped that I would find even one or two mentions of gay or lesbian weddings, but save for the incredibly rare same-sex celebrity wedding, Maria and I were alone in planning our wedding.


Even when we took our search online, we found only a few outdated and rarely updated websites and more obscure gay- or lesbian-specific books, but they didn’t speak to us. These well-meaning resources also didn’t reflect the understanding that nonheterosexuals include many people who are neither a gay cisgender man nor a lesbian cisgender woman. The LGBTQ+ community is multifaceted, and we didn’t yet have full representation in the wedding world. Maria and I were a young, vibrant, and modern couple who needed a wedding resource that simply wasn’t available. We wanted something tailored, something true, something made just for us—and it didn’t exist.


My heart broke into pieces over this. I felt crushed, forgotten, and unimportant. It felt like my wedding wasn’t as good as those of my straight friends. To me, just because same-sex marriages hadn’t yet been legally recognized across the country didn’t mean that we couldn’t have a wedding and be ceremonially married. We weren’t going to take second or third rank as citizens by walking up to a separate water fountain and using different terms such as “commitment ceremony.” That simply wasn’t an option for someone who’d grown up dreaming of her wedding.


I soon found out that the wedding industry could be equally homophobic. I called and emailed wedding vendors with the hope that they could deliver the exquisite services described on their websites or in their magazine ads, only to be hurt and confused when they emailed me back saying they didn’t do gay weddings but with Jesus’s blessing they might be able to, or when they went silent during a phone call, or, perhaps worse, when they never returned my calls and emails. This experience bothered Maria and me so much that we decided to do something about it to ensure that other couples like us could avoid feeling excluded.
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As soon as our plane landed back on American soil, delivering us from our blissful Caribbean honeymoon on the equality-minded island of Saint Martin, Maria and I got to work—she as the graphic designer and web developer, and me as the writer and editor. We created Equally Wed, an online wedding magazine for the modern LGBTQ+ couple. We launched equallywed.com in March 2010, and the world went wild for it. Okay, that’s not quite true, but we quickly had a lengthy print feature in the New York Times, spots on CNN, and plenty of other media coverage that I’m forever grateful for.


And the LGBTQ+ community reacted with love and gratitude that warmed my heart. Our main purposes were to visually represent modern LGBTQ+ couples getting married, to validate those marriages, to support marriage equality by showcasing the normalcy of these weddings, and to promote the love and equal protection under the law that LGBTQ+ couples deserve. We also wanted to connect LGBTQ+ nearlyweds with equality-minded wedding professionals, a term I coined after working with thousands of vendors who really care about the LGBTQ+ community.


After marriage equality became a federal reality with the 5–4 Supreme Court decision striking down same-sex marriage bans, on June 26, 2015—five years after Equally Wed was born—our readership grew significantly. But challenges remain and acceptance in society is far from universal. Much of the wedding industry, which includes media, vendors, and venues, is still learning what it means to be truly equality-minded and only slowly understanding that it has been locked into a heteronormative worldview that isn’t everyone’s worldview. We all have the right to marriage and to be treated as first-class citizens while we plan our weddings.


The idea for a wedding book for LGBTQ+ couples has been running through my brain for quite some time, but I didn’t summon the courage to find a publisher until after the 2015 Supreme Court decision. I knew deep down that everyone deserves a gender-neutral wedding book with which to plan their wedding, whether they’re transgender, nonbinary, genderqueer, gender nonconforming, gender fluid, intersex, agender, intergender, lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, queer, or simply label-free. Though the LGBTQ+ community has existed since the beginning of time, we are still fighting for visibility. Equally Wed won’t allow for our erasure in the wedding world. We’re here, we’re queer, and we want to get married too.
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PREFACE


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Wedding planning can be an arduous task that leaves you stressed out over what feels like the need to make a million decisions simultaneously. But if you go at your own pace and give yourself enough lead time, you can actually enjoy the process. This comprehensive wedding planning book is here to guide you through all your tasks as well as lift you up with moral support. We are in this together!


To help you on your path to the altar, I’ve laid out the tasks to consider in the timeline that works best for most people planning their wedding. While you’re reading, feel free to skip ahead, write in the margins, use page stickers to identify what means the most to you, highlight passages for your spouse-to-be, or read it straight through. I also think it would be helpful for your vendors and even key family members to have their own copy of Equally Wed, as it’s a rich trove of information and perspectives that they may not be familiar with. The more informed everyone involved in your wedding is, the better an experience you will have planning one of the most important days of your life.


Throughout the book, you’ll discover what some equallywed.com readers have learned in their own wedding planning process, hear questions we had from other nearlyweds before we published this book, receive advice from some of my favorite equality-minded wedding professionals, and see a few love notes scattered throughout from yours truly.


A WORD TO THE WISE


As the author of Equally Wed and the cofounder of the Equally Wed website, I recognize perhaps more than some how important words, names, labels, and boxes are—whether it’s a matter of usage or avoidance. Gender is a complex and fluid continuum. One of the reasons there was a need for a book like Equally Wed was to finally break the mold of the heteronormative terms “bride” and “groom” used in wedding books.


Even other books that mention same-sex weddings often call two female-bodied people getting married two “brides,” even though that term isn’t universally appropriate in the LGBTQ+ wedding community. By the same token, not all male-bodied people want to be referred to as a “groom.” Social constructs are just that: a worldview built by society. People are complex, no matter what our gender identity is or who we fall in love with. More appropriate labels, terms, and words to describe people in our community are certain to be as varied as the community itself. The goal of Equally Wed has always been to provide a safe, informative, and inspirational place in which to plan your wedding where your identity is not only validated but valued.


In my experience, most LGBTQ+ people have a certain vocabulary they use to define themselves. Here I’ve outlined some of the more frequently used terms you’ll find in this guide. You might not have seen them before, or be only vaguely familiar with them. Keep in mind that the words you feel most comfortable with do not dictate what you wear or the rituals you practice on your wedding day. For example, a desire to call yourself a groom does not exclude you from being able to carry a bouquet if that’s your wish.


LGBTQ+ WEDDING LEXICON


[image: image] Bach party: A bach (pronounced “batch”) party is the gender-neutral term for a bachelor or bachelorette party.


[image: image] Bridal: The word “bridal” refers to anything related to the marriage and the festive celebrations around it, and its roots are actually gender-neutral. My usage of the word in these pages is always in the gender-neutral sense.


[image: image] Bride: Anyone can be a bride, no matter their gender identity or orientation. This word is one that you choose for yourself.


[image: image] Bridegroom: Historically, this term has been used for a man getting married. For modern weddings, anyone can claim this title for themselves.


[image: image] Broom: “Broom” was coined in 2008 by Maria Palladino, cofounder and publisher of Equally Wed and my wife, when we were planning our own wedding. A broom typically presents themself as masculine but prefers this combination of the words “bride” and “groom” rather than “groom.”


[image: image] Celebrant: A gender-neutral term for both a person getting married and the person who performs the marriage ceremony.


[image: image] Cisgender: The term for someone who identifies as the gender of the body they were born in.


[image: image] Equality-minded wedding professionals: A trademarked term I created for people and businesses that are cognizant and respectful of varying worldviews and aren’t restricted by homogeny. Within the wedding industry, this includes being mindful and respectful of the LGBTQ+ community’s specific needs.


[image: image] Gender nonconforming: The term for someone who does not adhere to stereotypes or other people’s views about how they should look or act based on the female or male gender they were assigned at birth.


[image: image] Genderqueer: The term for someone who identifies with neither, both, or a combination of male and female genders.


[image: image] Gender variant: Someone whose gender is varied, either in a fluid or a static way.


[image: image] Gride: A combination of the words “groom” and “bride.”


[image: image] Groom: Anyone can be a groom, no matter their gender identity or orientation. This word is one that you choose for yourself. Grooms can wear anything.


[image: image] Group marriage: Group marriage is a term applied when more than two people enter into a marriage. While polyamory isn’t directly addressed in Equally Wed, polyamorous members of the LGBTQ+ community who are planning weddings to multiple partners are welcome here and encouraged to apply any or all of the ideas and guidelines suggested in these pages.


[image: image] Intergender: This is the term for a person whose gender identity is between genders or a combination of genders.


[image: image] Marrier: A gender-neutral term for a person getting married or the person who performs the marriage ceremony.


[image: image] Nearlywed: A gender-neutral term for a person engaged to be married.


[image: image] Nonbinary: A term for someone who identifies as any gender outside of the male/female binary.


[image: image] They: This book uses “they” as a singular pronoun, which covers men, women, gender fluid, transgender, and gender-nonconforming individuals. “They” instead of “he or she” has been used in news outlets such as the Washington Post and the Wall Street Journal, and in fact, it’s usage is nothing new. “They” has been used as a singular pronoun for at least seven centuries, appearing in the work of writers from Chaucer to Shakespeare to Jane Austen.


[image: image] Wedding: A wedding is a wedding is a wedding is a wedding. Regardless of legal standing in your hometown or abroad, your marriage ceremony is about coming together and committing your hearts and lives to one another. I hope marriage equality is one day a global reality. But your wedding isn’t any less valid just because a government or society doesn’t yet recognize you as equal citizens. You are equal to every other human on this planet, and your love matters.


[image: image] Wedding party: The terms for your wedding attendants and helpers are endless. I explore name possibilities more here, but there are no rules for how you affectionately name the beloved attendants who stand up for you on your wedding day. Besides, rules are meant to be broken.
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GETTING STARTED
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SHARING YOUR JOY


Congratulations, you’re betrothed! Being engaged to your beloved is a thrilling feeling, and it’s natural to want to jump straight into the details that interest you most.


In the next chapter, we’ll dive into an overview of the timeline, the five most critical decisions to make first, and where to begin in the planning. But if you’re like most newly engaged people, you’ll want to share the happy news before you start planning.


Before you broadcast the news of your engagement on every social media channel, first take some time to savor this exceptional information with your partner, even if it’s only an hour of just the two of you dancing on your happy clouds before you launch the publicity campaign.


THE ANNOUNCEMENT


Once you’re ready to share the news, who should you tell first? If you have a good relationship with your parents, start with them. It’s historically an honored tradition to reach out to the parents first to reveal that they’ll be getting an official new family member before they catch wind of the news secondhand, which can cause unwanted grumbles and hurt feelings. Next, tell your children if you have them, as is the case for a significant number of LGBTQ+ couples—or it was before federal marriage equality. (That stat might start dropping off now that family formation is more likely to happen after legal marriage.) Get the little ones in on the celebration early, especially if you’re blending families. Being involved will help them feel more at ease with the coming transition in their lives, such as new siblings, a new stepparent, and possibly a new home.






Love Note







Many LGBTQ+ couples propose to one another, often on different days—even different months or years. Should you wait to announce your engagement until you’ve both said “yes”? The short answer is: not necessarily. If partner A proposes in March, partner B might not want to alert partner A that they also have a proposal planned. If this is the case, go ahead and announce and celebrate your engagement in whatever fashion you’d like. Then, when partner B does propose, announce it again. Just be prepared for a calmer celebration this time around, especially from the cisgender heterosexual crowd, who may not understand this LGBTQ+ tradition.







Close friends should also be contacted before you post a status update or change your relationship status. However, heed this warning: now, at the height of your happiness, be careful not to promise anything to anyone. This isn’t a good time to ask people to be involved in—or even to come to—your wedding. Now is the time to simply bask in the glow of being engaged. The rest will come soon enough, and later you’ll want to make those decisions carefully. If you make promises while you’re floating on cloud nine, you may be full of regret and wondering how to back out of those commitments once you come back down to the world of reason.


With the first announcements to family and close friends out of the way, it’s time to consider how you’ll tell everyone else. If you’re like a lot of people, you’re itching to jump on social media and share ring photos and tell the world you’re engaged. Or maybe you’re more inclined to share your news in the traditional way. What follows are some things to keep in mind, whichever approach you take.


THE SOCIAL MEDIA BLITZ • Do it! Post status updates and photos galore about your giddiness. You can be ever so clever with this step, so have fun! The most basic way to do it—and the sneakiest—is to do nothing but change your Facebook relationship status to “engaged,” making sure you allow that status to go into your newsfeed. Simple, yes. Significant, absolutely. Get ready for the ensuing excitement of those who notice!


Want to up your social media cred while sharing the incredibly happy news? Take a cue from your own personality, and your partner’s, and get creative with some of these ideas:




1. If you’re on social media 24/7: Make a meme of a selfie with your cute face(s) and your ring-decorated hand(s). Use a font-based app to type over it with a message such as “I said yes!” or “We’re getting hitched!” Post away! On Instagram and Tumblr, gain more visibility and community support with hashtags commonly used in the LGBTQ+ wedding community, such as #LGBTQweddings, #hesaidyes, #twobrides, #twogrooms, #equallywed, #gaywedding, #loveislove, #lovewins, and #howsheasked.


2. Have young kids? Photograph them holding up a sign about the upcoming nuptials, à la “My parents are tying the knot!” Or, if you each have children from previous relationships, photograph them together holding up a sign that reads “Our families are becoming one.”


3. Use pet photos for irresistible cuteness overload. If you’re planning on including your furry friend in your wedding ceremony, it will be even more meaningful if you post an imaginative photo of your pet sharing the news of the engagement for you. Try “Bow to the wow: My humans are engaged!”






Proper wedding etiquette insists that only those who will be invited wedding guests should be sent an engagement announcement or invited to the engagement party.





THE TRADITIONAL APPROACH • If you’re the type who prefers handwritten letters and might even still make landline calls instead of communicating solely through texts, tweets, and status updates, consider staying true to yourself by announcing your engagement in a similar fashion.




1. Putting it in writing: The tradition of the printed engagement announcement is often overlooked these days, but it’s one that is always relished and appreciated. Printed announcements are especially nice if you’re not having your wedding within the next two years. If you decide to mail printed engagement announcements, keep the message simple and to the point. For example, “Erin Johnson and Rachel Reynolds are pleased to announce their engagement.” Include the date of your engagement, but don’t hint at a wedding date or season, a location, or colors. All of your ideas about the wedding are subject to the schedules and availability of your venue and vendors.


2. A surprise party: Invite your loved ones to a gathering at your home or a restaurant and announce your engagement to them in person. It can feel a little more genuine to be celebrated in person rather than through likes and shares!


3. News you can use: Couples still put their engagement announcements in the newspaper, and now that same-sex marriage is federally recognized, most media outlets are happy to include the news. But they aren’t all so inclusive. Call ahead to see what your city rag’s policies are. Better yet, have a friend make the call for you so your heart isn’t broken by devastating discrimination. If you do make the cut and your announcement is published, buy copies of the paper for yourself, for your grandparents, and for saving in a frame or a scrapbook. It’s a priceless heirloom for future generations, and even more significant for the LGBTQ+ community, as there was a time not too long ago when a newspaper announcement of an LGBTQ+ wedding wasn’t allowed at all.




INQUIRING MINDS DON’T NEED TO KNOW


People are naturally going to pummel you with questions about when the wedding will be and whether they will be getting an invitation. This can feel invasive and surprising. You just got engaged, so it’s likely that no details are firm except for who you’re marrying. But don’t worry. You don’t have to have any plans yet (and most people don’t at this stage). Try to be diplomatic in your response while carving out breathing room where you and your fiancé can revel solely in your engagement. Try this response to well-meaning busybodies: “We haven’t started planning yet. We’re enjoying our new engagement.”


Others won’t ask questions but will simply begin making suggestions, even if you aren’t asking for advice. They’ll bring up their coworker’s best friend who had a destination wedding and how they thought it was the most selfish thing in the world. Or they’ll start telling you about what they learned from their own wedding. All of this can be interesting—and may be helpful. But right now it’s probably just overwhelming. Politely nod and say you’ve got it covered. Most people will get the hint that you’re not jumping to get into the wedding details just yet.


IT’S NOT ALL ROSES AND CHAMPAGNE


You’re engaged and ready to celebrate. And why wouldn’t everyone want to join in? You know why. Unfortunately, our community doesn’t always get the jubilant response from family, coworkers, and others who are in our lives for one unavoidable reason or another. Homophobia and transphobia affect millions of people in communities around the world. You may be asked why you need to go public with your love life. Families who’ve accepted your sexual orientation and/or your gender identity still might not want the rest of the family to know; a wedding would put a glaring spotlight on what they would prefer to remain a mystery. Or you might not even be able to tell your family you’re engaged for fear of complete abandonment.
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Families and other formal relationships can be complicated, and there’s no magic pill or therapy session to get everybody over to your side—the “love is love” side. But your relationship matters, and you deserve the ultimate love and happiness. You deserve warmth and excitement. If you have friends who are more like family to you, lean on them during this stage. Ask for hugs if you want some. Tell your friends how much their presence matters to you. Let them love on you and celebrate this exciting time in your lives.


Dealing with homophobia and transphobia is incredibly difficult. Some couples have no contact at all with their families of origin for this reason. But if you do, and you wish to let your family know of your engagement even though the reception might not be supportive, here’s some encouragement and advice to help you through this step:




1. You matter. Your partner matters. Your relationship is stronger than any force or any person trying to pull it down.


2. You don’t have to suffer for the sake of a bloodline. If your family members are becoming verbally aggressive with you, practice self-care and step away for as long as you need.


3. Standing up for yourself is important. Being out and proud is admirable. But taking care of your mental health is everything. So back to that taking-a-break thing. If you need it, do it.




If it’s not your family but your partner’s family being hurtful, either by making cruel comments or by icing you out, support your spouse-to-be in the same ways you always have, but step it up a notch. Bring your sweetheart flowers and a note detailing how they’ll always have you as their family. The feelings of abandonment are real, but knowing that they have you by their side is likely to provide them with some feeling of safety and comfort.


If your family’s attitude is questionable but not heinous, give them some time. They may need a period of adjustment to the idea of you marrying someone of the same gender, a trans person, or someone with no gender identification. Let them know you’re looking forward to talking with them more when they’re comfortable. Then step back a little—but not so far away that they feel like they can’t reach out when they’re feeling more stable in their support for you and your beloved.


Let your family know that your plans to marry are not going to change. Make sure you tell them how important it feels to have their support for your wedding.


Take the high road. Speak respectfully and with a kind tone. Talk in “I feel” statements. For example, rather than saying, “You’re not happy for me,” say, “I feel like you’re not happy for me.” An “I feel” statement, by automatically switching the tone from accusation to explanation of what’s going on with you emotionally, is more likely to be followed by open discussions—and solutions.


YOUR WEDDING, YOUR WAY (SERIOUSLY)


Marriage is defined as two (or more) adults committing their lives to one another. Though marriage is about partnership and commitment, society has an extensive history of placing gender stereotypes on marriage and weddings. Some LGBTQ+ celebrants identify as brides and grooms. However, these heteronormative terms don’t encompass all people getting married. You don’t need to play along, unless you enjoy these terms. If you do, feel free to embrace them as your own while planning your wedding. If you feel strongly about using alternative language, share your preferred terms with your family, friends, and vendors. For more on wording, see the lexicon for LGBTQ+ weddings here.




Alternative Wedding Titles


Don’t identify as a bride or a groom? Consider calling yourself one of the following:


Bridegroom: Traditionally defined as a man to be married, “bridegroom” can be redefined for feminine-leaning men, masculine-leaning women, genderqueer, gender-nonconforming, gender-fluid, and nonbinary individuals.


Broom: “Broom” can be either a combination of “bride” and “groom” or a shortened version of “bridegroom.”


Celebrant: A person engaged to be married.


Gride: A combination of “groom” and “bride.”


Marrier: A person engaged to be married.


Nearlywed: A person engaged to be married.


Partner A and partner B: For contracts with your vendors, the word “partner” demonstrates equality in every way.


Your own name: Simple, right? You don’t belong in a box.





No matter if you have a select few who are thrilled for you or an ample supply of cheerleaders in your corner—you’re getting married! And that’s incredibly special. From my heart to yours, congratulations. Let’s get this party started!


THE ENGAGEMENT PARTY


When a couple decides to get married—whether it’s through a proposal, or two, or just the result of a conversation—tradition has it that there will be some sort of event to celebrate the engagement. It has no clever name and hardly any rules. It’s simply the engagement party. Some LGBTQ+ couples skip the engagement party, but it can be a wonderful opportunity for family and friends to connect (which is precisely why some couples, whose families and friends are quite different from one another, forgo this tradition). The engagement party needn’t be awkward or expensive. It’s a fun way for all parties involved to get to know each other better because, after all, a wedding is a blending of two families. In the LGBTQ+ community, friends are often just as important as family (and sometimes more so).






Ask Kirsten







Q: When Tiffany and I got engaged, I thought there would be a big party thrown by my family and friends. But instead, we were greeted by deafening silence. It seemed like hardly anyone was excited for us or wanted to hear about any of our plans. It hurt so much, but more than that, it was confusing. How could this have happened?


a: When people of any orientation become engaged, it can be alienating to their friends and families. Suddenly, the betrothed couple’s entire attention is directed toward their wedding plans and their loved ones take a backseat. This is certainly not intentional on the couple’s part. Wedding planning can be an intense activity demanding an exorbitant amount of time and energy from the engaged lovebirds.


Sometimes the best approach is to be up front about your feelings. Call each of the people whose silence has hurt you to address your worries. Avoid email. Remember to use “I feel” statements, which will help you stay gracious and humble, rather than accusatory words that put people on edge and make them feel defensive instead of inclined to address your hurt feelings.







Your engagement party can be simple—perhaps a brunch at a friend’s home, or cocktails at your favorite restaurant (or even the proposal site!). Or, if your budget allows, you can host a full-on catered fancy fete. Typically, the invitations tell guests that this is an engagement party, unless you’re having a surprise announcement party and plan to shock and awe your guests with the news of your engagement. (Fun!)






 







Many LGBTQ+ couples find that members of their friend and family circles are uncomfortable with the idea of their wedding, especially when the couple is the first LGBTQ+ couple in the community to become engaged. Several things may be going on. They may worry that they’re going to say the wrong thing, they may have a religious- or fear-based issue with your upcoming marriage, they may disapprove of your partner, they may have hoped this was only a phase, or they may simply just be too afraid to face their own feelings. Rather than offend you, they may think it’s better to avoid you.


LGBTQ+ couples also often encounter LGBTQ+ singles or long-term couples who do not see the value in a wedding. This viewpoint is often held by older LGBTQ+ individuals who see weddings as strictly a heterosexual tradition and therefore assume that anyone having a wedding is trying to “act straight” or pretend they’re something they’re not.


Seek out answers from these people at your own pace, all the while practicing self-care and remembering that your wedding is ultimately a celebration of happiness and love. Those who are truly happy for you will accept your love and impending marriage without condition.







In classic wedding traditions, the couple’s parents arrange the engagement party. These days it’s more likely that a close friend or a relative will throw the party; it’s still considered poor form to have your own (unless you’ll be announcing the engagement). It’s like throwing your own birthday bash. If that’s something you’d do on your own, then you can do this too. But etiquette experts frown on it because it can appear self-serving and tacky. Plus, it’s nice to have someone else honor your upcoming marriage with revelry and merriment.


Engagement party guests naturally assume that they’ll be at your wedding—and rightfully so. For this reason, ask your host to invite to the engagement party only people who are going to be invited to the wedding. Don’t have your wedding guest list set? Play it safe by shortening the engagement party guest list to the people you are sure will be invited to the wedding—your inner circle of friends and family. It’s always better to expand the circle of invitees for the wedding rather than, in a panic, realize later that you need to cut people out of the circle.


Don’t expect presents at an engagement celebration. Gifts are not traditionally brought to engagement parties, and if anyone does give you an engagement gift, consider this a high honor. Be sure to accept it graciously and quickly send a follow-up thank-you note.


Tasks to Tackle




[image: image] Take time for just the two of you to savor your engagement.


[image: image] Plan how you will announce your engagement.


[image: image] Make your announcement first to the people you love the most.


[image: image] Insure your engagement ring(s).


[image: image] If you receive engagement presents, send prompt thank-you notes.


[image: image] Take a deep breath. It’s wedding planning time!
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TIME MANAGEMENT, THE ORDER OF BUSINESS, AND ORGANIZATION


Mastering wedding planning involves maintaining all details, prioritizing tasks, and knowing what you want. So how do you go from “I’m engaged!” to “I’ve got this wedding planned like a boss”?


Start by learning about everything that needs to be done and understanding the interdependence of your decisions. An intense and comprehensive timeline is provided at the end of this book that you can follow, but first, here are the critical elements you’ll need to consider: budget, date, guest count, and venue. These four details are dependent on each other. Your budget will dictate what venue you can afford and how many people you can entertain at your reception. Your venue’s available dates will determine your wedding date options. Your venue will have a maximum guest capacity—and possibly a minimum—so a lengthy list of people you simply must invite may rule out certain venues. If you’re committed to a particular wedding date, then you’ll have to find a venue that’s available at that time. And then that decision circles back to your budget. See why it’s important to get a handle on these four things?


But what about everything else, you might be asking? The decor, the people involved, what you’ll wear—it’s all important. Imagine your wedding as a certain room in your home—say, the bedroom. In your bedroom, the essential elements are a bed, a dresser, maybe a lamp, and a nightstand. It’s smart to purchase these items before you decide on anything else. After all, you need a bed to put the mattress on in order to go to the next step. Once you get these items arranged, then you can concentrate on styling the room. Similarly, the basic building blocks of your wedding are where, when, who, and how much. Once you decide on these foundational aspects, you can go forth with all the details such as what you’ll wear, how you’ll decorate, what you’ll serve, what kind of music you want, and more.


Booking vendors is one of the next big tasks, but they’ll ask you about all these elements before they will commit or even provide a cost estimate. So you can see how you’ve got to lay the foundation of your wedding.


If you want to use a wedding planner for your entire wedding process, start interviewing planners before booking other vendors—and even your venue. A well-connected planner knows local vendors and can help you negotiate prices as well as review vendor contracts. Turn to here for in-depth advice on hiring and working with wedding planners.


Choosing your wedding party early can help you navigate some tasks as well, such as touring venues or researching hotels. Even naming only your honor attendants right now (a best man/woman/person of honor or a maid/matron/gentleman/person of honor) is a great first step. Waiting on asking others to join your wedding party can be smart if you have no idea if you’ll have a small or large wedding, as there might not be enough room at the front of the ceremony space for a gaggle of people.


FIVE CRITICAL WEDDING DECISIONS


1. Decide on the venue(s) for the ceremony and reception, choose a date, estimate the guest count, and come up with a budget.


2. Begin to interview and book the vendors who need the longest lead time—those who need to be booked the longest in advance and can only accommodate one wedding per day—as well as those who may be your absolute favorites, such as the photographer and videographer.


3. Select your wedding party.


4. Interview and book the florist, the officiant, the DJ or other entertainment, the cake maker, the wedding designer, and the stationer or calligrapher.


5. Start your gift registry.


AN ORGANIZED MIND


Finding a way to keep tabs on your timeline, checklists, budget, vendors, and all of your other decisions might seem daunting at first, but I guarantee that it will make things less stressful along the way. Find an organization system that works best for you, whether that’s a three-ring binder organized by color-coded tabs; an Excel document; notes in the margins of this book; an online system such as our equality-minded downloadable worksheets at equallywed.com, which account for LGBTQ+-specific purchases like multiple dresses, suits, bouquets, and engagement rings; a notebook; Google Docs, which allows you to access your documents from anywhere you have WiFi; or an app like Evernote, which doesn’t require WiFi to access your cached documents.


Once you’ve committed to a system, stick with it. Design it with at least four columns: estimated expenditure, actual expenditure, deposit paid, and final bill. You’ll be noting payments with a variety of vendors and venues, and it’s important to keep track of where your funds are going and what’s left to pay.


On another tab or in another section, keep hawklike records on the presents you’ve received, from the bottle of Champagne a friend brings to dinner to congratulate you both on your engagement all the way to the final gifts coming in a month after your wedding. Make columns for:




1. Gift description


2. Date received


3. The store the gift came from


4. Whether the gift was on your registry (so you can check it off if the giver or customer service associate didn’t log it during the purchase)


5. The giver’s name and mailing address


6. Whether the mandatory handwritten thank-you note has been signed, sealed, and delivered




Set up a separate wedding email address that both you and your spouse-to-be can access, give it to all your vendors, and respond to them only from this address to avoid confusion. Check it daily. You and your spouse-to-be can also use this email account to save and share links to wedding ideas and inspiration.


Tasks to Tackle




[image: image] Consider your budget, date, guest count, and venue.


[image: image] Decide if you want to use a wedding planner.


[image: image] Choose an organization system.


[image: image] Set up a separate wedding email address.
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