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To all of my girls, whether you are a bride or a bride-to-be, remember to always dream about your fantasy wedding. Never let anyone tell you otherwise because each and every one of you is beautiful and deserves your heart’s fondest wishes. From the girl wrapping herself in a bed sheet to create her wedding gown carrying her very own paper bouquet . . . to the nervous mother of the bride searching her attic for the perfect “something borrowed” . . . to the grandmother sharing her wedding album with her granddaughter—these cherished moments help create who you are and how you spend life’s most precious moments. Every woman deserves to dream big—so dream bigger!
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INTRODUCTION


There’s one very important thing you should know about me. I love weddings! I’ve been a celebrity wedding planner for nearly twenty-five years, and doing my thing—consulting with brides, listening (really listening) to their big-day ideas, and then offering my guidance and interpretations to help bring their wedding dreams to life—is what I live for!


Every wedding needs to tell a story—the unique story of the bride and groom. It explains who they are individually as well as who they are as a couple. My job is to help tell that tale through imagery, design, sound, lighting, food, and (of course!) all the marvelous little details that make the couple’s wedding their wedding, evoking their personalities. I like to think of it as taking their short story and turning it into a novel. And by jumping into the pages of the bride and groom’s story, each of the wedding guests become a part of it too.


When WE tv approached me about doing a reality TV show, I’ll admit I was hesitant. But once I heard the creative pitch for My Fair Wedding, I fell head over heels in love with the concept. In each episode, I drop in on a bride in need and spend quality time with her—my goal being to get inside her head and uncover her bridal style (which is sometimes very different from her personal style). When budgetary constraints or other factors (say, a bride’s obsession with spiders) lead to questionable decisions, that’s my cue to get started on my revisions. I adore all of my brides, and I want to guarantee that each one looks back on her big day with zero regrets.


The fact that my team and I (and, of course, our fabulous vendors) will be pulling off these weddings in a mere three weeks only adds to the excitement. It may seem like mission impossible, but remember: I’ve been doing this a long time—I can practically do weddings in my sleep! I hope that the following pages will help inspire you with ideas and elements that you can use for your own wedding and that you’ll enjoy the months of planning for your big day.


My Fair Wedding is a modern-day take on George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, which inspired the musical My Fair Lady, about a girl who’s taught how to sound and act ladylike. Similarly, I teach my brides about style and etiquette, and how to present what is special about them, their personality and style, in a fashionable way, and show them how to exude confidence from the moment they sashay down the aisle until the last song plays at their reception. What’s most touching of all is that, by the end, these women come to realize how all their lessons learned can affect their lives even beyond their big day.
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Take one of my brides from the show who I called my “Candy Bride.” She had rarely worn makeup before her remarkable makeover at Eve Pearl, a makeup studio in New York City. She put her family and day-to-day schedule first, and hadn’t taken the time and effort to invest in her own beauty. And don’t we all know the power of looking your best? This makeover gave Candy Bride the chance to see a side of herself (a stunning one!) she’d never seen before, matching her inner beauty with her outer beauty—the beaming smile on her face afterward said it all.


Then there’s Wanda, who lacked the self-confidence to speak or dance in public. After a series of professional salsa lessons and some coaching from yours truly on giving a proper toast, Wanda surprised her guests with not only a choreographed number with her groom for their first dance as husband and wife, but also an oh-so-eloquent toast to thank her family and friends.


A third bride, Quiana, felt her opinions were never respected and often didn’t trust her own sense of style. After spending several afternoons with me, picking out dresses and table linens, she finally stopped second-guessing herself, realized she indeed had amazing taste, and started speaking her mind—as she should!


These are only a handful of the wonderful stories of women who, through the experience of their weddings, changed in more ways than they ever expected. And that’s such a beautiful thing! I enter their lives, listen to their plans, and try to understand who they are and what their hopes and wishes are. I want to empower them as women to be more confident, more open to new things, and more graceful and elegant, so that these lessons stay with them forever. These revisions transform not only their weddings, they transform girls into women. My brides have called me a magician, a wizard, and—my favorite—a fairy godfather, but I simply like to think of myself as a friend who cares about them, listens intently, and helps make their dreams come true.


What else makes the show so great? The lighthearted moments, of course! Sometimes the ideas thrown at me are so outrageous that I actually think I’m being punked by the production team. It’s like there’s a thought bubble above my head that reads “She’s got to be joking.” Rest assured, however, that everything you see—and will see—on the show is 100 percent real. And I’ve seen and heard it all: a bridal bouquet made of lollipops to be held under a red-licorice archway . . . Christmas ornament boutonnieres . . . an oversized martini glass serving as a centerpiece . . . a bride so infatuated with spiders that she imagined one sitting pretty on top of her wedding cake . . . you get the picture. You will see throughout this book many unique elements incorporated and transformed into elegant touches of the brides’ personalities.
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It’s worth noting that I don’t get to see or meet any of the brides until the day I knock on their front door, cameras and crew in tow. And this is the best part (well, make that second best to the wedding day itself), because during that initial meeting, there’s so much excitement on both sides, and usually a lot of nervousness on the brides’ part. This is the time when I get to listen to my brides as they share their wedding plans. I make it a point to learn as much as I can about them—their personalities and their likes and dislikes—in the three short weeks we’ll have together. That way, I will have everything I need to accurately and creatively tell their wedding story.


Yes, I may laugh good-naturedly or drop my jaw in shock after hearing some of their ideas—but I never judge! That’s not my style, nor is it why I’m there. What I do is take the bride’s vision for her wedding from ordinary to extraordinary. Together, we create something bigger, better, and more meaningful than she and her groom—and their guests—could have ever imagined.


The big “reveal”—the moment when the couple sees their wedding in all its glory for the first time—is something that I truly look forward to. Watching my brides’ reactions is an absolute delight. They gasp, well up with happy tears, cry out loud, jump up and down screaming—and then turn to me with a look of pure joy and thank me profusely for everything I’ve done. It’s the most fulfilling, heartwarming moment for me.


And it doesn’t end there. After the cameras stop rolling and everyone’s gone home, my connection with my brides remains strong. We keep in touch through e-mails, texts, and visits. The couples tell me about their baby news, and go on to offer words of appreciation for my helping to give them a wedding they and many of their guests will never forget.


This book is another way for me to tell my brides’ stories and to reflect on all of their fabulous transformations. It’s also a practical guide for you to put your skills and creative minds to work. Each chapter has useful lessons and information for just about any element for any type of wedding, information that’s helpful even after the wedding too. Each chapter is about one couple’s wedding and includes my first impressions, two things I taught the bride (and hope to teach all the future brides who read this), a description of the revised wedding look, helpful lessons and questions you can ask yourself, and final thoughts from my featured bride.
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There are no words to explain how touched I am to have been a part of each of the weddings I describe in these pages. Working with these brides has even given me a new outlook on weddings. What I’ve learned is that every idea has the opportunity to blossom into something magical. Yes, even a candy-inspired wedding!
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CHAPTER 1




JERSEY GIRL MYSTIQUE TO
SOUTH BEACH CHIC


Wanda and Bert/Season 1
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When I first met Wanda at her New Jersey home, I was greeted by a very sweet, shy girl who was excited to have me come into her wedding life. She seemed nervous, but handled our first meeting quite well. It was the first season of the show, so she had no idea what to expect—and in fact, neither did I, so together we’d be embarking on something completely new. I got to meet her fiancé, Bert, and their adorable kids, including their two-year-old son, who was a happy little ball of energy. It was obvious that Wanda’s family meant the world to her, and they were all excited to be part of the wedding. After a few minutes, I requested that Wanda and I chat one-on-one, and that’s when she finally began to relax.


As I do with all my brides, I asked Wanda, “What is your fantasy wedding?” Before we could go any further, I needed to know what direction she was looking to take. What was her dream for her big day? That was easy enough for her to say: She and Bert happened to have a sweet spot for South Beach, Miami—they had vacationed there a lot, and the destination held some very special memories for them. There was so much Wanda and Bert loved about Miami—the restaurants, the dance clubs, the nightlife, the energy. And I couldn’t agree more! The daunting challenge was to bring lively South Beach to suburban New Jersey, a feat even I was unsure I could accomplish.
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Wanda had laid out a collection of items for me to see, including light-up ice cubes, lime-green decorative pillows, green-apple-scented candles, small wedding bells, and tons of other little things she purchased online. She also planned to name each table after a different hotel in South Beach (now this I loved). While I applauded her attention to detail, she had a lot of ideas that just didn’t work well together. For example, her color scheme—emerald green and bright purple—was more Mardi Gras than Miami. And the bridesmaids’ ill-fitting satin full-length gowns, in the garish colors she chose, were more suitable for a high school prom then a sleek South Beach wedding.


It was during this memorable episode that viewers discovered my absolute loathing for the color green as a fashion choice. And my very strong opinion on the topic seems to be one thing everyone I meet remembers from the show. I’m frequently stopped on the street and in airports by brides-to-be asking my advice about their green bridesmaids’ dresses, tablecloths, or flowers. One young woman even apologized to me for choosing green for her wedding! Okay, so here’s the reason behind my gripe: Green is a really difficult color to pull off, no matter what your skin tone. And, while we’re on the subject, please, please, please never use green lighting in a room—it will make your guests look sickly. So, you see, I say no to this color because I want everyone and everything at your wedding to look no less than beautiful.


When it was time for Wanda to show me her wedding dress, she stepped out in front of me and actually began to cry. It broke my heart! She admitted that she had settled on the gown because she had just had a baby and was worried about her figure. She didn’t know how to find the right style or fit, so she ended up purchasing something her friends and relatives convinced her was the “safe” choice—even though it didn’t make this beautiful girl look or feel like a blushing bride. I knew I had to help her find the dress that would give her the “Wow!” moment that all brides should experience.


Poor Wanda had spent too much time on the little details (picking out the plastic ice cubes, cocktail napkins, matches, and so forth), and not enough time seeing the big picture. It is essential to start on the bigger, more important, wedding plans before moving on to the smaller details. This rule keeps the overall look of your wedding on track and prevents you from overspending on knickknacks that you probably won’t need after all. It’s very easy to get consumed with buying the little items and to miss the overall concept; I suggest that all brides focus on their overall vision before filling up with all the little details.
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One element that Wanda had totally neglected in her planning was the flowers. I immediately set her straight by explaining that floral arrangements should be high on the wedding priority list. Yes, I know these beauties sometimes come at a hefty cost. But if you can’t splurge on flowers, then I would rather see tables topped with an abundance of candles than with what Wanda had in mind. Candles look great and add a romantic glow to any space. Her idea for the centerpieces was to use an oversized martini glass filled with green-sprayed carnations (yes, again with the green!), and accented with a straw to resemble an appletini. All I can say is, thank goodness I was there to save her from following through on those green floral martini glass disasters! This is a prime example of when using less is better: You don’t have to spend thousands on flowers to have an elegant wedding.
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As for the location, Wanda picked a popular wedding venue in northern New Jersey. The reception space had mirror-covered walls, crystal light fixtures galore, and marble everywhere the eye could see—all of which meant it would require a complete redo in order to give it a crisp and modern South Beach look and feel. Another issue: Fake floral arrangements decorated the ceremony area. They looked like something from 1984, and apparently they hadn’t been cleaned or touched up since then either. Oh, no, that just wouldn’t do. There was no way my bride would be exchanging vows under an arrangement of dingy faux flowers!
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On a positive note, it was a big plus that Wanda’s ceremony, cocktail hour, and reception would all be held in one venue. There was also plenty of room to work with. Not all brides consider the size and layout of their wedding space or understand the logistical challenges that come with moving guests from venue to venue.
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I wanted Wanda and Bert to get married in a completely clean and sleek space, so for the ceremony, I covered the entire room in floor-to-ceiling white pleated fabric. After all, South Beach is all about being edgy and stylish, but still making a statement. Uplights were set up behind the drapes to cast a soft white glow. The backdrop of the ceremony platform was lit with subtle blue LED lights (as a nod toward the waters on the beach and blue sky above) from glass votive candles hanging from the drapery wall. The aisle was covered by a simple white runner; and placed alongside were oversized modern silver lanterns containing white candles. Three-foot-tall Lucite towers were filled with an abundance of white rose petals and topped with a white pillar candle, creating the illusion that the candle was floating on rose petals. The lights created a perfect evening glow reminiscent of the chic restaurants along South Beach’s Ocean Drive. It was a modern look that retained an overall warmth.


Wanda, crying happy tears this time, walked down the aisle in a beautiful fitted chiffon gown as if she were floating on air. She looked fabulous! The cut of the dress was super-flattering on her shape—and it was the perfect gown for a South Beach wedding. (Hey, you don’t have to have an actual destination wedding to wear a “destination” gown. Think in terms of wearing something that’s simply appropriate for the style of your wedding.) Meanwhile, the bridesmaids got to swap their green-and-bright-purple dresses for much more subtle lavender-and-plum gowns, which made each of them look elegant and which fit right in with Wanda and Bert’s dream wedding.
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[image: Image]wedding lesson, lighting:
SHINING BRIGHT OR COMING OUT OF THE DARK



One area of wedding planning that is generally overlooked and underbudgeted is lighting. Think of it this way: You want your guests to actually see all the little details you spent so much time and money on, right? Lighting is a dramatic way to “paint” your color scheme throughout the rooms. You don’t want to rely on harsh fluorescent houselights that won’t do your décor—or you, for that matter—any justice. Here are the three areas of your wedding that absolutely must be lit with either a soft wash of light or a pinspot light:


1. Guests’ tables


2. Entertainment


3. Dance floor


[image: Image]


If you choose to go all out, the areas that also deserve extra attention include the ceremony aisle, the altar, and the cake table. To play up your reception space, consider using single-color washes in the room, or using specialty lighting to create color changes or special effects, such as projecting your monogram onto the dance floor. You can also consider:


[image: Image] Uplighting. This is an ambient décor lighting that illuminates walls and objects from underneath, allowing color to be projected into areas to create drama and add warmth to the space.


[image: Image] Pin spots. Spotlights that focus on guests’ tables or other visual elements by casting direct light onto them.


[image: Image] Washes. Lights that cast a glow of colored or white light onto tables (sometimes used in place of pin spots to illuminate the entire table, rather than just the table arrangements). The ceiling as well as architectural columns can also be set aglow with washes. Basically, these lights are ideal for any area you want to bring extra attention to—from the sweetheart table to the bar.


[image: Image] LED or Intelligent Lighting. Moving lights of various colors and patterns that create high energy and “paint” a room in color. These lights can be set up to illuminate a room in a single color throughout, then switch in a split second to a different color, and then change again to light the room in multiple colors. LED lights are costly, but can add major drama to your big day—as they did for Wanda and Bert’s South Beach wedding.
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Consult your lighting pro to see what works for you and your budget. Ask the representatives at your venue for recommended event-lighting companies that are approved to work there. A lighting company that regularly works in your venue will know the ins and outs of the space best and can offer you advice and even some money-saving tips. (Hint: To avoid double- or triple-booking—and to keep the cost down—be sure to ask your DJ, band, or venue if they have a lighting package.) Also, find out how much electrical power is needed to run your lighting system (this goes for your sound system too). Never assume that a venue can support your power needs. Ask the house electrician as well as your lighting and sound crews to look into it. A power generator might be required, so this is important to know ahead of time. You don’t want a blackout in the middle of your wedding. Once the power goes out, your party is truly in the dark!
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