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Welcome to the 
EVERYTHING® series!

THESE HANDY, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover-to-cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have well over 150 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging topics as weddings, pregnancy, wine, learning guitar, one-pot cooking, managing people, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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THE
EVERYTHING®
Series

Dear Reader, 

I’ve had the privilege of attending, observing, and
participating in many weddings. Which means I’ve also
been a bridesmaid multiple times, for better or worse.
In that interim I also planned my own wedding, which
offered up some valuable insight into the other side.
And the ultimate conclusion I’ve come to about bridesmaids
is this: It’s all about the bride, and not at all
about the maids. The best bridesmaid is completely
selfless, willing to work silently behind the scenes, and
eager to lend a hand . . . without getting carried away.
She’s there strictly to make the bride’s wedding day-
and the days preceding it-even better for her. Knowing
this doesn’t necessarily make it easy, of course.


And that’s why I’ve written this book. Because the
role of the bridesmaid is not etched in stone, this
book is meant to serve as a starting point and guide
for reaching your ultimate goal-helping to create bridal
bliss. So good luck and more important, have fun!
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Top Ten
Bridesmaid Controversies 

1. You weren’t asked.

2. You were asked — but you’re not sure why.

3. She asked you — but you’re not planning on asking her.

4. Her metamorphosis into Bridezilla is complete.

5. You blow off your bridesmaid duties.

6. You’re not crazy about the other bridesmaids.

7. The other bridesmaids could care less about you.

8. You love the bride — but can’t tolerate the groom.

9. She’s all about the Vera Wang — and you’re on a Goodwill budget.

10. The dress lives up to the cliché.


Introduction 

THERE’S NO ARGUING: It’s her day. So where does that leave you? Playing understudy to her bright shining star? Benchwarmer to her starting position? Ugly stepsister to her Cinderella? Well, yes. And no. We both know you’re no ugly stepsister. But we also know that as a bridesmaid, you’re not the intended recipient of the coveted glass slipper (or the platinum-set diamond). If you’re used to being the center of attention, adopting this role may take some time and patience, but remember, your time will come, if it hasn’t already. Keep in mind, however, that there will be plenty of behind-the-scenes responsibilities that will, from time to time, serve to shed light on your existence. With that in mind, it’s important to be prepared when that fleeting glare falls temporarily on you.

You’ve probably already heard tell of some of your supposed responsibilities, like throwing a shower, hosting a bachelorette party, plus helping the bride in a myriad of other ways — most of which seem a bit nebulous and difficult to pin down. Your mother’s telling you one thing, the bride’s telling you another, and your cousin is telling you something altogether different. Who’s right? And to whom should you ultimately listen?

The Everything®Bridesmaid Book takes the mystery out of the prewedding mayhem — and provides you with options that you and your fellow bridesmaids will feel comfortable following, from the shower to the bridesmaid dress to the bachelorette party and beyond.

So relax, read on, and most important, have some fun. Be the off-center of attention. And see how rewarding the supporting role can actually be.
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Chapter 1 

So You’ve Been Asked to Be a Bridesmaid 

Your best friend is getting married. Or maybe it’s your sister, your childhood chum, or distant cousin. No matter. She’s asked you to be a bridesmaid, and you’ve said yes. Now you want to know, what’s next? And what, exactly, does being a bridesmaid mean today? Read on to find out what this honor entails and what might be expected of you, and, most important, whether you’ll have to wear pink taffeta.

An Honored Post 

First of all, consider it a real honor that you’ve been asked to be a bridesmaid. After all, the implication is that someone likes you enough to desire your close participation in one of the most important days of her life. Of course, that doesn’t necessarily mean you like her enough to be part of one of the most important days of her life. This brings us back to the question: What does being a bridesmaid mean today? And what sort of commitment is required to play this role to its end?

This chapter will give a little historical perspective —  in addition to some modern-day wisdom — so you can take on the role of bridesmaid with knowledge and understanding. Or, after some introspection, you may simply decide it’s not for you. Either way, you’ll be entering this adventure with your eyes wide open, armed with the information you need to make the right decisions every step of the way.

History of Bridesmaids 

There is conflicting evidence about the role of the first bridesmaids. One legend has it that in early Roman times, the bride would be accompanied by her bridesmaids as a kind of “human shield” when traveling to the groom’s village. The bridesmaids were meant to protect her from vengeful former suitors or thieves attempting to steal her dowry.

The more commonly accepted origin of the bridesmaid, however, stems from superstitions held in later Roman times. In order to prevent the bride from being overtaken by evil spirits, up to ten bridesmaids — dressed almost identically to the bride — would accompany her during the wedding proceedings. This strategy was devised to outsmart the evil spirits believed to be present at wedding ceremonies.
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Even though it began long ago, the superstition of evil spirits held its ground until as late as nineteenth-century England. If you look at some Victorian-age wedding photographs, in fact, you’d be hard-pressed to differentiate the bride from her bridesmaids.

Though the reasons have changed, the tradition has stuck. And though bridesmaids are no longer virtual twins of the bride, they are still, more often than not, twins of each other. This is most likely the result of the traditional pageantry surrounding weddings, along with the perpetuity of tradition. Of course, in recent years, more and more brides have chosen to forgo this tradition, allowing their bridesmaids to express some individuality by choosing their own color schemes or outfits.

We’ll talk more about these enlightened brides in Chapter 3.

Modern Bridesmaids 

While bridesmaids no longer perform the function of ruses for evil spirits, or act as bodyguards against wayward thugs and thieves, they still do serve many practical functions as the bride counts down the days to her wedding. And while the duties of bridesmaid may often appear to the casual observer as nothing more than looking good for the big day, there is, in fact, much more to it . if the bride so desires.

In fact, there are some brides who desire nothing more than to have their bridesmaids show up in their dictated attire with hair, nails, and makeup looking perfect; these brides have an army of other helpers, such as the wedding coordinator, mother, or aunts, handling the shower, prewedding details, and anything else wedding-related. However, there are other brides who will need you desperately during the wedding planning, for tasks ranging well beyond the traditional bridesmaid duties. Warning: Both these extremes can prove tricky.

For the first scenario presented here — bridesmaid-as-figurehead —  you’ll be expected to do little besides show up. But at the same time, you’ll need to tread carefully to avoid stepping on anyone’s wedding-coordination toes. For the bridesmaid-as-indentured-servant scenario, in which you’ll be expected to perform tasks well beyond the traditionally expected (such as sabotaging the bachelor party, or taking out a home equity loan to throw an elaborate shower), you’ll need to learn how to say “no.” With any luck, your experience will fall somewhere in between the two. Want to predict which end of the spectrum your role will fall on?
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For some weddings, you may be heavily involved in wedding planning, errand running, and other duties; for others, your responsibilities will be strictly by the book. It ultimately depends on your bride’s personality and style.

What’s the Bride’s Style?

There are subtle little prewedding predictors that can help you determine just what your bridesmaid experience will really be like. Generally, the personality and expectations of the bride will dictate this experience.

Answer the following questions and consult the key at the end for some clues about what you’re in for in the months that lie ahead.

1. When she’s thrown parties in the past, the bride:

a. Refuses to allow you to bring anything.

b. Tells you to bring a bottle of wine or a small hors d’oeuvre, but only after you’ve harangued her relentlessly.

c. Prefers B.Y.O. style, calling everyone who’s invited to dictate what to bring, from the entrée to the cocktail mixers to dessert.

2. Which best defines the bride?

a. She’s in almost daily contact with her manicurist, cleaning lady, accountant, and personal shopper.

b. She shops only with a sister or good friend, in order to get their valued opinions.

c. For her, shopping means raiding your closet — and frequently not returning what she’s borrowed.

3. When in crisis, the bride calls:

a. Her mother.

b. Her sister or a good friend.

c. Anyone who’ll listen.

4. How would you best describe your relationship with the bride?

a. Respectful, but a tad distant.

b. Equal and mutually rewarding.

c. You are her de facto therapist.

5. How does the bride envision her wedding?

a. However her mother envisions it.

b. As a starting point and celebration for a strong marriage.

c. Absolutely perfect, or you fear she’ll have a breakdown.

Interpreting your answers: If your answers were mostly “A,” it’s a safe bet that you and the other bridesmaids will not have a great deal of prewedding responsibility. More than likely the bride will already have legions of paid helpers at her fingertips .or her mother to run the show. The best way to handle this situation is to ask before you plan. Check with the bride, her mother, her wedding coordinator, and any other involved parties before planning showers or other prewedding get-togethers.

If your answers were mostly “B,” you’ll probably have a fairly typical bridesmaid experience, and traditional etiquette will be your guide. Expect to be involved in planning a shower or bachelorette party, as well as in other prewedding duties as requested. Most likely the “B”-type bride will be reasonable in her requests and will understand that your world doesn’t completely revolve around her wedding.

[image: Il_9781580629829_ps_0022_001]QUESTION?

May I say no?

It is an honor to be asked to serve as a bridesmaid, so seriously consider the pros and cons of declining before doing so. See “Excuses, Excuses,” later in this chapter, to determine whether your reasons are suitable or just selfish.

If your answers were mostly “C,” brace yourself. This bride needs a lot of attention and hand-holding from everyone around her. You may be at the receiving end of requests that go beyond the typical call of duty, such as scouting out vendors and caterers, running endless errands, and providing heavy-duty emotional support. All, of course, are the mark of a good friendship under normal circumstances, but beware of the bride who goes a bit too far with her demands or requests. If you’re not sure as you go along, this book will help you determine which requests are reasonable —  and which border on outrageous.

Bridesmaid Duties 

So what are these traditional bridesmaid duties, anyway? And what is actually expected of the “typical” bridesmaid? As we just touched upon, every bride is different —  and so is every wedding. That means that every bridesmaid experience will probably be different, too. However, there are some basic commonalities that characterize the role of most bridesmaids.

The “typical” bridesmaid will do the following:

• Help shop for and purchase bridesmaid attire, including dress, shoes, and accessories. This attire is usually chosen by the bride, who may or may not accept the input of bridesmaids.

• Help plan, host, and pay for a bridal shower.

• Attend all prewedding parties, including engagement parties, bridal showers, and the bridesmaids’ luncheon or tea.

• Help plan and throw a bachelorette party.

• Provide help with prewedding and wedding day errands, as requested (and within reason).

• Precede the bride as she walks down the aisle.

• Be part of the post-wedding receiving line, if requested.

• Do general light hosting and helping at the wedding reception, where needed.

• Provide moral and emotional support for the bride throughout the wedding planning process and on the wedding day itself.

• Purchase a wedding gift for the bride and groom.
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What’s the difference between a bridesmaid and a maid of honor?

The maid of honor generally has more responsibility than the bridesmaids, serving as the leader or organizer of the bridal party and their duties. (See Chapter 2 for more.)

Again, your experience as a bridesmaid will differ, depending upon the bride and her disposition. Some brides may call you to help run errands on a thrice-weekly basis, while some may never call you at all. Some brides may need lots of emotional support during the engagement — her future mother-in-law is driving her crazy with requests; she’s totally freaked about her fiancé’s plans for a bachelor party in Amsterdam — and some brides may remain cool as cucumber until they say “I do.” So the best advice, aside from fulfilling all your “traditional” duties, is to be flexible. Be patient. And as always, be a good friend.

Bridesmaid Controversy 

Of course, there may be circumstances that will prevent you from being the best bridesmaid you can be. You may be tempted to say no to the bride’s initial request or to go back and tell her you’ve reconsidered. Or you may be waiting for a request to be a bridesmaid, which has not been forthcoming. Tread carefully here. Many a friendship has been compromised due to bridesmaid controversy.

Bridesmaid controversy can take on many forms. The following scenarios are some of the most common.

The Surprise Request 

The surprise request can come from a huge range of surprising sources — that grammar school pal you haven’t seen or talked to in five years, the third cousin you’ve never gotten along with, or the coworker who considers you her best friend, even though you’re content with simply being colleagues. The surprise request will throw you for a loop, and while it’s an honor that someone feels so strongly about you, it’s also a commitment you’re not quite sure you’re up to.

Advice: It’s never a bad idea to follow the old golden rule, and do unto others as you would have them do unto you. If you can, accept the request with grace and serve out your duties with enthusiasm. However, if you’ve been asked by someone you simply don’t get along with (or no longer have contact with), or if you think you won’t be able to fulfill your obligations, it’s probably best to respectfully decline now — rather than let down the bride (and the other bridesmaids) later. Also, if you believe you’ve been asked for the wrong reasons — for example, she’s just seeking warm bodies who can afford those Vera Wang dresses — you may be similarly inclined to decline.
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Surprised about that bridesmaid request from a long-lost friend? Consider it an excuse to reignite a waning friendship. What better way to revive a relationship?

The Family Obligation 

Your brother’s fiancée — you’re trying, really trying to like her — has suddenly asked you to be one of her bridesmaids. Just attending the wedding, you thought, would be bad enough — now you have to actually put some effort into it. What to do?

Advice: When it comes to family, all bets are off. This person will be related to you for the rest of your life — which means there’s no avoiding her, now or later. Suck it up. Some things are simply obligations in life, and this is one of them.

The Poorly Timed Request 

You’re about to leave on your intricately planned six-month sabbatical to Europe, and your college roommate asks you to be a bridesmaid. Geographically speaking, you won’t be around to help plan or attend any of the showers or preparties; in fact, the wedding date may actually be set for before your scheduled arrival home. Whether it’s this scenario or a similar one, circumstances such as travel, pregnancy, or work commitments may prevent you from fully committing to the role of bridesmaid.
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Beware the bride who relishes creating a bridal “in-crowd” that excludes everyone else. For some brides, forming a bridal party is akin to forming a clique in the sixth grade — a chance to publicly avenge any perceived girlish wrongs and to create new social boundaries forever captured in wedding photos.

Advice: Before agreeing or declining, talk openly with the bride. Tell her your circumstances, and be honest about your level of commitment. If you know you won’t be able to contribute your time, planning skills, or finances for whatever reason, let her know in advance rather than setting yourself up for unreasonable expectations, just because you have a hard time saying no. Of course, most women these days have busy lives and full schedules —  don’t bow out just because you think it will interfere with, say, your time-share in the Hamptons. Be reasonable.

You’re Totally Broke 

Maybe you’re just out of college and can barely scrape by. You could be recently unemployed, have just lost a bundle in the stock market, or be inundated with medical bills. Whatever the reason, you simply can’t afford any extras right now — which includes expenses like a bridesmaid dress, a shower, or a bachelorette party.

Advice: Once again, before declining or accepting, talk honestly with the bride. Explain your situation — she’s bound to understand. Perhaps she’ll offer to purchase your bridesmaid attire, or she’ll tell you her aunts are throwing her a shower, anyway. Most likely she’ll be more concerned about your participating in her special day than with the money you’re able to shell out. Of course, don’t decline just because you would rather spend $500 on that new Calvin Klein suit you’ve had your eye on. There’s no doubt the bride and everyone else will see through your ruse pretty clearly.

You Haven’t Been Asked 

You assumed you would be asked. After all, you’ve been best friends with the bride since the third grade, and you’ve always said you’d be bridesmaids in the other’s wedding. Yet that phone call has yet to come, and you know for a fact she’s already asked two of your other friends. You’re worried that maybe you’re not going to be included, after all.

Advice: Give it some time. Even if she’s already asked others, she may be waiting until the time is right to ask you — perhaps she wants to ask you in person. Or, if she hasn’t asked anyone yet, she may have decided not to have a large bridal party — maybe she’s still deciding on the style of her wedding.
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Being a bridesmaid is not necessarily a reciprocal duty. Just because you’ve been a bridesmaid for someone doesn’t mean you’re obligated to ask her to be in your bridal party — and vice versa.

Of course, there’s always that possibility that she won’t ask you at all — a situation that can be dealt with in a couple of ways. If you know, for instance, that you have grown apart over the years, deep down you may recognize that your nonparticipation may be justified, so just accept her decision gracefully. On the other hand, if you’re completely dumbfounded by why you’ve been omitted from the proceedings, it may be worth talking to her (in a nonaccusatory manner, of course). Otherwise you risk misunderstandings, and possible long-term resentment, over a situation that’s often better resolved with a simple, one-time conversation. Hard as it may be, isn’t it worth it to try to iron out any wrinkles in your friendship?

The BQ Test: Bridesmaid Quotient 

Now that you’ve done a little legwork to predict the days ahead, the question is, will you or won’t you?

Obviously, the decision to be a bridesmaid is ultimately your own. No one can coerce you into taking on the role. However, remember that it is an honor that you’ve been asked, and that the woman who’s asked you obviously thinks quite highly of you. To decline is a serious step. As a woman, you’ve probably already realized that this type of perceived slight won’t soon be forgotten.

Then again, you may have some very real, practical obstacles preventing you from being the best bridesmaid you can be. Mull over the following considerations to gauge whether you are prepared; then read ahead to determine what’s an acceptable excuse — and what is not.

Do You Have What It Takes to Be a Good Bridesmaid?

1. You’re about to go out with your girlfriends when your newest squeeze calls for last-minute plans. You’re most likely to:

a. Tell him “yes” and blow off your friends completely.

b. Ask the guy to join you and your girlfriends.

c. Tell him no (he called too late anyway), and ask him if you can do it another time.

2. When friends leave you voicemail messages, what’s your typical response time?

a. They’re lucky if it’s a week.

b. Usually within forty-eight hours.

c. Almost always the same day.

3. Which best describes your feelings about weddings?

a. You don’t understand all the fuss, and you fully support eloping.

b. They’re great, but they shouldn’t eclipse someone’s whole life.

c. The bigger and fancier, the better.

4. Which best describes your job?

a. You work like a dog, sixty hours a week or more.

b. Strictly nine to five.

c. You don’t work — you’re supported by your parents and/or husband.

5. When the phone rings, you:

a. Screen calls, only picking up if you’re in the mood.

b. Screen calls strictly to avoid certain people (coworkers, annoying family members).

c. Answer every ring.

If your answers were mostly “A,” you might need to work on your cooperation skills. You tend to do what suits you when you feel like it, others be damned (or your schedule is just so crazy you have no choice). This may put you into some hot water when it comes to being a bridesmaid, so try to put your own concerns aside —  even if they conflict — if others are counting on you to be somewhere or complete a specific task. If you’ve given your word to do something, be sure that you do it.

If your answers were mostly “B,” you’re open-minded and know how to compromise — which means you’ll probably make a great bridesmaid. You tend to see both sides of an issue, and you don’t let your own concerns overshadow commitments you’ve made to others.

If your answers were mostly “C,” you’re poised to become Super Bridesmaid. You tend to put others’ concerns before your own, a very beneficial trait when it comes to being a great bridesmaid. You’re also very enthusiastic about weddings, and you have the time to devote to helping out. Just be careful that others don’t take advantage of your giving nature.

Excuses, Excuses 

There are good excuses. And there are lame ones. Knowing how to distinguish one from the other is very important when it comes to making the decision to accept (or deny) a post as bridesmaid. While one excuse may be viewed as shallow and small, another may actually be a perfectly legitimate reason preventing you from serving out your duties. The key is recognizing one from the other.

Although instinct can often be your guide, there are times you may need a more objective opinion. Unfortunately Dr. Phil isn’t readily available, and Dr. Laura would probably bite your head off. Anyway, it doesn’t take a psychologist to determine what’s fair versus what’s just plain selfish. Read ahead to figure out if your excuse will cut the mustard.

Pushing the Limits 

The following may reflect your internal rationalizations only, or they may be reasons you’re thinking of presenting to the bride to turn down her request. Either way, if you’re considering declining based on any of the following excuses, heed this warning: They’re just not good enough.

This is not to suggest that you make up another, better excuse. Rather, if these are the reasons you do not want to be a bridesmaid, you should try your hardest to get over them. They are thoughts and feelings that have been shared by many a bridesmaid before you, but despite it all, they, too, survived — and became better friends in the process. Even if they seem good enough to you, rest assured they will be viewed as irrational and selfish by the bride and everyone she tells (in other words, all the other bridesmaids, her family, the groom’s family, and half the wedding guests). So proceed only if you wish to risk being socially ostracized.

Excuse: You don’t like the dress she’s chosen.

Why it’s unacceptable: A bad dress is part and parcel of the bridesmaid tradition across the land. Even a decent dress may be the wrong cut, color, and style for you. A less-than-flattering bridesmaid dress is your birthright as a woman and as a girlfriend. In short, it’s the last excuse for declining a request to be a bridesmaid.

Excuse: You don’t like wearing dresses, period.

Why it’s unacceptable: There are some things you simply have to do for love and friendship. Even if you are almost surgically attached to your jeans and Tevas, a few hours in pastel satin won’t kill you.

Excuse: You’d rather spend the dress money on those cute boots you’ve had your eye on.

Why it’s unacceptable: There are always things you’d rather spend your money on than a bridesmaid dress you’ll never wear again. But sometimes our disposable income must tend toward the more obligatory. Rationalize it as a charitable donation.

Excuse: You’re tired of always being a bridesmaid, never a bride.

Why it’s unacceptable: Your day will come. And when it does, you don’t want to be remembered as the graceless girl who could think of nothing but her own perceived misfortune. Even if you’re going through a rough patch, it’s no excuse to deny others their happiness. A selfless attitude now will reflect back on you in the future.

Excuse: You don’t think you’ll have a date to bring.

Why it’s unacceptable: As a bridesmaid, you won’t have much time to devote to a date, anyway. The dates of the wedding party, in fact, are often the most neglected and bored wedding guests at the party. Plus, going solo offers the opportunity to find a date for the next wedding you’ll attend .

Excuse: You’re pregnant.

Why it’s unacceptable: There have been many pregnant bridesmaids. And unless you have specific health-related concerns, or the wedding date falls very late in your pregnancy, the inconvenience of being a pregnant bridesmaid is never a good enough excuse. Plus, dressmakers are experienced in fitting a pregnant bridesmaid, even if the wedding is still four months away and you expect to gain twenty-five more pounds.
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