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and for your daughters too . . .
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Becker’s Bridal, a mainstay on Fowler’s Main Street since 1934.




Introduction

One hundred miles northwest of my home, in a tiny, rural town with one stoplight, I found a place where 100,000 daughters, along with their mothers and fathers, have found themselves reflecting on the word “love.”

It’s a place where, every day, parents can’t help but be enveloped by a swell of emotion as they think back to the love they felt when their daughters were little girls. They think ahead, too, contemplating the love needed to carry their daughters onward from here. These parents know the disappointments and betrayals associated with the word “love,” especially these days. They know the losses that define life. Still, most make their pilgrimage here with a sense of hope and optimism.

For the daughters, usually women in their twenties, this is a place that makes clear they are at a crossroads. They have so much on their minds—“love” being at the forefront, usually—but they also can be distracted, impulsive, naïve, and fearful. Each of them has a story that brought them here. Not all will find happiness after they leave.

I never knew that all of this emotion was so well concentrated in one  spot, a ninety-minute drive from my house in suburban Detroit. But once I started coming here, to watch and listen, I often found myself caught up in the swell of my own parental feelings, as the father of three daughters. For all of us who desperately wish that our girls will go through life safe, happy, and surrounded by love, time spent here offers visceral reminders of the challenges our girls face, of the ways in which sadness is so often intertwined with their joy, and of the sweet possibilities that await them—or that may be beyond their grasp.

What is this place?

Put simply, it is a room . . . in a building . . . in this very small town.

The town is Fowler, Michigan, a middle-class community with 1,100 residents—and 2,500 wedding dresses.

The building is Becker’s Bridal, the largest business in town, and home to all those dresses—a “blizzard of white” squeezed tightly on three floors of crowded racks.

And the room? That’s up a short flight of stairs and over to the left, on the second level of Becker’s. Each wall of the ten-foot-by-eight-foot space has a floor-to-ceiling mirror designed to carry a bride’s image into infinity. They call it “The Magic Room,” and with good reason.

From the outside, the store looks like an old bank. That’s because the two-story, heavy stone structure was built a century ago to house People’s Bank, until the bank went under during the Depression. What was once the bank’s vault—cleared out of the few stacks of money that remained—is now the Magic Room, a place with soft lighting and a tiled, circular pedestal. This is where brides are taken when they finally decide which of the 2,500 dresses could be “the one.”

Becker’s sits at the south end of a tired-looking two-block Main Street. The family owned store, led in an unbroken chain of ownership by four generations of Becker women, has been a mainstay at this location since 1934. Over the years, the store has served more than 100,000 brides, many of whom traveled here from across the Midwest. It is a place rich in history, visited by young women who usually know none of it.

Thanks to Becker’s Bridal, the town of Fowler has more wedding dresses  per capita than any other municipality in the United States, or perhaps in the world. But not many people outside of Michigan have heard of this place, or know anything about the women of Becker’s—a daughter, her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandmother—who built and nurtured the store, guiding all of those brides into all of their dresses for seventy-six years.

As for the Magic Room, the saleswomen at Becker’s don’t use the word “magic” lightly when talking about it. They routinely watch brides and their mothers melt into tears in this room as they reflect on all the moments in their lives that led them here. After seeing their daughters on that pedestal, fathers are often overcome with emotion too. They excuse themselves, leaving the vault and then the store, so they can compose themselves. Fathers can be seen pacing up and down Main Street in Fowler, blowing their noses and wiping their eyes.

We live in an age when TV reality shows—Say Yes to the Dress, Bridezillas—have drawn attention by showcasing the frenzied pursuit of the wedding dress. These programs are framed like sporting events, with brides bickering and dickering and racing toward a finish line marked by their selection of a dress.

Some of this goes on at Becker’s, too, of course. But I came here not just to write about wedding gowns and what they represent. I also wanted to understand the women wearing them, their fears and yearnings.

I resolved to pay less attention to brides I met whose motives seemed somewhat frivolous, the ones more focused on their dresses than their upcoming marriages. Instead, I wanted to find brides and their families whose paths here were not necessarily easy, but who have given great thought to the love that guides and connects them.

I guess I wanted to stand in the Magic Room with these families whose stories touched me the most, and while there, contemplate my feelings for my own daughters.
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For a decade now, I have written a column for The Wall Street Journal about our most emotional life transitions. That’s my beat. Before this job,  I spent fourteen years as an advice columnist. (In 1987, I won a competition to replace Ann Landers at the Chicago Sun-Times.) And so I long have been drawn to stories about love, especially the bonds between parents and daughters. My three daughters are now ages twenty-one, nineteen, and fifteen, and I know they will need love in their lives—from me, my wife, each other, and someday I hope, from their husbands and children.

As my girls have grown up, I’ve always tried to pay attention to the detailed ways in which other parents express affection for their daughters—the ways they sought to reassure or encourage them. As a father, I was often guided by the readers of my columns, and the thousands of letters they sent my way. Their stories remain with me, and have helped me find my bearings in the Magic Room.

There was the judge in Illinois who told me he grew up in a home where everyone always said “I love you.” Because of that, he found it easy to say those words to his own children. One Friday night in 1995, as his eighteen-year-old daughter headed out the door with her friends, he said to her, “Remember I love you.” She replied: “I love you too, Dad.” She died hours later in a car accident, and the judge told me how grateful he was that his last words to her were a reminder of his love.

The judge’s wife wasn’t raised in a family where affection was articulated so effortlessly. And so the words didn’t come as easily to her. She was in the other room that day, and wasn’t fated to have a final loving exchange with her daughter. She told me she didn’t need to say “I love you”—her daughter knew she was loved—and yet a part of her ached because she wishes she had said it.

Again and again, people have explained to me the ways in which “I love you” can be said to daughters without saying it.

A woman once wrote to me to explain that when she was growing up, her mother never asked her to wash dishes. Even if she offered to help, her mother wouldn’t let her near the sink. “As long as I live,” her mother told her, “I want to do this. After I’m gone, many dishes will be left for you, and I hope it warms your heart to remember that I always did them for you.” Since her mother’s death, this woman often thinks of her, happily,  when she washes dishes. “She was setting this up,” the woman told me. “She wasn’t always in good health, and she knew the time would come.”

I’ve seen how people’s love for their daughters can be strengthened in times of adversity.

I was moved by conversations I had with an eighty-one-year-old reader whose sixty-year-old daughter had Alzheimer’s. She spoke of changing her daughter’s diaper, just as she had sixty years earlier. “When I push her in her wheelchair, I think of how I pushed her in her baby buggy,” she said. This mother had always assumed that when she got old, her daughter would lovingly look after her. “But feeling sorry for yourself, that’s bad news,” she said. Her story taught me about accepting fate, pushing on, counting blessings. She spoke of telling her daughter “I love you,” and her daughter looking at her blankly, through cloudy eyes. That was OK. “I’m lucky to have my daughter in my life,” she said.

Over the years, I’ve written about the ways in which love still can be expressed, even when our daughters leave us weary or disappointed. (One exasperated mother told me that she often ends her phone conversations with her argumentative college-age daughter the same way: “I love you, but I’m hanging up now.”) I’ve also seen how parental love can be burdened by regret, and how a mother’s or father’s worst behavior can do terrible damage. I’ve thought of these stories too as I’ve gotten to know the families who journeyed into the Magic Room.

I once spent a day with female inmates at a maximum-security prison in Illinois. One woman was serving a life sentence for her role in the murder of her mother. But that day, she was focused on her nine-year-old daughter. As part of a prison literacy program, she was reading good-night books into a cassette player, after which the tape would be mailed to her child. The book project was created to remind children of incarcerated parents that “love can travel through prison walls.” This inmate read her daughters titles including Goodnight Moon and Guess How Much I Love You. “You want to be there when your child is sick or needs comforting,” she told me. That wasn’t possible, of course, but by reading good-night books, “I can give her the love in my voice.”

I’ve remained haunted by the young adopted woman I once interviewed who had finally found her birth mother. During their tearful reunion, she asked about her birth father. She hoped to hear a love story: perhaps her parents had been too young to marry and made the hard choice to give her up for adoption. Turned out, that wasn’t the story. “Your father was a stranger with long blond hair,” her birth mother said. “He asked for directions, then raped me.” The young woman swallowed the news. “Now I know,” she said. She came to accept this startling revelation. The rape had given her life.

Though I’ve written mostly about strangers, much of what I learn leads me to think about my own daughters. When my kids were younger, I once joined a hundred dads in a high-school auditorium near my home. It was a gorgeous Saturday morning, the sort of autumn day that called out for fathers and sons to toss footballs. But we were indoors, asking ourselves hard questions about our relationships with our daughters.

How do I look at women? Do I comment on their weight or attractiveness? What message does my behavior send to my daughters?

The session, part of a fathering conference, was a reminder that these are precarious times for parent/daughter relationships—especially girls’ bonds with their fathers. Reams of research show that girls who are close to their dads are less likely to be promiscuous, develop eating disorders, drop out of school, or commit suicide.

Like the other fathers, I winced as the session leader told us that most of our daughters would be lifelong dieters, have a negative body image, and be emotionally scarred by bullies. A dad’s job, we were told, is to remind a daughter of her strengths, and to guide her into womanhood. We were encouraged to start by developing small rituals that reinforced the message: “Dad loves you.” My youngest daughter, then eight years old, had recently broken her leg, and needed me to carry her up stairs. I decided to kiss her lightly on top of her head as I lifted her, and she’d been smiling luminously in response. When I began putting notes in her lunch bag, wishing her a good day at school and telling her I was thinking about her, she surprised me by saving every note in a box in her drawer.

After I told that story in my column, I heard from daughters, young and old, offering their own recollections, and warnings, too. Some women described the damage that results when parents don’t show love. “My father never told me I was pretty,” one woman wrote. “He never said he loved me, so when the first knucklehead came along and said it, I jumped right in.” Another woman, now in her forties, told me that a part of her is still “an awkward twelve-year-old, wishing my dad would say, ‘I love you, too,’ when I said, ‘I love you, Daddy.’ But he didn’t and still doesn’t.”

I’ve seen how tightly women hold on to their happiest recollections from childhood. One woman in her fifties told me about a memory of being eight years old. She had fallen asleep during a family car ride and woke up as her dad was carrying her into the house. In her grogginess, she had this wonderful feeling of being loved and secure. “My dad had me safely in his arms,” she told me, calling the moment “a treasured memory.”

As I’ve collected these stories throughout my career, I’ve also seen how parents with daughters focus on the future. From the time our daughters are born, we can’t help but think about the men they might marry. We all have our laundry list of qualities for potential sons-in-law—that they respect our daughters and provide for them, that they will deeply love our daughters and the children they raise together.

I’ve heard from men who seem to know what love is all about, and they go beyond the clichés. When all of us think about the mates we want for our daughters, these are the sorts of men we envision.

I once asked readers to send me their definitions of love. One man replied with a story about a cruise he had taken years before. He was out on the ship’s deck, looking out at the ocean, when he spotted a school of dolphins.

“They were racing alongside the ship,” he told me, “against the backdrop of the most beautiful rainbow I had ever seen.”

So why did this scene define what love meant to him?

It’s because, even years later, when he thinks back to that breathtaking moment, he feels more sadness than happiness. “I’m sad,” he told me, “because my wife was not there to see it with me.”

That’s the sort of love we wish for our daughters. Men who will feel that way when our daughters are not with them.
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My wife, Sherry, knew I had been searching for a way to write a book about how all of us can best show love to our daughters today. I wanted to look at cultural touchstones, and to offer a well-reported sense of what the words “I love you” feel like in our changing times. Sherry and I talked about where such a book might be set. Maybe I could visit maternity wards, dance studios, daddy-daughter date nights or spas where mothers and daughters go to bond. There were plenty of possibilities.

But then Sherry thought back to her happiest memory of spending time with her own father.

Before we got married in 1987, Sherry was living in Detroit and I lived in Chicago. Our wedding would be held in Buffalo, New York, Sherry’s hometown. She planned to fly into Buffalo a couple days before the wedding, but by the time her wedding gown alterations were finished, it was too late to ship the dress. She didn’t want the gown getting wrinkled in the plane’s baggage compartment, and it seemed silly to ask about buying a seat for it in the cabin.

And so her father offered to drive 320 miles from Buffalo to Detroit to pick up Sherry and her wedding dress, and to turn around and drive 320 miles back. Sherry was touched by his willingness to do that, and she calls the six hours she spent in the car that day—with her dad and her dress—one of the happiest memories of her life. It was a selfless, loving act by her dad, and it turned into a special chance for him to talk to her about his love for her, and about his hopes for her marriage to me.

“There’s something about a wedding dress . . . ,” Sherry said to me.

And that’s when I first considered the idea of setting this book at a bridal shop, of giving voice to a handful of memorable women on the brink of commitment.

I was willing to go anywhere in the country to find the right store and  the right stories, and I began exploring potential options. As things turned out, I didn’t have to search too far or too long.

When I first drove up to Becker’s Bridal, I was aware only that the store was a popular stop for brides-to-be from central Michigan. I didn’t know its history. I knew nothing about the family that ran it. I certainly didn’t know about the Magic Room.

But on the very first day I visited Becker’s, I truly sensed that this was a place that could illuminate the most poignant aspects of a woman’s journey to the altar. I just knew that the story I wanted to tell about all of our daughters was here—in the walls, in the mirrors, on the racks, and especially, in that small, simple room at the top of the stairs.
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The Magic Room

[image: 007]

Shelley in front of the store with a dress over her shoulder




Chapter One

The Mirror

It’s 9:20 a.m. on a Tuesday in July, and Shelley Becker Mueller, owner of Becker’s Bridal, stands at the store’s back door, jiggling her key in the lock. It’s the same routine her mother followed for decades, and her grandmother before that.

Shelley steps through the “employees only” entrance, a cup of coffee in her hand, flips on the light switch, and heads into the back office to plug in the commercial vapor iron. That’s always the opening ritual, since the iron takes a half hour to warm up and will be needed right away.

The phone is already ringing—no doubt it’s a bride or her mother with an alteration issue—but Shelley’s not ready to answer it just yet. Whoever it is can call back after the store opens at ten. No one’s walking down any aisles before then anyway.

Shelley stops at her desk, puts down her coffee, and looks at her appointment book. Twenty-one brides will pick up their dresses today, and she quickly makes sure their gowns are on the final pressing rack in order of their appointment times. She then heads out onto the sales floor and stops in the seventeen fitting rooms, one by one, to see whether any gowns  or crinolines, tried on the evening before, need to be returned to their racks. Today all she finds is a stray bra.

No new brides-to-be have arrived yet. But the old brides, they’re all still here; 100,000 of them.

Shelley can feel the presence of all those brides partly because, to the right of the front counter, there’s a large, ninety-year-old mirror in a weathered wooden frame. Guarded on either side by two mannequins in wedding gowns, the mirror has been in the store since the very first dress was sold in 1934. Most every Becker’s bride has stood in front of it, usually with her mother looking over her shoulder.

Some cultures think that a mirror captures your soul, and Shelley believes it too. She considers mirrors a reflection of the past; after we look in them, our spirits remain there with everyone else. When tourists walk through Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home in Virginia, they stand in front of a mirror used by Jefferson himself; their souls mix with his. In the same way, every Becker’s bride who looks in the store’s old mirror is connected to every bride who came before her. Every mother-of-the-bride communes with all the mothers before her. Every father with all the fathers. That’s how Shelley sees it, and it gives her comfort.

Now forty-five years old, Shelley has been looking in this mirror since she was a little girl. Over the decades, she’s seen ten thousand versions of herself in it—as a toddler just learning to walk, as a fourteen-year-old girl working here on the floor, as a nineteen-year-old bride wearing the store’s priciest wedding dress, and as a middle-age woman now in charge of everything. Lately, for all sorts of reasons, she’s been getting more sentimental about the mirror. When she stands in front of it and she’s not crazy-busy catering to a customer, she sometimes takes a moment and wonders about the lives reflected in it: What became of all those brides who smiled at themselves, or wiped away happy tears, in front of this mirror? How many children and grandchildren did they go on to have? Whose marriage made it and whose did not? How many of those brides are alive today?

Shelley knows how life goes. An unknown number of the brides who looked in this mirror ended up estranged from their parents, or they died  young, or they were inexplicably loyal to scoundrels who abused them. Others lived to be old women, their marriages growing richer each year. A few lived long enough to see great-granddaughters buy their dresses at Becker’s.

The mirror also reminds Shelley of the store’s founder, her grandmother Eva Becker, the no-nonsense businesswoman who oversaw employees and customers with a firm hand. What would Grandma Eva, who stood in front of this mirror with thousands of brides, think of the way Shelley is running the place?

Shelley truly feels that Eva is somehow here in the store, watching. Some of her saleswomen suspect the place is haunted. They often hear odd creaking noises, or boxes in the upstairs storage area will topple for unexplained reasons, as if someone were up there pushing them over. Items such as car keys and bridal accessories will disappear, only to mysteriously reappear on the front counter the next day. When the saleswomen tell brides about “The Ghost of Eva,” they’re mostly kidding. Still, Grandma Eva, whose unsmiling 1922 wedding photo hangs near that old mirror, remains a formidable force here, thirty-four years after her death.

The old mirror used to be on a freestanding base in a corner, but after Shelley took over the store from her mother, she moved it near the counter, so that every visitor couldn’t help but pass it. She likes the idea of connecting today’s brides with those who came before. Most of the women who bought dresses at Becker’s in its first half century stayed married—just look at the low divorce statistics then—so Shelley figures it’s good karma to have today’s customers see themselves in this mirror. Maybe some old-fashioned values will rub off on them. Shelley recently had the names of her great-grandparents, grandparents, and parents stenciled at the top of it, with the years they took over ownership of Becker’s—1899, 1928, 1974. When she leaves the business, maybe her name will be stenciled there too, with the year she bought the business from her parents, 2005.

On this morning, Shelley takes just a few seconds to look at herself in the mirror. She gives herself a half-smile. She’s five-foot-ten and strikingly attractive, but more than that, she dresses as if she means it. She’s in a sleek  black dress with the highest of high heels, and wears three strands of baubles around her neck (large pearls and rhinestones) and five bracelets (layers of crystals and more rhinestones). She looks unlike any other woman in Fowler, Michigan—a simple, mostly blue-collar town where no one dresses too fancy, especially this early in the morning. Her grandmother had been something of a fashion diva when she ran the store, always wearing a hat with feathers in it. Shelley reasons that it’s a new, showier age, and she wants to make a statement, too. Others have certainly noticed that she’s single-handedly trying to deliver a stepped-up style here on Fowler’s drab Main Street. A few roll their eyes a bit. Most like it. Everyone notices. Several people in town describe her the same way: “She’s like Sandra Bullock, all dressed up in that movie The Blind Side.”

Shelley is also able to pull off a haircut that reminds others in Fowler of Fleetwood Mac singer Stevie Nicks, circa 1982. It’s a twenty-first-century streaked blonde shag, and it works for her.

Just as Shelley moves on from the old mirror, the back door opens. It’s her twenty-four-year-old daughter, Alyssa, the fourth-generation Becker to work at the store. Alyssa, who isn’t as determinedly stylish as Shelley, likes to kid her mother about her outfits, her heels, her near-perfect figure. “Hi, Barbie,” she says to Shelley as she puts on her name tag.

Shelley doesn’t mind her daughter’s playful digs. She’s thrilled that Alyssa, a recent graduate of nearby Central Michigan University, is with her every day. After spending time in both Paris and New York, Alyssa has decided that, at least for now, she wants to work here, in tiny Fowler, in the family business. Given that Shelley spends her days watching mothers and daughters laugh, cry, and annoy each other, it’s nice to have her own daughter close by. They commiserate about the mother/daughter relationships all around them; it gives them a sense of how they’re doing.

A large part of Shelley hopes that Alyssa will stay at Becker’s Bridal forever, and that she’ll take over the store one day. And yet Shelley also knows how confining this small town can be, and how much of the world you miss if you spend all your time here. Alyssa is a gifted writer with a sense of humor and a lot going for her. Shelley’s dreams for Alyssa vary by  the day, even by the hour. Sometimes she wants to hold her tight, sharing life here at Becker’s. Sometimes she wants to set her free.

Today, Alyssa is especially chirpy. The phone has been ringing, and Alyssa tells her mother, “Don’t worry, Barbie, I’ll get it” while Shelley finishes her final morning rounds. Shelley heads up the six stairs just around the corner from the old mirror and walks into that special room on the left, the Magic Room. One of her saleswomen straightened it out and vacuumed the night before. The soft lights in the room are set perfectly. The emerald-green carpet looks clean and fresh. The pedestal shines.

“OK, the place looks presentable,” Shelley thinks. She returns to the back office to turn on the store’s music system. Sinatra is up first. Michael Bublé and Harry Connick Jr. will follow. It’s music to buy wedding dresses by.

A couple of Shelley’s employees arrive at the back door. Mona, a fifty-five-year-old veteran saleswoman, is all smiles, as usual. She’s one of the secret weapons at Becker’s, a good-humored dynamo who allegedly has the uncanny ability to look into a bride’s eyes and know exactly which of the 2,500 dresses is right for her. (She also looks at the bride’s figure, of course. But the eyes tell her more.)

Bill arrives right behind Mona, adding another upbeat presence to the morning. He used to manage Main Street Pizza across the street, until Shelley convinced him to work for her. Bill is the back-office organizer, but he also greets customers with great energy. Because brides these days watch bridal reality TV shows, they expect men working at a bridal shop to be gay, like the men on TV. Bill, a married father of two, has come to realize that women are more comfortable with him if he sounds like “Franck,” the flamboyant Martin Short character in 1991’s Father of the Bride. No one is in the store yet, but Bill warms up for the day by getting into character for Alyssa and Mona: “Oh my gosh, darlings, let me see you both. Turn around, gorgeous, just gorgeous!”

At this moment, about a dozen brides-to-be and their mothers are already on their way to Becker’s. For those from out of town, the drive here can be a time for bonding and reminiscing. Those traveling from the west pass through miles of cow pastures and cornfields. Those coming from the  east see hundreds of acres of mint fields. There are long empty stretches on the way to Fowler—not a gas station, not a house—so almost all of the out-of-town brides and mothers will have the same request when they arrive at Becker’s: “Where’s the bathroom?”

Shelley’s ready for them. She looks at the clock. It’s exactly 10:00 a.m., and two brides-to-be and their mothers are waiting on the sidewalk outside the front door. She unlocks the door and smiles. “Good morning! Welcome to Becker’s. Nice to see you.”

“Do you mind if we use the restroom?” one of the mothers asks.

“I’ll go with you,” says her daughter. The other bride and mother join them.

After the restroom visits, Shelley directs the two brides and their moms to the front counter to fill out the sign-in sheet. That’s when the brides-to-be, wearing their street clothes, pass the old mirror for the first time, oblivious to it. Soon enough, they’ll add their reflections to the white and ivory procession that has been captured in that mirror six days a week for seventy-six years now. If they try on a dress and fall in love with it later this morning, an invitation will be issued.

“Come on up the stairs,” Shelley will say. “Let’s see what you look like in the Magic Room.”
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You can see why they call it the Magic Room.




Chapter Two

Danielle

Women are surprised by the thoughts that come into their heads as they approach the Magic Room. Some brides say they flash back to the days they played dress-up as little girls; they instantly regress to age eight or nine. Others say they don’t even recognize themselves. It’s almost like an out-of-body experience: Who exactly is that woman in the mirror? And then there are the brides whose minds go totally blank. All they see is the dress. It’s hard to even speak.

The brides’ mothers have flashbacks too. Usually, of course, they think of the day they first saw themselves in their own wedding dresses. But they also have more wistful thoughts. They remember the words their late parents said to them when they tried on their dresses. Or they think of fiancés who loved them once, but turned into husbands who no longer wanted to be married to them.

Danielle DeVoe, a twenty-five-year-old social worker, is excited but not overtly emotional as she walks up the stairs at Becker’s in a sparkling, off-white wedding dress from Casablanca Bridal. “I think this is the one,” she says, almost to herself, smiling. All around her are mothers and daughters fussing over dresses, with Shelley directing them into fitting rooms, but Danielle is focused, head forward, on a mission.

Unlike the other bride-mother pairings here today, she has come with her grandmother, Cynda, who holds back tears as Danielle steps into the Magic Room.

In this moment, Cynda finds herself thinking of Danielle’s birth in 1985, and the beautiful white dress with pink rosebuds that she wore home from the hospital. It looked almost like a miniature wedding dress.

Cynda had bought that dress within hours of Danielle’s birth. Her daughter, Kris, didn’t know if she was having a boy or a girl, and when Danielle arrived, Cynda decided that a new little girl needs to step into the world in a special dress. She had asked Kris, “Would you mind if I bought her the outfit she’ll wear home?”

“Sure, Mom,” Kris had answered.

Cynda always considered that purchase to be her first loving act as a grandmother. Now, twenty-five years later, she had asked Danielle if she could buy another landmark dress for her—her wedding gown.

“Sure, Grandma, I’d be honored,” Danielle had said. And so they made their way to Becker’s, where it appears they’ve found the winner.

“It’s the most gorgeous dress in the entire store,” Cynda says as Danielle turns around and around, studying herself in all the Magic Room mirrors. The ivory dress is the perfect color, given Danielle’s dark brown hair and big brown eyes.

Cynda leans against the mirrored east wall of the Magic Room, and in her mind, clear as can be, she sees that little homecoming outfit she’d bought in 1985, a dress barely bigger than the palm of her hand. She smiles at the memory, blinks, and then she’s lost in a rush of thoughts, contemplating the twenty-five years that led to this wedding dress, and the beautiful grown woman modeling it. “Danielle, you look stunning, honey,” Cynda says, trying to keep her mind from wandering back through a lot of heartache.

Cynda’s daughter, Kris, had been just nineteen years old when she gave birth to Danielle, who would be her only child. Kris had gotten married right out of high school to a man who seemed incapable of being  responsible. He was constantly disappointing her—he even went AWOL the night Danielle was born—and the marriage ended badly after just two years. Cynda has heard Danielle speak of both her mother and her father with a clear-eyed directness. “My mom raised me as a single parent,” Danielle tells people, “after I saw my biological father abuse alcohol, drugs, and my mother.”

The divorce had left Danielle and her mother as kindred souls. Kris was such a young mother, and yet, because of their circumstances, both she and Danielle felt mature beyond their years. Cynda would watch them together and marvel at the ease with which they connected. They’d sit together around a campfire and talk for hours—an eight-year-old kid and her twenty-seven-year-old mother.

Perhaps because Kris had picked a man who treated her so poorly, and had a marriage that failed, she began giving advice at an early age. “You have to love yourself first,” she’d say to Danielle. “You have to take care of yourself first. You can’t love someone else until you love yourself.” Above all, that was the love she wished for her daughter.

Kris had great affection for children, and after getting her degree in child development, she went on to operate her own preschool. The children called her “Miss Kris.” “I’ve got thirty kids,” she’d tell Danielle, “but of course, you’re my favorite.”

Danielle loved helping out at the preschool. The kids were four and five years old, and Danielle was just eight or nine, but she looked after them in the sweetest, most maternal ways; the kids followed her around like a line of ducks.

Her father had made attempts to stay in touch with Danielle, but his addictions left him unreliable much of the time. He’d promise to pick her up for a weekend visit, and she’d always pack her bags and be set to go fifteen minutes before his scheduled arrival time. She’d sit in the living room, bundled in her winter coat, her suitcase at her feet, always at the ready. Half the time, he wouldn’t show up. For Kris, it was hard to watch her pretty little girl waiting thirty or forty minutes, then unbuttoning her coat, tears in her eyes, and carrying her suitcase back into the bedroom.

When Danielle was seven years old, in 1992, she asked Kris if she could dress as a bride for Halloween. So Kris found her a long white dress, a veil and a large bouquet of fake flowers, and Danielle went door-to-door as a bride without a groom.
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Seven-year-old Danielle wearing a wedding dress for Halloween

Cynda is thinking of this too as she watches Danielle, all grown up, studying herself in the Magic Room mirrors.

Outside of the doorway, a bride and her mother wait patiently for Danielle to step off the pedestal and surrender the room. Danielle knows her time is up, but it’s hard for her. “I don’t want to leave,” she says, “I don’t want to get out of the dress.”

“You’ll wear it again soon,” her grandmother reassures her.

As Danielle finally takes leave of the Magic Room, she and Cynda talk about the alterations needed, and whether her fiancé, Brian, ought to see the dress before the big day. They do the math, figuring out how many weeks until the wedding. It’s happy small talk. Neither of them mentions Kris, and how desperately they wish she was here with them. That’s not something they can talk about easily.

Shelley doesn’t ask why Danielle is with her grandmother and not her mother. She has learned over the years that every bride has a story, and that some stories are revealed slowly, or not at all.

“You looked gorgeous in that dress,” she says when Danielle reaches the front counter to put down her deposit. “It’s a great choice for you.”
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Becker’s Bridal, home to more than 2,500 dresses




Chapter Three

Sweethearts and Girlies

When Shelley was a young girl in the early 1970s, she’d head over to Becker’s to watch her mother and grandmother at work, and she’d often hide behind a rack of dresses. She could be there forty minutes, sitting on the floor, pressed against bridal gowns or bridesmaids dresses, just listening. Her little face sometimes peeked out, but usually, none of the brides knew she was there.

Shelley would study all of those young women, many still in their teens. Most seemed pretty to her, but not the way brides are these days—sexy and self-assured, with tanning-salon tans in the dead of winter. Back then, most brides had the same flip in their hair, the same pale skin. They wore glasses, not contacts, and few came in wearing a lot of makeup. (Grandma Eve frowned on makeup because it came off on the dresses. Those wearing too much makeup were asked to put Saran Wrap–like shields over their faces when they got into their gowns.)

The brides tended to be farm girls or the daughters of auto workers. They hadn’t traveled much, didn’t expect much, and ended up taking whichever dresses their mothers or Grandma Eva thought they looked best in. The store had only a couple hundred gowns back then, and Eva didn’t have patience for those who wanted a lot of options. Today, a bride can try on thirty dresses. In her time, Eva liked to offer three choices, maybe four, after which, she’d say something like, “Well, I think the first one looks best. Don’t you?”

“Yes, I guess I think you’re right,” a bride would answer, and a bride’s mother would say, “The first one was lovely, wasn’t it?” And the sale was set.

Some mothers wouldn’t even wait for Eva to venture a verdict. They did all the deciding and didn’t engage in much discussion with their daughters. “That’s the one. We’ll take it,” Shelley would hear a mother say, and unlike today, the brides didn’t often argue about it. They smiled, kissed their mothers, and said thank you.

Shelley began to see that brides had a sense of destiny when it came to their selection of a dress. Again and again, she heard brides say that a dress had “talked” to them. Talked to them? They meant that a dress had announced itself as “the one,” somehow calling out from its place on the rack in a voice only the bride could hear. Shelley did wonder about these “talking dresses,” which always seemed pretty silent to her. But in time she came to understand the power of a wedding dress.

She also learned the saleswomen’s secret language. If they liked a bride, they’d refer to her as “girlie.” They’d say, “Girlie, that looks beautiful on you. Oh, girlie, it’s perfect!”

If a bride was being difficult, they’d call her “sweetheart.” That was code to let coworkers know who they were dealing with. “Would you help this young sweetheart find a veil?” Grandma Eva would say to a saleswoman.

As Shelley sat in her hiding place, she often had the same questions in her head: “What does all of this mean? These girls are standing here in these dresses, they’re getting married, but what’s really going on? How did they fall in love? Are they in love?”

Her mother and grandmother didn’t offer her any explanations. They were there to sell dresses, not to talk about love.
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Saturdays have always been the busiest day at Becker’s because brides and their parents don’t have to go to work or to church. On some Saturday mornings, when the store hosts trunk shows from major designers, the line of brides and their entourages can stretch around the block before the store even opens.

And so for decades, young men in Fowler have cruised Main Street in search of roaming bands of bridesmaids. The brides are already taken, of course, but the unmarried bridesmaids they bring with them are fair game. There’s usually more girl-watching than successful flirting, but in a tiny town without much entertainment, it’s a scenic view.

Ken Hafner, born here in 1942, has watched bridesmaids parade down Main Street since he was a boy. “You’ll see ten of them walking to the store,” he says. “It’s good for the town. They eat. They buy gas. They’re great to look at. Well, most of them.”

Shelley’s daughter, Alyssa, convinced her twenty-four-year-old boyfriend, Cory, to work at Becker’s part-time doing accounting tasks. His friends think he’s got the life, hanging out with beautiful young women all day. They don’t realize he’s stuck in the back office, adding up saleswomen’s commissions. His friends will see a couple of attractive women on Main Street and they’ll text Cory: “Sexy blonde just entered store with two friends. Is she a bride or bridesmaid?”

“Don’t know,” Cory will text back. “I’m in the office.”

“Need to know,” comes the reply. “Find out!”

Though lovely women of all sizes and shapes come in here every day, plenty of Becker’s brides look nothing like the models found in bridal magazines. “I try to tell my friends that,” says Cory, “but they seem to only notice the prettiest girls.” (It may be true that all brides, like all babies, are beautiful. “Maybe on their wedding days,” says Cory diplomatically. Not necessarily on their shopping days at Becker’s.)

Given the large bridal business on Main Street—and the fact that the extended Becker family runs a men’s store and a furniture store—locals  have long referred to Fowler as “Beckerville.” Some say it with affection. Some don’t. And either way, there’s an uncertainty in town about just how to reconcile, or to celebrate, the presence of Becker’s Bridal. A suggestion, years ago, to make a wedding gown the town symbol never got much traction. It would have been nice if pennants featuring wedding dresses were hanging from the town’s lampposts; fewer brides and their mothers, driving by on Michigan State Road 21, would end up missing the place.

Shelley appreciates it when locals say they’re grateful for the business her brides bring to town. For instance, bridal parties account for a large chunk of the business at KJ’s Café, the restaurant next door. If brides weren’t walking around on Main Street, Fowler would look pretty empty, like any other dying rural town.

Locals also say that when they travel elsewhere in Michigan, and tell people they’re from Fowler, they’re often told, “Yeah, my ex-wife got her wedding dress there.” Or: “Both of my ex-wives got their dresses there.”

It’s hard to find anyone here who doesn’t have a connection to the store. Most every woman in Fowler—like her mother, grandmother, or great-grandmother before her—bought her wedding dress at Becker’s. Visit any attic in town and you’re likely to find an old gown with a Becker’s tag in it. The dresses are mostly modest numbers—Becker’s current prices range from $680 to $2,600—though more extravagant dresses are sometimes ordered, usually for more-affluent customers visiting from larger cities. (The average bride in the United States now spends $1,056 on a wedding dress, up 34 percent from 1999. Shelley credits the bridal shows on TV, which focus on the upper-end gowns, convincing viewers of all income levels that every bride deserves a pricey dress.)

Fowler still holds tightly to its German Catholic roots, and pretty much all 1,100 residents know each other. As grinning residents like to tell outsiders, “Fowler is a town where, even if your wife divorces you, at least she’s still your cousin.”

It always has been a quintessentially Middle-American community; a good number of its sons and daughters now serve in the military. Many residents work at auto plants nearby, while others drive a half-hour south  to Lansing or East Lansing, where they hold white-collar jobs at Michigan State University, or government jobs at the state capital. And then there are those who choose to commute two or three minutes to work by taking a job at Becker’s, which now has twenty-two employees.

Eleanor Klein is the current record-holder for most time served as a Becker’s employee. Grandma Eva’s niece, she got the job in 1935, when she was fifteen, and went on to work at Becker’s for seventy-two years. Now eighty-nine and retired, she’s understandably wistful about the old days. Shelley turns to her for insights and gut checks, because decade after decade, Eleanor has watched the changes in brides, parents, dresses, and marriages.

From the 1930s through the 1950s, most brides had no jobs and no money of their own. Parents paid for wedding gowns. By the time Eleanor left the store in 2007, brides were doing almost all of the deciding, and often paying for dresses themselves. “These days, the brides tell their parents what they want instead of vice versa,” Eleanor says.

Wedding gowns are now far more risqué, of course. “Mothers used to say, ‘That’s too naked!’” Eleanor explains. “I used to have to set lace in places where there was bare skin. Now almost all the brides want bare skin. Some want to show the whole body.”

Becker’s brides used to be smaller than they are today. The average bride now is a bridal size 14 (which translates to a street size 8 to 10) and many have size 10 feet. Years ago, brides were less muscular. They didn’t exercise and lift weights. They didn’t eat the way Americans eat today. That’s why most brides today can’t wear the dresses their grandmothers bought at Becker’s.

Eleanor considers her early years in the store to be more fulfilling. When she sold a dress, she explains, “I’d feel as if I accomplished something. You sent a bride off into marriage, and it was for life. In the later years, you knew so many of the marriages weren’t going to be forever.” She’d sell a dress and wonder: Were they getting married with the idea that they could just get married again someday? About a third of Becker’s brides today are divorced, buying a dress for a second or third wedding.

Shelley shares Eleanor’s concerns, and yet the machinery of Becker’s Bridal constantly rumbles along; there’s no time to hit the Pause button. Like her grandmother and mother before her, Shelley oversees a military operation, always strategizing ways to get through each day as waves of new brides show up, while those who’ve already bought their gowns return for second fittings. There isn’t time to ask, “Do you love him?” or “Is loving him enough?” And truly, Shelley knows, it’s not really her place.

Our culture today focuses on individualism, on satisfying personal needs and finding mates to make us happy. More than their mothers and grandmothers, many women today expect romance to be the main fuel for their marriages. But researchers are now discovering that intensely romantic couples are actually more likely to engage in conflict and get divorced. In 2010, the University of Virginia’s National Marriage Project released data showing that people who define marriage mostly as a “romance” seem more apt to put their own needs over the needs of the partnership. The bonds in their marriages can be exciting and fulfilling, but they’re more fragile, and 1.5 times more likely to end in divorce. Couples tend to do better if they focus more on the shared responsibilities of child-rearing, fiscal prudence, and being there for each other. Bottom line: Couples are more successful in marriage if they see themselves as helpmates rather than soul mates.

Researchers are also finding that the most successful couples don’t necessarily solve their problems—they outlast them. They call this “the marital endurance ethic.” In fact, a University of Chicago study found that 80 percent of couples who were “very unhappy” and agreed not to divorce described themselves as “happy” five years later. Of those who divorced, only half were happy five years up the road.

At Becker’s these days, many brides seem enthralled by the romance of marriage, but they can be clueless about the mechanics and annoyances of marriage. The result, it seems, is more relationships ending short of the altar.

Becker’s brides are told that wedding-dress sales are final, given the  alterations required. That explains why there’s a room, beyond the view of buoyant brides, dubbed the Dress Cemetery. It’s a sad, crowded place where dresses are piled up after engagements are broken or brides-to-be are abandoned by grooms with cold feet. Sometimes, women return years later to reclaim their dresses, usually before marrying different bridegrooms. The rest of the dresses remain here for years, waiting for customers who never come back for them.

Lately, more wedding gowns than ever are ending up in Becker’s Dress Cemetery. As Shelley puts it: “The world feels more unsettled, money is tighter, weddings are being canceled, and some brides are just unsure of things.” Day after day, Shelley sees parents who don’t understand their daughters, who don’t have a sense of their yearnings, who can’t fully communicate with them. She sees daughters who don’t have a great deal of self-knowledge: They think they know the kind of wedding dress they want, but they don’t have a clear sense of the kind of life they want, or the kind of man who might best accompany them.

Indeed, inside this bridal shop in this tiny town, Shelley is able to speak to a global sense of uncertainty. Without the aid of research studies, she knows things. She knows what commitment means to all different kinds of people. She knows about promiscuity and serial monogamy, and how that leads into marriage today. She knows the joys and terrors that brides are feeling. And she sees how women are drawn these days to all of those TV bridal shows; they’ve led to an epidemic of interest in brides, their behavior, and their dresses—though not necessarily an interest in thoughtful musings about the concept of marriage.

Every day, Shelley sees examples of our changed culture, and she notices inconsistencies. “I’d like a white dress, and my mom says the sleeves need to cover my arms,” a first-time bride tells her. “I want to dress modestly. My family is religious, and I guess I am too.” The young woman and her boyfriend already have a toddler, who is zipping around the store while she shops. Shelley dutifully looks for the requested modest dress with long sleeves, making no judgment about the bride’s decision to put  maternity before marriage. If a mother says a bride’s fiancé (and live-in lover) shouldn’t see her bare arms until after they’re married, well, she’ll accommodate that.

Some of Shelley’s customers say they’ve found inspiration in the movie Bull Durham, which celebrated the notion that a wedding dress needn’t reflect a woman’s past. A character in the film had slept with a baseball team’s starting lineup. “Do you think I deserve to wear white?” she asks the woman altering her bridal gown. “Honey,” comes the answer, “everybody deserves to wear white.”

At Becker’s today, 25 percent of first-time brides already have children. Another 7 or 8 percent are pregnant, looking for a wedding dress with room to expand. “When I started here at age fourteen,” Shelley says, “maybe one out of three hundred brides would be pregnant. And very few had children before getting married for the first time.”

Certainly, many Becker’s brides are still taking the old-fashioned route; marrying young and then starting families. But others are adhering to trends playing out nationally. Americans are having children out of wedlock at eight times the rate they did in 1960. More than 40 percent of those born in the United States each day are the offspring of unmarried women; that compares to 2 percent in Japan.

Meanwhile, more women are marrying later—or not at all.

The annual number of weddings in America, which peaked in 1984 at 2.48 million, has declined every year since then. In 2009, there were only 2.08 million weddings recorded. Those in the large “echo boom” generation—the children of baby boomers—are now of marital age, but they are less eager to marry than the generations before them. For women, the average age of first marriage has risen to twenty-six years old from twenty-one in 1970. For men, it has risen to twenty-eight from twenty-three.

In the wedding business, it used to be an accepted fact that nine out of ten Americans would marry at least once by age forty. Bridal shops could assume that a woman who isn’t shopping for a dress today will need one eventually. (In 1980, the percentage of forty-year-olds married at least once hit a high of 93 percent. Now, it’s 81 percent, and is expected to fall  further.) How many of today’s unmarried twenty- and thirtysomethings will someday marry? When Shelley talks with other bridal-shop owners at design showcases in New York, the state of the unions in America is a perennial topic. Assumptions that were once taken for granted have been thrown away.

There are many reasons for young people’s reluctance to marry today.

There’s no longer much stigma for those who live together or have children outside of marriage. And millions of echo boomers have seen their parents’ marriages fail, which gives them pause. Yes, they appreciate that their grandparents understood the idea of couples suffering through difficult times, hoping things would get better. But there’s no going back to that. Tolerance for imperfect relationships has gotten so low that giving up early seems to be the American Way. (Forget the seven-year itch. University of Minnesota researchers have found that more divorces now happen in the fourth year of marriage than any other.) It’s not really a surprise, then, that some echo boomers are deciding to skip the wedding, which makes the inevitable breakup less complicated.

Marriage is just “not as necessary as it used to be,” a 2010 Pew Research study concluded. The study found that 39 percent of survey respondents believe that marriage is “becoming obsolete”; that’s up from 28 percent who felt that way in 1979.

That sounds like a harsh statistic. And yet here Shelley is, day after day, catering to the 61 percent who still believe in the possibilities of marriage. These customers tell her in words and actions that their dreams are still alive, even if their dreams are not the same as their mothers’. Shelley also has plenty of customers who might define themselves as the 39 per-centers; they wonder (or worry) about marriage becoming obsolete. But they’re here too, trying on dresses, hoping they’ll buck the odds. “I still believe there’s magic in the institution of marriage,” Shelley says.
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There’s an old Jewish saying: “Every time a marriage takes place, a new world is created.” Each day at the store, Shelley witnesses pieces of those  transitions from old world to new in the interactions of the brides with their parents—and in the chatter about the brides’ fiancés, and their plans for the future.

Shelley’s a driven saleswoman, yes, like her grandmother. But she’s a romantic, too, and she tries to wish a good outcome for every woman who walks through her door. She says she wishes for peace and happiness in each new world she helps create.

In her own life, Shelley has seen how love can fade, and how children can be hurt by a troubled marriage. She doesn’t talk about her life or marriage when she’s dealing with brides. It’s almost a relief that they’re usually too hyperfocused on their own issues to ask Shelley any questions about herself. But when she thinks of the path her own life has taken, her wish for each of these brides is that their journey will be easier.




Chapter Four

Meredith

Before arriving at Becker’s on a Thursday evening, Meredith

Maitner had visited other dress stores, including David’s Bridal, the three-hundred-store chain that claims 35 percent of America’s bridal business today.

Meredith is thirty-nine years old, marrying for the first time, and David’s had not been an easy experience for her. “I had to share a pedestal with a girl half my size and half my age,” she says.

The prices at David’s were lower than elsewhere, which was a plus. But Meredith didn’t receive much attention, and there certainly wasn’t a special room with soft lights and an air of magic. “Just a big mirror and that pedestal,” she says again, for emphasis, “and you had to share it with little skinny girls. It was kind of awful.”

Meredith is a woman with a full laugh, an easy sense of humor, and a willingness to discuss her long path to the Magic Room. Blond, buxom, and sophisticated, she also exudes a Midwestern softness that allows her to place her life until now into a meaningful context. She’ll turn forty right before her wedding day.

“Growing up, you see there’s an order to things,” she explains. “You go to grade school then high school then college—and then you get married. That’s what my parents did. That’s how I thought the world worked. And I somehow got off track.”

Sixteen years ago, on the day before Meredith’s twenty-fourth birthday, her mother had called her. At one point while they were talking, her mom nonchalantly said, “You know, the night before I turned twenty-four, I was getting married.” Meredith certainly knew that her mom and dad—a first-grade teacher and a school principal, now both retired—had gotten married the evening before her mom’s birthday. All her life, her parents’ anniversary was August ninth; her mom’s birthday was August tenth. But for her mother to pick this moment, the day before Meredith turned twenty-four, to make this comment, well, it felt like a judgmental slap in the face.

“That kind of stings,” Meredith said to her mother.

“It made me feel like a failure,” she now recalls. “I know my mother was just making conversation, but the message was: ‘When I was your age, my life was progressing. I was getting married. And you’re not.’ It could be she was just marking time: ‘This is where I was on my timeline. You’re not in the same place on your timeline.’ Or it could be that there’s something in everything that mothers say.”

Parents don’t always realize how their nonchalant observations sound to adult children. (Meredith’s story brings to mind research done by Jane Isay, author of Walking on Eggshells, about the delicate relationships between adult children and their parents. “A parent’s voice, even when whispered, is louder than anyone else’s voice in their grown kids’ ears,” Isay says. She counsels parents to temper criticisms: “The idea that your kids need you to tell them what’s wrong with them is a canard. They know what’s wrong with them. What they want from parents is support for what’s right with them.”)

Meredith’s mother knew as soon as she spoke those words that she shouldn’t have said them. “It kind of came out,” she says. “I didn’t  mean to sound as if I was asking ‘What’s the matter with you? Why aren’t you married yet?’ I was talking about how my life followed a different path.”
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Meredith in 1992, at age twenty-one, as a young career woman in Japan

Meredith’s path diverged as she was finishing college and noticed a flyer on a bulletin board, looking for young people to go to Japan and teach English as a second language. On a whim, she applied, and lived there for a glorious year. She embraced the culture and expat life, and had fun socializing with Marines stationed there. She realized she wanted a career in international business, and when she returned to the States, she first worked for a company that owned theaters and radio stations. Then she moved to a national footwear company in Rockford, Michigan, where she has spent fourteen years, traveling the world—to England, Russia,  Turkey, Germany—as director of planning and operations for three brands of shoes. Along the way, she got her master’s degree.

While her professional life progressed, she had a mixed record in her love life. She dated some men who were nice but there was no chemistry. She was bored with them. She dated others who weren’t greatly interested in her. And she also was involved with a couple of guys she refers to as “my horror stories.”

She dated one man for three months who was in public relations. Things seemed to be going well. He met her family; they liked him. “He was doing and saying the right things,” she recalls. “And he was spending a lot of money on me, always picking up the tab for dinner, drinks, whatever.”

Then she discovered he had stolen her Social Security number and used it to get a credit card under his first name and her last name. He charged $5,000 to the card before he was caught. The romance turned into a police matter. Prosecutors charged him with identity theft and filing false information with a financial institution, both felonies. Meredith told the court she wanted no contact with him, and has never seen him again.

There was another man she dated for a year. They lived together, but he was often depressed. One morning they got in an argument after Meredith told him he needed to take better charge of his life and finances. Later that day, he took several boxes of sleeping tablets in a suicide attempt. Meredith discovered him when she came home from work. She called 911, frantically giving the story: “He’s having seizures on my couch!” The call got disconnected. She had to call back and start over.

Her boyfriend was asleep for four days and hospitalized for a week, but he survived. After he spent another week at a mental health center, Meredith took him home to her apartment. She helped him put together a résumé, typed his cover letter, boosted his spirits, and then she helped him find a job in California. He moved out there on the day before her birthday, and she was relieved to see him go.

“I started doing background checks on every single guy I dated,” Meredith says, wearily. “I checked the police and court websites. I could see if they’ve been divorced, arrested, gotten speeding tickets, everything.”

She ended up dating another man—“a decent guy”—for four years, but he wouldn’t commit. Six months after they broke up, he was engaged to a woman much younger than Meredith.

Through the years, there were times when Meredith loved being single and independent. But she was frustrated, too. She recognized that she wasn’t single because she preferred it that way. She was single because she wanted to find someone, but couldn’t.

She found it helpful to focus on the positives. “I could have dinner when I wanted, see friends when I wanted. I realized I would rather be home, drinking wine and reading a good book, than being on a date with a jackass.”

Her mother started to look at the matter philosophically. “As the years went by,” her mom says, “I thought maybe it’s not God’s will for her to be married. Maybe she’s supposed to be single. A lot of single people are very happy. And you hear so much about divorce. Maybe it’s good that she didn’t get married and then divorced.”
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Meredith realizes that she arrived at her chronically single status via her own unique set of circumstances. And yet, over the years, when she would share her story with women she’d meet, her experiences sounded familiar to a lot of them—including those two or three decades older than she is.

The women from the generation ahead of Meredith say they were the first to be branded hopelessly single—as a group. And what they went through has been instructional for Meredith.

In 1986, when Meredith was fifteen, Newsweek magazine caused a stir with a story titled “Too Late for Prince Charming?” For unmarried women over age thirty, the story contained bad news, and America took great pity on them.

The article showcased a study by Yale and Harvard researchers suggesting that thirty-year-old white, college-educated single women had only a 20 percent chance of finding husbands. At age forty, the probability fell to 2.6 percent. Using hyperbole and humor that became infamous then,  and sounds far more awful today, Newsweek said those forty-year-olds were “more likely to be killed by a terrorist” than land a mate.

Meredith was finishing up tenth grade that summer. It didn’t occur to her then that she would one day fit exactly into this demographic. And so she didn’t pay much attention to all the hand-wringing over that study, the countless articles and talk-show debates, the tearful conversations between single women and their mothers.

Looking back, Meredith identifies in some ways with the unmarried older women of that generation. They feared being alone. They questioned what they did “wrong.” They listened to downbeat voices in the culture designed to make them feel insecure.

In 1986, insecurity had been especially rampant. Gail Prince, a Chicago dating coach quoted in that Newsweek piece, now recalls that many women found the Harvard-Yale study “perversely reassuring,” because it suggested that societal issues, rather than their own inadequacies, were behind their struggles to find men. In Newsweek, Prince had advised women “to carry conversation openers, like a feather boa or a copy of Sports Illustrated.” Such ploys would feel hokey by the time Meredith reached her thirties, in the new century, but they are a reminder of the urgency with which people back then were seeking direction. (Some would argue that the urgency remains today, only in different forms. “Conversation starters” now are risqué photos posted on Facebook, or online “pokes” meant to lure men into poking back.)

In any case, the Newsweek statistics would later be challenged by a US Census Bureau demographer, who calculated that those thirty-year-olds actually had about a 62 percent likelihood of finding a husband. For forty-year-olds it was 20 percent. But the Harvard-Yale study’s core message—that educated, career-focused women risk spending their lives alone—continued to reverberate as Meredith entered her thirties.

So what became of those unmarried, college-educated forty-year-olds from 1986? They’re in their mid-sixties now, and census data shows that less than 10 percent of them have never been married. Newsweek,  Harvard, and Yale got it wrong. Meanwhile, new research suggests that women today who are highly educated are actually more likely to get and stay married.

Of course, for Meredith in her late thirties, these relatively upbeat statistics could give her hope, but they didn’t tell the full story. She saw that traditional forces, so much stronger years ago, have less power to create a marriage today. Religions used to push people down the aisle through guilt, threats of damnation, and calls to behave responsibly. Now religions don’t exert the same kind of pressure. Parents used to insist that their sons do the right thing and marry the girl. Parents aren’t as insistent anymore.

And so, in the end, studies, statistics, changes in social mores, and screaming media reports couldn’t explain everything, or help Meredith. As she saw it, the facts were very simple: She was one woman. She needed to find one man. And it wasn’t happening.
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Eventually, Meredith told her parents that she’d given up on love. Twenty-five years of dating had not produced a life partner. “It’s likely I’ll never have a husband,” she said, “and so I need to take care of myself well. That’s my goal.” She could afford to buy herself jewelry, and she did so. “The thing about necklaces and bracelets is that you’ll have them forever and they’ll fit you forever, even on fat days.” She tried to embrace the idea that she didn’t need a husband. “It’s nice to believe you can do it alone.”

As for the possibility that she’d never have children, she became philosophical: “My brother and sister-in-law have always been good about letting me love their kids, and so I’m very close with my nephews and my niece. I love them so much. And if I don’t have children of my own, I’ll love them even more.”

To her credit, Meredith’s mother found ways to focus on the silver linings. “I felt selfish in a way,” she says. “If she wasn’t going to get married, we’d get to spend more time with her.” Meredith and her parents planned regular international cuisine nights. After work, Meredith would pick up  unfamiliar dishes from all kinds of offbeat restaurants and bring them to her parents’ house. They celebrated Ethiopian Night, Turkish Night, Indian Night, and more.

Perhaps life might have gone on like that, pleasantly, but then one evening Meredith went to a Polish social hall during Pulaski Days in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The annual citywide event is a celebration of Revolutionary War hero Casimir Pulaski, who died in battle in 1779, at age thirty-two. A Polish immigrant, the father of the US Calvary, and a friend of Ben Franklin’s, he’s celebrated by American Poles as a freedom fighter. They salute him with a good deal of drinking, polka-dancing, parades, and pageants.

Meredith had finally sworn off dating (it had been seven months) but agreed to join friends at this Polish hall, where she ended up sitting next to a friend of a friend of a friend, a forty-two-year-old man—a freelance illustrator and graphic designer—who also had never been married. His name was Ron.

She thought he was sweet, funny, and attractive—they conversed so easily with each other—but she assumed he was “totally gay.” He had two earrings in one ear and one earring in the other. “There was the whole artist thing,” she says, “plus he wore Doc Martens. And he was very attentive to me.” She hadn’t seen such attentiveness from a straight guy in years. She also wondered how, if he wasn’t gay, he’d made it to age forty-two without being snatched up. She was taken with his big brown eyes, his full head of hair, his straight white teeth.

Ron, meanwhile, thought Meredith was attractive too, and he enjoyed listening to her banter with others at the table. She got in an argument with someone about which port was America’s busiest. (Meredith was right: Los Angeles/Long Beach.)

At the end of the night, Ron asked one of Meredith’s friends for her number. Though he waited two weeks to call her, once he did they were locked into each other.

Ron told her about his own journey into her life. “I once had a good woman at the wrong time,” he explained, “then I had the wrong woman at the right time, and now I think I’ve found the perfect woman for all time.”

Meredith ran a police check on Ron, and thank goodness, found only parking tickets. A year after they met, he asked her to marry him and she accepted.

“It’s better to be an older bride,” Meredith now says. “I know who I am, I know what I want in a man, and I know enough to set that aside and accept that what I need in a man is the better thing to have.”
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For Meredith’s mom, it’s a great relief, and a great joy, to be here at Becker’s. They’ve come, along with Meredith’s sister-in-law, to look through the offerings at a Maggie Sottero trunk show. Shelley’s staffers try their best to figure out the right dress for her, but what they don’t know is this: Meredith has already found a gown, days earlier, at another store and is almost ready to buy it. She has come to Becker’s just to make sure. In her head, she justifies letting the saleswomen here spend a couple hours helping her. She isn’t 100 percent sure of that other dress. As she puts it: “My heart’s open. Maybe it’s like dating a few more guys before realizing you’re with the right one.”

There’s one dress she looks sensational in, and that’s the one she decides to wear into the Magic Room. It’s strapless and low-cut, with a sexy corset. “I look so fricking hot in this dress,” Meredith says to her sister-in-law. “It’s like movie-star glamorous. Look at my boobs hanging out!”

She studies herself in the mirrors that carry her off into infinity. “It’s like a whole bunch of me’s looking fabulous!” She smiles in the mirror for a few more beats, while her sister-in-law takes photos. A part of her would love to wear this dress. Then Meredith says, “You know, it’s awfully va-vava-voom. I don’t want Ron passing out right there in the church.” She makes a decision: “I just don’t feel like a bride in it. I feel like a movie star walking the red carpet in Hollywood.”

She heads to the lower level, by the fitting rooms, and tries on more dresses without success. Finally, she shrugs and says, “I guess that’s all for tonight.”

She walks past the old mirror, over to the front counter, and one of Shelley’s saleswomen writes down her measurements, contact info, and  wedding date. Meredith thanks her for her time, takes one last glance at the sexy dress, and as she’s leaving, her mother tells her, “That may have been everything we didn’t want in a wedding dress—strapless, with all that lace and those horizontal stripes—but I’ve got to tell you, you sure looked gorgeous in it. Just gorgeous.”

Sometimes mothers know just the right thing to say.
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Meredith in the Magic Room with her too-sexy dress




Chapter Five

Grandma Eva

Shelley likes that Becker’s Bridal is located in an old bank. The century-old structure is solid, like a good marriage should be. That’s meaningful to her. She likes that the word “BANK” is prominently carved in large block letters in the gray stone at the top of the building. That’s a reminder to Shelley that she comes here to make money to support her family, that this business is the family’s bank. There’s also the recognition, both mystical and meaningful, that the bank’s vault once held people’s most precious material possessions in safe deposit boxes. Now parents are bringing something even more precious into the Magic Room—their daughters.

As a child, Shelley saw the word “BANK” at the top of the building, but she never asked Grandma Eva for an explanation. And so Shelley doesn’t really know how Eva felt about her store occupying this space. Was it a reminder to Eva of the Depression-era losses the town suffered there? Did she like the powerful and stately shadow it cast as the most prominent structure on Main Street?

There are still a handful of Fowler residents, now in their nineties,  who remember the day in 1932 when People’s Bank went under. Banks were failing everywhere, and adjusters came to Fowler to calculate how many pennies on the dollar depositors would receive. They went into the vault, on the second floor, and seized what little cash was left there. Some people got nothing. The man who for decades owned the restaurant next door to Becker’s Bridal was one of them. He lost his entire fortune at the bank. “I was twelve years old at the time it went under,” he likes to tell people. “I’d been a hardworking paperboy, and I had twelve dollars and fifty cents at that bank. Never saw a penny of it.”

Though he has played his loss for laughs over the years, he and other old-timers also speak of how the bank failure devastated Fowler. Many in town lost their savings, farms, and businesses. One Fowler farmer was so distraught at having lost $5,000 that he went into his barn, threw a rope over one of the beams, and hanged himself.

A dry cleaner occupied the former bank for a short run, and then Eva moved her shop from across the street into the empty building. At first, she used the bank vault for storage. It was an odd space—a heavily fortified room surrounded by concrete walls, supported by two-foot-thick concrete slabs in the basement. Wedding dresses didn’t seem to belong in a room designed to protect stacks of money. It wouldn’t be until after Eva died that Shelley dreamed of turning the vault into the Magic Room.

Now that the store is hers, Shelley is more curious about the history of this building, and about Eva’s role as family matriarch. She’d like to better understand exactly how this business remained in her family’s hands, in this location, for seventy-six years. She thinks about how every generation of Beckers made sacrifices on the home front—missing moments in their children’s lives—to keep this store running. Eva’s work ethic was passed down to her children and grandchildren, but there was a price they all paid. Sure, there were plenty of fulfilling moments over the years, and they made a comfortable living, but the Beckers didn’t get those 100,000 brides into their dresses without enduring their own scars and disappointments.

A lot of today’s Becker family dynamics can be traced back to Grandma Eva. In 1922, at age twenty-two, she married Frank Becker, the oldest of  nine siblings, and joined a family with a long history in the retail business. Like most people in town, the Beckers were faithful German-Catholics, and their church was central to a serious, God-fearing life. There were expectations in Fowler: You prayed, worked hard, and had a lot of children—and you made sure that they worked hard and prayed too.
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Eva’s in-laws had operated a general store on Main Street since 1899, selling feed and seed to farmers, and fabric and dry goods to others in town. As would be the rule for generations in the family, everyone was expected to pitch in, and so Eva and her husband Frank worked at the store, eventually taking it over.

It was in 1934 that Eva dipped her toe into the bridal-gown business. She had driven six hours to Chicago to pick up goods for the store, and decided to bring back a wedding dress from a wholesaler. Her first customer was a local girl named Helen Miller, and the dress was a high-necked, pure white satin number with leg-o’-mutton sleeves. Eva also sold Helen a pleated, halo-bonnet headpiece, with a floor-length veil.

The highlight of Helen’s wedding reception, held in a local barn, was an impromptu performance by best man Clem Sohn, a twenty-four-year-old neighbor who had become famous in the early 1930s as an air-show daredevil known as “The Batwing Jumper.” By studying bats, Clem had  figured out a way to glide through the air in a wing-suit he fashioned himself using zephyr cloth attached to steel tubes. He traveled the world jumping out of airplanes and gliding like a bat until he was a thousand feet off the ground, at which point he’d open a parachute. He liked to tell the media: “I feel as safe as you would in your grandmother’s kitchen.”

At Helen’s wedding, Clem jumped off the top of the barn in his bat suit while wedding guests cheered him on from below. (About three years later, a horrified air-show crowd of 110,000 in Vincennes, France, watched him desperately pull the ripcord of his emergency parachute. It never opened. Film footage of his death spiral, which was his 175th jump, is now on the Internet.) The oldest people in Fowler remember that it was Clem’s Batman getup, not Helen’s wedding dress, that was fawned over at her wedding.

Likewise, Eva’s arrival in the bridal business was hardly noticed. The general store was better known for its pickles. But Eva continued to make out-of-town trips, bringing back dresses, and over time word spread to neighboring towns that she was the go-to woman for bridal gowns. Eventually, that became the focus of the family business.

Early on, Eva realized that gowns will always be changing, and so she’d better be aware of trends. When she started selling wedding dresses, they were still being fastened with a complicated line of hook-and-eye closures. But on shopping trips out of town, she began seeing more dresses with zippers, and she embraced the concept, bringing these modern dresses back to Fowler. Her brides were impressed by the glide of the zipper, and pleased with how easily they could get into and out of the dresses.

It was the heart of the Depression, and many in Fowler struggled financially. Their most indulgent form of recreation was to drive to Lansing and spend the night at a movie theater, where the characters on screen lived the high life. No men in Fowler casually walked around in tuxedos the way Cary Grant did in the 1937 film Topper. But weddings became the one opportunity that regular folks had to pretend that they, too, were dapper. And so they rented tuxedos, and the most daring bought wedding dresses from Eva that mirrored the slinky satin gowns worn by actresses such as Jean Harlow.

In the 1930s, wedding dresses were still expected to be multifunctional, rather than one-time-only fashion statements. A lot of women would wear their gowns at their weddings, and then months later, dye or hem them for other important occasions, or even as maternity wear. Eva would brainstorm with brides about how they could get another few uses out of a dress. That was part of the sales pitch.

Unlike today, when it’s bad form or even bad luck to ask a bride to borrow her wedding dress, back then sharing was common. Eva lost business when one dress got passed around among friends, but it was a part of the business model she had to accept.

During World War II, when patriotism led people to cut back on ostentation, Becker’s brides skipped long trains, sequins, and other embellishments. Then the war ended, and there was an unrelenting demand for ready-to-wear dresses to accommodate all the “rush weddings” between returning soldiers and their no-longer-patient sweethearts. Eva kept a steady parade of soldiers’ brides marching through the store.

In the years that followed, with rationing over, shoulder pads got larger and so did wedding budgets. By the early 1950s, after Elizabeth Taylor’s Father of the Bride arrived in Michigan theaters, brides started asking Eva for antebellum skirts and gowns that were as tight as possible in the waist.

Brides also came into Becker’s chattering about Grace Kelly’s 1956 wedding to Monaco’s Prince Rainier. Thirty-five seamstresses and designers at MGM’s wardrobe department in Hollywood had created her wedding gown, using one hundred yards of silk net and twenty-five yards of silk taffeta. The veil featured lace lovebirds and several thousand seed pearls. It was all good for Becker’s. If Grace’s father, Philadelphia millionaire Jack Kelly, could give his daughter away so gorgeously garbed, fathers in Fowler had to pay at least a few dollars more to make sure their daughters got a dress that was a step above ordinary.

It was in those years that the concept of daughters being entitled to fairy-tale ceremonies started to flourish. Dresses were less likely to be viewed as multipurpose garments, or something to be shared with anyone else. Weddings became less about two families gathered together and more about the bride. The bride became the star of her own fashion show, with her friends and loved ones as the audience.

Eva was happy that weddings were becoming commercialized pageants. She was selling more dresses and customers were spending more money. And she liked it when the weddings of the rich and famous captured people’s imaginations.

In 1966, President Lyndon Johnson’s nineteen-year-old daughter Luci got married wearing a staid gown that covered her entire body. She took her vows before ten equally unexposed pink-gowned bridesmaids, fifty-five million television viewers and seven hundred guests, including her sister Lynda’s handsome young boyfriend, the actor George Hamilton.

The pomp-infused spectacle was good for business at Becker’s, but Eva was also noticing signs of change. A LIFE magazine cover story called Luci Johnson’s wedding a respite for the nation during “a summer of violence, frustration, and despair” over Vietnam and racial protests. Though central Michigan would hold on to its conservative values longer than other parts of the country, Eva suspected the shifting culture would reach her store. In 1967, forty-three people died during riots in Detroit. Hippies had begun advocating “free love,” and feminists were suggesting that brides walk themselves down the aisle, rather than letting their fathers give them away like pieces of property. It was inevitable that some of Eva’s potential customers would soon be forgoing her most ostentatious gowns, opting instead for simple peasant dresses bought elsewhere.

All she could do was remain tenacious with the customers who did come to her, reminding parents of the values their daughters would find in conventional weddings. She continued feeding her customers to the Catholic church a few blocks away, which kept uniting brides and grooms in traditional ceremonies centered on God.

Eva worked hard. And as always, Becker’s survived.
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When Shelley compares her grandmother’s tenure to her own, she sees similarities, sure, but also societal sea changes. In Eva’s day, most professional men didn’t want professional women as wives, and in any case, few such women existed. Men married their secretaries, who then stayed home to care for the kids.

That was the American way, and women clung to the clichéd hope that a prince on a white horse would whisk them away from their ordinary lives. Shelley sees that a longing for this possibility still lingers today. Some of her middle-class brides were excited by the 2011 British royal wedding because they saw themselves in commoner Kate Middleton. Unlike in Europe, where young people rarely marry outside their class, marriage always has been one of the clearest paths to a higher status in the United States. “Marrying up” is made possible in part by our culture’s fixation on attractiveness: men don’t necessarily select trophy wives based on their pedigree or portfolios.

But as Shelley sees in her store, it is getting harder for someone from a lower economic class to find and marry someone from a higher class. “Assortative mating”—the human urge to pair up with someone who is similar to you—is on the rise in America, sociologists say. Those with college degrees are marrying people with college degrees at higher rates than ever. In Grandma Eva’s time, male doctors married their nurses and receptionists. Now they’re marrying their fellow doctors.

When Eva ran Becker’s, almost all the brides were younger than their fiancés, and shorter, too. But in recent decades, the percentage of US brides who are older (and taller) than their husbands has risen steadily.

For Becker’s brides today who are well educated with high-paying jobs, their self-sufficiency gives them power. They won’t have to stay in a dead marriage. (That’s one reason why 65 percent of US divorces today are initiated by wives.) But for brides at lower socioeconomic levels who marry their economic equals, things are more precarious and stressful. Unlike wealthy couples, it’s harder for them to afford good child care, to hire housekeepers, to take parental leave, or to find jobs that let them telecommute. This all makes for more to worry and fight about, and given their dual roles at home and at work, women are especially burdened.

In Eva’s day, most everyone headed to the altar; a lowly economic status rarely stopped couples. They’d find a way. But today, college grads are 16 percent more likely to get married than those with no degrees. As the previously mentioned 2010 Pew study summarized: “A marriage gap and a socioeconomic gap have been growing side by side for the past half-century, and each may be feeding off the other.”

Some of these trends were first noticed by Grandma Eva as distant drumbeats. Now they affect how Shelley runs the business and interacts with brides, mothers, and grandmothers—all with different expectations based on where they fall on the timeline.

When brides buzz about Prince William marrying a commoner, on some level they’re also contemplating their own lives. Even in seemingly frivolous conversations about a royal wedding, Shelley can trace the arc of the female experience, from Grandma Eva’s time until today.
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There aren’t many people left in town who were alive during Becker’s early days, and Shelley is drawn to those with firsthand recollections of Eva. When older women come into the store with their dress-buying granddaughters and mention buying their own wedding dresses from an aging Eva, Shelley lights up. People say her grandmother was a tough businesswoman. There was nothing touchy-feely about her. It reminds Shelley of how different the sales process is today. Unlike Shelley, selling wedding gowns in the modern age, Eva didn’t spend much time complimenting brides on how beautiful they looked or sweet-talking their mothers. Eva’s focus was on selling dresses, not catering to a bride’s emotional state.

She didn’t have much sympathy for broken engagements. “Our policy is very clear,” she’d tell a mother-of-the-bride. “No refunds.”

“But this was so unexpected. My daughter is so distraught. What can we do with a wedding dress when there isn’t going to be a wedding?”

“There are no refunds,” Eva would say. “That’s our policy.”

As Shelley sees it, despite Eva’s clear lack of a soft spot, she was a trailblazer as a woman in the workplace. She not only kept the business afloat but expanded it at a time when women were almost exclusively in the home, especially in towns like Fowler.

She was a presence on dusty Main Street—a short, stocky woman with thick arms and thicker legs, wearing a white apron and that feathered hat of hers, always clutching wedding dresses as she walked to and from the bridal shop. Men took her seriously and admired her toughness; some said she was “a little Napoleon.” Women respected her too. They figured Eva knew what was best for their daughters when it came to bridal gowns.
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Eva had two sons. Her first, Luke, was born in 1923 and her second, Clark, was a surprise baby, born in 1937. Clark is Shelley’s father and his unexpected arrival was not greeted with great enthusiasm by his parents. Eva—then thirty-seven years old—feared that looking after him would take time away from the store.

Clark is pretty straightforward in his descriptions of his mother. “She never showed much emotion,” he says. “She ran the store six days a week. That was her focus. And my dad worked hard, doing the book work every night and on Sundays, too.”

In the years that followed, Eva became determined not to let brides leave the store empty-handed. If a bride and her mother couldn’t find a dress they liked, Eva would piece one together. When a bride didn’t like any veils, Eva made her a new one. Eva traveled by herself to Chicago and New York to bring dresses back to Fowler.

Having logged seven decades at the store, Eva’s niece, Eleanor, recalls her as a woman who worked herself hard, and was a taskmaster with employees. “If there was a wall to wash, we washed it,” says Eleanor. When brides weren’t in the store, Eva would give her saleswomen directions in German. It was a regimented operation.

Over time, Eva became more aggressive as a businesswoman, ordering so many dresses that her husband, Frank, feared the business could  be crushed by debt. But Eva’s ambition was overpowering, and boxes of wedding gowns kept arriving at the local train depot. Frank sometimes refused to sign for the packages. “We just can’t afford to stock all of these dresses,” he’d say apologetically.

“Just put the boxes over in the corner,” the master at the depot would tell his underlings after Frank had left. “Eva will come down tomorrow, when Frank’s not around, and she’ll sign for ’em and take ’em with her.”

Clark joined the business in 1959. He would have preferred working up the street, in the family furniture business. But that operation had gone to his older brother. So he was told he could work at Becker’s Bridal, selling menswear at the back of the store. That was a flawed business plan. Not many men felt like walking through a bridal shop thick with chattering brides and their mothers. The place felt too feminine. So men went elsewhere to buy their suits and ties, and Clark’s menswear business struggled.

The upside for Clark: working in the store allowed him to meet girls—bridesmaids, sisters of brides, window-shopping single girls—and one day a pretty young woman named Sharon walked in with her friends, just to look around. Clark took a liking to her and asked her on a date. They were married in 1962 and had eight children. Michelle—nicknamed Shelley—was the third born and the eldest daughter.

Sharon learned quickly that Eva was a tough woman, and would be a take-charge mother-in-law. “Everything was always done her way, and nobody argued with her,” Sharon says. “Her husband was scared of her.”

When it was time to pick out Sharon’s bridal gown, Eva gave her three choices. The first was powder-blue. “It’s nice, but I don’t think I like it,” Sharon volunteered.

“OK, try on this one,” Eva told her. The second dress was satin, with Chantilly lace and a jewel neckline. “This is pretty,” Sharon said.

“Good, then that’s the one,” Eva said. Sharon never even got to try the third dress.

Eva gave Sharon a cabbage-leaf headpiece. “This will work,” she said. And that was that. Eva even picked Sharon’s bridesmaids.
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Clark and Sharon at their wedding in 1962

After the wedding, Eva took back the dress Sharon had worn, had it cleaned, cut the sleeves, hung it on a rack at the store, and sold it weeks later to another bride.

Eva’s authoritarian ways were legendary in the family. When Shelley was three years old, she had long hair down to her waist. One day, while Sharon was out buying groceries, Grandma Eva took a close look at Shelley. “Your hair is too long,” she said.

Shelley’s seventeen-year-old cousin Beth was there too. “You need to cut this little girl’s hair,” Eva told the cousin. Eva got a pair of scissors and gave it to the teen, who did as she was instructed. “Keep cutting,” Eva said.

By the time Sharon returned from the market, Shelley’s hair was so short that she looked like a boy. Sharon was flabbergasted but said nothing to her mother-in-law. It was too late, and besides, there was no arguing with Eva. “Maybe that was the kind of mind-set it took to be a pioneering woman in the bridal industry,” Shelley now says.

Clark, understandably, took a liking to Sharon’s parents and siblings. Unlike the Becker family dynamics, which were so often business-focused, Sharon’s family tried harder to embrace their home life. They measured  happiness by the joy they found in one another, rather than the number of dresses sold in a given week down at the store.

It goes without saying that Eva was not a warm grandmother in the ways we like to think of grandmothers today. And yet Shelley, who was ten years old when Eva died, now feels closer to her than ever. Yes, Eva could be a tough, distant, formidable figure, but Shelley has a few sweeter memories of the family matriarch, and she holds them tightly. One day, at age eight or nine, Shelley was walking on Main Street and came upon Eva carrying a bridal gown. Eva switched the dress from her right to her left arm so she could reach into her pocket. She pulled out a dime.

“Here you go, girlie,” Eva said.

It wasn’t the dime that excited Shelley. It was the way her grandmother addressed her. It was that term of endearment she’d heard down at the shop.

These days, Shelley is often alone at the store, after hours, doing bookkeeping, and that’s when she most feels her grandmother’s presence. Shelley’s daughter, Alyssa, was born eleven years after Eva died, and now that Alyssa is working at Becker’s, Shelley feels that another generational bond has been forged.

“I’m grateful that it seems as if Grandma Eva is still in the store, helping Alyssa and me,” Shelley says. “I feel she is showing her love now, through all her energy in the store. Sometimes when people are alive, they can’t fully show the love they’re feeling. Maybe for some people, like Grandma Eva, their love somehow comes afterward.”




Chapter Six

Erika

Twenty-three-year-old Erika Hansen has come to Becker’s with her mother, her three sisters, and her grandmother, and it’s a very sentimental moment for all of them as she contemplates which dress to bring into the Magic Room. Erika’s sisters surround her, fussing over each gown she tries on down by the fitting rooms, taking videos and photos, and talking all at once, issuing compliments and funny asides. Erika feels both excited and overwhelmed. She’d been here before, when her older sisters were on their own dress-buying missions. Now it’s her turn.

“How will I know if it’s the right dress?” she asks Mona, her saleswoman.

“You’ll know,” Mona tells her. “Usually, when you get into the Magic Room, and the tears come, that’s the dress.”

Her sisters know Erika is nervous about getting married, and about the whole pageantry of a wedding. They are here to remind her that it’s not just about the wedding dress. It’s also about the love she feels for her fiancé, Reuben, a former Marine who saw duty in both Iraq and Afghanistan.

The sisters have a great deal of affection for one another. You can see  it in the way they stand so close together and brush the hair out of Erika’s eyes. They have much in common, including a commitment to the sanctity of love and marriage that is rooted not just in their upbringing and their faith, but in their sense of themselves.
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Erika, far right, with her sisters

It’s almost as if these very pretty, fresh-faced young women come from a different time, with different values, from almost all of their peers. All four sisters made a decision to save themselves for what they call “something very special.” Each sister has embraced the beauty in an uncommon patience.

That’s why it wasn’t until just recently that Erika experienced her first romantic kiss. It happened on the day Reuben proposed to her. By her own design, she had waited a lifetime for that kiss.

Her sisters have similar stories.

Her oldest sister, Leanne, now twenty-six, received her first kiss on her wedding day, standing at the altar.

Her middle sister, Kayla, twenty-four, was first kissed on the day her fiancé and his platoon were deployed to Iraq.

Her youngest sister, Aleece, is twenty-two and has never been kissed. She vows to wait patiently until her time comes.

Here at Becker’s, the sisters speak freely to Shelley, Mona, and the other saleswomen about their vows of purity—vows that go well beyond the doctrine of their Baptist church. When they were teens, their youth pastor routinely offered his thoughts about the stages of love, and the religious call to refrain from intercourse until marriage. But kissing? Cuddling? Maybe more? The underlying message was: We know you have urges, so be very careful and respectful. Other than intercourse, the girls learned, these personal decisions “are between you and God and your partner.”

Erika’s older sister, Leanne, was the first to consider the no-kissing vow, back when she was in fifth grade. She had read a young-adult book in which the heroine made a decision to save her first kiss for her wedding day. Leanne thought that sounded very romantic, and she made the same vow herself. She did this on her own. It wasn’t that her parents were encouraging her. And one by one, her younger sisters took similar vows.

Here at Becker’s, their mother, Lynn, an attractive fifty-year-old woman, is hanging back, letting her daughters talk. Then one of the saleswomen asks what she thinks of their decisions. “I teased the girls when they were little,” Lynn answers. “I said, ‘Save all your kisses for Mom and Dad and the man you marry.’ I was kidding, and they knew I was kidding.”

She may have been kidding, but she and her husband, Victor, could take things seriously, too. They tried to guide the girls in making good decisions, especially when it came to matters of sexuality. “We tried to train them. When they were wrestling with decisions, instead of getting close to the line, where you might cross over into a bad decision, it’s best to stay as far from that line as possible. Our oldest daughter took that literally, and decided there would be no kissing. It became her soapbox, and that influenced her sisters. Honestly, it was totally them. They each made the decision and owned it individually.”

Looking back at her younger years, Lynn describes her dating life as typical for the 1970s. “I loved kissing, and was nowhere near as chaste as  my girls have been,” she says. “When Leanne said she wouldn’t kiss until marriage, I thought, ‘Well, you’ll never be able to make it,’ but I didn’t tell her that. I just said, ‘It could be hard to do.’ And I did challenge the girls as they got older. I didn’t want them to think kissing was wrong. Every once in a while I’d say, ‘You do understand that it’s not bad to kiss, right?’”

The sisters each came up with their own slightly different standard. Leanne wanted to wait for marriage. Kayla wanted to wait until she knew she was in love, and had picked the man she’d marry. Erika decided it would be the day she got engaged. Aleece is still considering the exact circumstances that will feel right to her.

In one sense, it is hard to fathom that in 2010, young women such as the Hansen sisters exist. At Becker’s, they seem completely refreshing. Shelley and her saleswomen have seen too many young women buying wedding dresses while pregnant. Some brides-to-be overshare their life stories, telling sordid tales of past relationships as they hope for better results with the new guys they’re marrying. Just the other day, a woman was in the store shopping for a dress for her fourth wedding. She told Shelley with a half-smile, “I’m always the bride, never the bridesmaid.”

And so Erika and her sisters seem so different from many of their contemporaries. There’s a kind of serenity about them. They acknowledge that their choices may not be right for every young woman. But these choices are right for them.

And yet . . .

There are things that their mother, Lynn, doesn’t talk about here at Becker’s: hard memories that weigh on her, things the girls know about and also keep to themselves. Lynn grew up in a troubled home, and that has informed so many of her decisions as a mother. She wonders sometimes if maybe she’s being too overprotective of her daughters. Maybe, in her love for them, in her visceral urge to maintain their safety, she’s kept them too sheltered. Perhaps she’s trying too desperately to keep them from enduring the heartaches that defined her young life. Could their vows about kissing be rooted, at least in part, to their understanding of their mother’s upbringing?
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The Hansens have been at Becker’s for hours, since before the store opened. The day had begun with them standing outside the shop, surveying the tiny town, as they waited for Shelley to unlock the door. “You look at the building, and you wonder how they can possibly fit a couple thousand dresses in there,” one of Erika’s sisters told her. “Then you’ll walk in, and they’ll all be there, lined up and waiting for you.”

Once in the front door, because the store wasn’t busy yet, Erika’s sisters had commandeered two dressing rooms, and kept finding dresses for her to try on. Some they thought could be contenders. Others they found so over-the-top or frilly that they thought it would be fun to see Erika wearing them, just because. Erika was game for all of it. “You’re beaming in every dress you put on,” her mother said.

Mona, their saleswoman, knew just how to keep the young women excited. “You know what?” she said at one point. “We just got some new dresses in. I’m dying to see what they look like on somebody. Would you try a couple on for me?”

Unlike most brides at Becker’s, who never seem to consider their fiancés’ taste in dresses, Erika was trying to keep in mind what Reuben might want to see her in. “He wouldn’t want anything high-end or trendy,” she told her sisters. “That’s not Reuben.”

As the morning wore on, Erika had gotten into and out of thirty or forty dresses. Some where lightweight: under four pounds. Others, like the thick satin number that weighed almost twenty pounds, were hard to walk around in. “I feel like I’m wearing a curtain,” Erika announced at one point.

“We need to refuel,” her mother said. “We’re losing energy. Where can we get lunch?”

Mona sent them over to Main Street Pizza and promised that when Erika returned she could narrow the dresses down to a small handful. Then she could start thinking about looking at herself in the Magic Room.

Erika’s sisters had taken photos of her in all of the dresses on their cell  phones and a digital camera. They scrolled through them as they ate pizza, everyone weighing in. Some had lace. Some didn’t. One had an elegant snowflake design. One, from Spain, was gorgeous but beyond their budget. All were completely modest.

Even though hordes of brides today want to look as sexy as possible in their wedding dresses, bridal-shop owners say there also has been a growing call for more modest bridal attire. Shelley has had customers who are Orthodox Jews, evangelical Christians, or Muslim. They need sleeves and higher necklines, with very little skin showing, but they still want to look glamorous.

When the Hansens got back to Becker’s, they had narrowed their choices down to six. Mona pulled out some veils and mock bouquets and announced it was time. “OK,” she said. “Let’s try the Magic Room.”

And so now here they are.

The first dress Erika tries on in the Magic Room is the one with all the snowflakes. Her sisters ooh and ahh, but that may be just a way to keep the energy level up. Someone asks, “What’s next?”

Erika leaves and returns wearing the $2,300 gown from Spain. It’s beautiful, she looks stunning, but the price makes everyone uncomfortable. And so Erika tries on the third dress, which offers a modern twist on a vintage lace dress. It’s ivory, with ornate crystal beading on a satin band at the waist. The price tag: just under $1,000.

In the soft lighting, looking in those mirrors that go on forever, Erika suddenly has an image in her head: She’s in this dress, standing at the altar.

“I think I’m going to cry,” she says.

“Well, that’s the sign,” someone says. And then Erika is crying and her sisters are crying and her mother and grandmother, too. Then they’re laughing. Just like that.

“I guess this is the one,” Erika tells Mona. The fourth, fifth, and sixth dresses never make an appearance in the Magic Room.

Erika stands there on the pedestal for another half hour, turning left, then right, and then around and around. “I love it,” she says. “I think Reuben will love it too.”




Chapter Seven

The Mother Daughter Business

Back in the 1940s, it usually took a Becker’s bride an hour to find and buy a dress. Grandma Eva would have only about fifty dresses in the store, and by the time sixty minutes had passed, the bride’s parents were at the counter, paying cash for the dress.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Becker’s offered a hundred or so dresses, and the process tended to take a couple of hours. For most brides, Becker’s was the only shop they planned to visit, and they bought the dress on their first day.

In the 1970s and 1980s, there were a couple thousand different dresses at Becker’s, and brides and their mothers often would show up with pictures torn out of bridal magazines, asking questions: “Do you have something like this, only with a lower neckline and short sleeves?” The process of trying on dresses could stretch to four hours, but again, saleswomen knew a sale was likely. More than 90 percent of the women who came to Becker’s ended up buying.

By the 1990s, though, things had changed. Brides had it in their heads that they needed to hit several stores. Long shopping excursions became a  bridal tradition. A bride might try on dresses for several hours, then leave the store, never to be seen again.

“Can you write down everything about that dress for me?” they’d ask Shelley, and what could she do? She obediently wrote down the price, style, whatever they wanted.

These days, the search for a gown has become a weeks-long quest. “It’s the great, fun, happy circus,” says Shelley. And it’s a lot more man-hours for her saleswomen.

Shelley hears brides on their cell phones, sitting in the fitting rooms. “I’m here at Becker’s today with my mom, but I’m free Wednesday to hit the other stores with you,” one says, not even in a whisper.

At Becker’s, the first visit is usually one in which the brides bring their mothers, and these days, that can stretch to four hours without a sale. A few days later, they’ll come back with girlfriends or sisters. Then maybe their mothers-in-law or aunts. Eventually, they’ll show up with their mothers again, and maybe their fathers, but even then, with dads eager to pay and be on their way, a decision might be put off.

“They just don’t want the fun to be over,” says Shelley. “The shopping is the experience.” She has had to hire more workers just to hold brides’ hands and reassure them, dress after dress, that they look terrific. “Bridal has become such a time-intensive purchase,” Shelley says. “It takes so much longer to close a sale.” It can be frustrating for her salespeople, who sometimes resent all the work they put in without making a sale. But Shelley understands that brides don’t want to feel bullied into buying a dress too quickly. And so she needs to orchestrate a delicate dance between brides and her salespeople to find the appropriate mix of anticipation, emotion, and commerce.

At bridal-industry trade gatherings, Shelley has heard all the alleged tricks of the trade: Don’t start by showing a less-expensive dress; if a bride falls in love with it, she’ll be less interested in buying a pricier dress. If a bride seems hesitant about getting married, her salesperson has to be reassuring about the institution of marriage and upbeat about wedding planning. “My wedding was the happiest day of my life,” a saleswoman is supposed to say.
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Shelley with her trusty measuring tape on a stack of outdated gowns

“I never felt more beautiful.” A divorced saleswoman might seize on the happiest wedding story in her family. In attitude and conversation, bridal shop employees are told, they should give brides the message that the day they buy a gown is one of the most important days of their lives. (Indeed, Kleinfeld, the famous New York bridal store, sends letters to brides who make an appointment: “We believe the day you choose your wedding gown should be as joyful and memorable as the day you wear it.”)

Consultants in the bridal industry also tell salespeople to watch the body language of a bride’s entourage. Is there tension or affection between everyone? Is a bride dependent on friends’ and relatives’ approval or is she sorry she brought them? Can the entourage be deputized into advocating for a particular dress, so a sale can be closed? If so, engage them as allies.

Salespeople are encouraged to be on the lookout for the “‘Oh, Mommy’ moment.” If a bride looks in a mirror and says, “Oh, Mommy!” that’s when a salesperson should say, “Why don’t we go downstairs to the counter and put a hold on the dress?”

Shelley isn’t comfortable with such hard-sell efforts masked in nurturing empathy. She wants her saleswomen to be personable and helpful, but pushing customers into purchases can backfire. The “Oh, Mommy” moment can become “Oh, Mommy, don’t make me wear this horrible dress they sold me!” And so she encourages her saleswomen to be positive and engaging, but to sell with subtlety rather than high-pressure tricks.

The jewelry industry has advertised that as a rule of thumb, a groom should spend two months’ salary on an engagement ring. Shelley knows that this is no less self-serving than if the pickle industry announced that the rule of thumb is to spend two months’ salary on pickles. Each Becker’s customer has her own needs and price points, and Shelley has learned that it’s counterproductive to not respect that.
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Routinely, Shelley’s saleswomen are called on to serve as referees between mothers and daughters. They partly blame TV reality shows; brides watch Bridezillas and assume that’s expected behavior. “They think it’s fair game to act that way,” Shelley says. “Some women throw fits for no reason.”

Especially during alterations, brides get testy when the smallest stitch seems wrong. Many want the dress curved at the bustline. “Go tighter, tighter,” one says.

“We can’t go any tighter,” Shelley responds. “It will stress the zipper.”

“I don’t care about the zipper,” the bride says. “I need it tighter.”

“I can’t do it,” Shelley says. “It won’t work. I’m sorry.”

“Mom?!” the bride shouts to her mother across the room. “Can you come here and tell her I don’t care about the zipper?”

Shelley smiles tightly and resists saying anything while the mother tells her, “She’s not really concerned about the zipper. She needs it tighter at the bust.”

Though a lot of brides are lovely and respectful, the stereotype of the dictatorial bride exists because it’s often true. Part of it is the stress of all they need to accomplish before their wedding. But there’s also more of a cultural sense of entitlement that seems to increase every year. A wedding  has become the moment in a woman’s life when she can vocally and endlessly obsess about herself, and no one calls her on it.

Shelley’s mother, Sharon, says there was far less drama when she ran the place in the 1970s. Sales were sealed without much angst. “Mothers and daughters didn’t argue the way they do today,” she says. “There wasn’t the cursing and disrespect. Back then, a bride was just tickled to get a dress. If a girl talked to her mother the way I see some girls talking in the store today, she’d have been slapped in the face.”

Sharon attributes the changes not just to a coarsening of the culture, but to how families are structured. “Families are smaller now. Years, ago, in large families, there were lots of hand-me-downs. Kids were happy to get anything. Some parents today, in these small families, give kids everything they want.” Mothers are more eager to please daughters nowadays, and less willing to cross them, Sharon says. “A mother might have two children, but only one is a daughter. And so she clings to her one daughter.”
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Watching mothers and daughters interact at Becker’s today, you can see how they reflect the changes in the wider culture. When Grandma Eva was born in 1900, parents resisted showing too much affection to their children. Experts warned them that hugging or kissing kids spoiled them and spread diseases. Plus, because so many children died in infancy, mothers feared bonding with a child they might lose. A mother’s primary responsibility was to keep her kids alive, not to nurture them.

When Shelley’s mom Sharon was raising her in the 1960s, mothers were following Dr. Spock, who told them “you know more than you think you do. Trust your own common sense.” His books led mothers to become more indulgent and fathers to become more involved. (In the 1970s, feminists complained about Dr. Spock’s advice that fathers should compliment their daughters on their pretty dresses. He pulled the reference from his book, but fathers had already embraced the idea. It’s a rare dad who visits Becker’s and doesn’t compliment his daughter on her pretty dress.)

In many ways, young women today are much closer to their parents  than past generations were. Thanks to cell phones and texting, they’re in constant touch—by the hour, by the minute—especially with their mothers. And there are factors beyond technology, too. Echoing Shelley’s mom, researchers looking at this new “era of attachment” cite the influence of fewer daughters per mother. They also say that because young women are marrying later, there’s more time to stay connected to their parents.

In past generations, women were usually on their second or third child by their midtwenties. They were nursing babies, straightening playrooms; they didn’t have time to call their moms all day with incremental ruminations about their lives. In 1970, just 4 percent of women giving birth for the first time were over age twenty-nine. Today, almost a quarter of women are in their thirties when they have their first children, so they’ve often logged an extra decade bonding with their mothers—or arguing with them.

A large swath of brides today grew up coddled, with hovering parents who put great emphasis on spending time with them and saying yes to them. In polls, almost three-quarters of today’s parents say they’re easier on their kids than their parents were on them. One byproduct of that: Giving kids the soft life makes parents more popular. Nine out of ten young women today say they have a good relationship with their parents—that’s up about 20 percent from the 1980s.

Parental coddling has changed how Americans today view themselves and their adult children. Most don’t think adulthood begins until about age twenty-six, according to a National Opinion Research Center poll. This attitude is partially fueled by parents who don’t know when and how to disengage. Temple University developmental psychologist Laurence Steinberg recently published a revised edition of his 1990 book, You and Your Adolescent: A Parent’s Guide for Ages 10–20. Only this version defines adolescents as “ages 10–25.”

But here’s the odd thing: While young people are taking their time reaching adulthood, they’re simultaneously leaving childhood more quickly. Fifty-five percent of parents believe childhood is now over at about age eleven, according to another survey. The signs are certainly there: Parents  see their preteen daughters dressing provocatively and moving on quickly from the Disney Channel to the rawest MTV shows. Facebook, once restricted to college students, is now the province of thirteen-year-olds.

So if childhood ends at eleven and adulthood doesn’t kick in until age twenty-six, where does that leave young women in the limbo years in between?

Well, a lot of them are at Becker’s.

Every day, Shelley observes this changing dance between mothers and daughters. She sees moms who can’t let go of their daughters, or their own youth. Some mothers, their bra-straps exposed, their outfits way too Olsen-Twins-chic for their age, talk of being their daughters’ best friends. “People think we’re sisters,” a daughter will say, but Shelley can’t tell if the young bride is happy about it. It can feel creepy.

Truth is, many daughters today want their mothers close and attentive, but they don’t necessarily value Mom’s opinions and input. Unlike previous generations of brides, young women today are more peer-focused. That’s why so many of them arrive at Becker’s with a flock of bridesmaids. Moms still weigh in, of course, and a lot of them take charge—or try to. But brides often assume their bridesmaids know best.

Certainly, in every generation daughters have found theirs mothers’ advice outdated and ineffectual. These days, however, given how fast the world is changing, there’s been a clear widening of the advice gap.

It’s rooted in a devaluation of accumulated wisdom, a leveling of the relationship between old and young. “Age is no longer the qualifier for being the go-to person for advice,” explains Jason Dorsey, a thirty-two-year-old cross-generational consultant who helps companies understand Generation Y, which he defines as people who are now ages sixteen to thirty-two.

Young people once had to rely on older people for basic advice. But now, if the young want to learn how to tie a tie, mix a drink, or plan a wedding, “we can go on YouTube and find a video,” says Mr. Dorsey. “We don’t call Mom and Dad.” He warns that parental advice needs to be worthy, or young people tune out. “We have extraordinarily short attention spans and lots of distractions. If we don’t like what you’re saying, we can pull the world through our cell phones.” (Indeed, brides at Becker’s are routinely on their BlackBerrys and iPhones—cruising the Internet for shoes or texting friends with questions—while their mothers stand by, waiting to get their attention.)

Eighty-two percent of those now ages eighteen to twenty-nine believe there’s “a generation gap” in America, according to a Pew Research Center poll. That’s up from 60 percent in a similar poll in 1979, and even higher than the 74 percent registered in a 1969 poll, at the height of the youth rebellion movement. Back then, political and social issues created the gap between baby boomers and their parents. Today’s youth cite generational differences in “perspective,” “work ethic,” and “technology”—which helps explain why they dismiss their elders’ input.

At Becker’s, for instance, more mothers lately have been telling the saleswomen that they tried to talk their daughters out of planning destination weddings. The moms argue that these weddings are inconvenient and expensive for guests, and they make the bride and groom seem self-indulgent. But on this issue, like so many others, parental advice often goes unheeded; the number of couples in the United States choosing destination weddings has quadrupled in the past decade, and now accounts for 16 percent of all weddings.

On the Becker’s sales floor, Shelley encourages staffers to get a sense of each mother-daughter relationship and to recalibrate how they interact based on their observations. In years past, it was important for saleswomen to maintain eye contact with the bride’s mother, and to be deferential to her suggestions. Nowadays, the bride is usually the boss.

Bill, the only man on the sales floor, finds that empowering today’s brides is good for business. “I don’t care what your mom thinks,” he’ll say to a bride. “I don’t care what your mother-in-law thinks. I want to know what you think. Do you like this dress?”

“I do,” a bride will answer.

“Perfect,” he’ll say. “That’s all that matters.”

And yet, despite such pronouncements, Bill also has a heart for the  mothers, at least when they’re buying their own dresses for their daughters’ weddings.

He spends a lot of each day across Main Street, working in the Becker’s storefront that caters to bridesmaids and mothers of brides. He finds that about 15 percent of mothers of brides are looking for dresses that are too revealing and sexy. He has to gently tell them that no bride wants her mother to look like an exhibitionist or a spotlight stealer. Some mothers get the message. Others don’t care. They’re the cleavage-spillers who think they look like their daughters’ sisters.

But a bigger issue, Bill says, is that too many mothers in their late forties, fifties, and sixties—perhaps 35 percent of customers—“play themselves older than they really are. They’re so focused on pleasing their daughters, so worried that they will pick something too sexy, that they end up floating over toward our grandmothers section. I have to tell them, ‘I understand. You don’t want to outshine your daughter. But you still want to look great. Look at your curves! You’re beautiful! And my goal is to make you look even more beautiful, to accentuate those curves.’”

A lot of women blush when he speaks to them like that. “They haven’t heard these kinds of compliments in a long time,” he says. And he thinks he’s on to something that can be beneficial not just to the older woman, but to their daughters as well.

These mothers may be waning beauties, but in this moment they can be role models for their daughters, showing them that it’s possible to get older with confidence and a measure of grace. Many young women don’t do a lot of thinking about what life will be like for them when they’re older, but when they get there, they can’t help but reflect on how their mothers found their way. Did their mothers age with self-assurance and a sense of adventure, or with feelings of dread and an urge to retreat?

Bill uses the term “conservative sex appeal” to describe what defines a perfect mother-of-the-bride dress in Middle America in the second decade of the twenty-first century. “There are certain shapes, styles, colors,” Bill says. “I try to help them see the possibilities in themselves.”

Bill often hugs mothers after they find the right dress, while their  daughters, the brides, look on curiously. Some brides are glad to see their mothers getting attention and feeling special. Others are impatient. They want to get back to their own wedding needs and to-do lists.

For years, when Bill managed the pizza shop on Main Street, the only glimpse he had of mothers and daughters interacting was when they discussed what kind of toppings they wanted on their pizzas. Now that he’s in the bridal business, Bill sees the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship.

He follows no formal playbook when he talks to older women as their daughters stand nearby, watching him. He just trusts his instincts. “We want everyone at the celebration to know where the bride came from,” he’ll say to a mother. “By showing off your own beauty, you’ll be showing off the beauty of your daughter.”

Most mothers smile at him, almost relieved, as they step away from the grandmother gowns and reassess their visions of themselves.
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The Beckers are in the magic business, but they’re still in the retail business, with all the attendant risks—from both mothers and daughters. One busy day several years ago, the most expensive dress in the store went missing; it had obviously been shoplifted. At first, speculation centered on the possibility that a bride carried it out in a garment bag, pretending she had just bought it. All the saleswomen were too distracted with other brides to notice. But then they recalled a bride who tried on a bunch of dresses, then left the store wearing a bulky, floor-length winter coat. Come to think of it, she did look much puffier in that coat when she left than when she came in. That may have been her getaway wardrobe.

What kind of woman would do such a thing? Did her mother help her plot her escape from the store? Shelley tried to picture a bride wearing a stolen dress down the aisle, smiling at all her loved ones (or her posse of accomplices). What sort of wife would she make? Would a marriage to such a woman last? Did her fiancé know what she had done? Had he lifted his tuxedo from a formal store?

And what about her wedding day? It was a stunning dress. Certainly, the bride’s guests would have said to her, “You look so beautiful. Where’d you get the dress?”

Would the bride dodge the question or would she give an answer? “Becker’s Bridal. They have quite a selection.”

Somewhere, deeply imbedded in the old mirror by the front desk, is an image of that kleptomaniac bride. She surely passed the mirror on her way out of the fitting room in her bulky winter coat as she headed off into the night.
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Perhaps the most challenging threat to bridal shops today is the competition from Internet bridal sites. “Some brides are taking three hours of our time, trying on dresses, and then they go online to save fifty dollars,” says Shelley. On an average Saturday, fifty-five brides visit the store. “Usually ten or fifteen of them are using us, and then going on the Internet,” says Shelley. “They lead us to believe they’re true shoppers. But we see warning signs.” Becker’s saleswomen notice the glances brides will give their mothers, or the shared whispers when they think a saleswoman is out of earshot.

Some stores cut the names of designers out of the dresses so brides can’t look them up online. Becker’s has so many gowns that it would be too much work to remove every tag. They used to tell brides they couldn’t take photos of a dress until they put down a deposit, but they gave up on that rule several years ago.

“Every bride has a camera on her body now,” Shelley says. When brides are in fitting rooms, she often hears the clicking of cell-phone cameras. Brides photograph the tags, the inside of the dress—everything—so they can go home and figure out how to buy it less expensively.

Shelley has instructed her saleswomen not to confront these nonbuy-ers. “Smile through it,” she advises them. “If we don’t, they’ll go online and say we’re rude.” These days, brides unhappy with the service they receive will often go on Facebook or Wedding Wire.com to post one- and zero-star reviews. “We can’t risk it,” Shelley says.

After brides buy their dresses online and find they don’t fit right, they’ll sometimes bring them to Becker’s, begging for help with alterations. “We have to say no,” Shelley says. “It’s hard enough keeping up with the alterations for customers who’ve bought from us.” They try to send them away with a smile, so they’re not attacked on Wedding Wire for being unhelpful. The wedding industry in America has supposedly grown into a $40-billion-a-year business, but it gets harder and harder for Becker’s to hold on to its slice of the sales.

Despite these challenges on the floor of the store, a part of Shelley enjoys watching the spectacle of the dress hunt. She’s still touched when brides swoon over a dress, and she’ll still choke up when a mother and daughter get teary and hug. “We’re in the emotion business,” she reminds her saleswomen at monthly staff meetings.

They’re in the mother-daughter business, too, of course.

Shelley has spent her life watching how moms and daughters interact and express affection. She has heard the advice, good and bad, that mothers share with daughters, admonitions such as: “Never date a man who is prettier than you are, and never date a man who smells better than you do.” (The lesson in that? Never listen to everything said by a mother who speaks in absolutes.) “Marry a man who loves you just a little bit more than you love him.” (The problem with that: Love isn’t a liquid that can be quantified in a measuring cup.) “The best gift you can give your children is to love your spouse.” (Shelley saw truth in this, yes, but in her own life, knew this was a gift not easily delivered.)

In the back office one day, sitting with Alyssa, she speaks frankly: “I see mothers and daughters hugging and kissing and it makes me think I don’t do that enough. I know I’m not expressive enough. I’m not cuddly.”

“I don’t need it,” Alyssa tells her. “Really I don’t.”

“Well, I know you’re seeing this all the time out on the floor, and I don’t want you to think . . .” Shelley’s voice trails off.

“It’s OK. We’re just not a huggy family,” Alyssa says.

“That’s the way it’s always been, I guess,” says Shelley.

In their years running the store, Shelley’s parents, Clark and Sharon,  were too busy just trying to make a living. They didn’t have the time to make sure they were doling out public displays of affection to their kids. It didn’t occur to them that Shelley was observing parents and daughters being affectionate in the store, and that maybe she’d be contemplating her own life.

And society was different then, too. Unlike today, parents didn’t have a heightened sense of the need to say “I love you,” or to share hugs. The media wasn’t pounding out reminders that parents need to behave in loving, supportive ways.

And so Shelley and Alyssa are throwbacks in a way. Each day, they watch gushy mother-daughter bonding adventures unfold at the store. But by nature and upbringing, they’re more reserved.

And Shelley understands and appreciates the family focus on business, instilled by Grandma Eva. She salutes her grandparents and parents for their efforts to keep this store going. She knows their story. Nothing was easy. And if there were trade-offs on the home front, well, that’s what it took to keep Becker’s Bridal in business.
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Shelley recognizes how the history of Becker’s hasn’t just shaped the business she runs today: It also has shaped her as a daughter and as a mother.

After Grandma Eva installed Shelley’s father, Clark, in the menswear business at the back of the store in 1959, he tried hard to make a go of it. But between 1963 and 1975, he and Sharon had eight kids, who kept arriving at eighteen-month intervals. Even though Sharon was working for Eva, it was tough to support all those children on the meager paychecks they were collecting at Becker’s.

Eva had been promising Clark, starting in the early 1960s, that she’d hand the business over to him and Sharon “within a couple years.” The wait turned out to be sixteen years. Eva just couldn’t let go.

In 1975, when Eva was seventy-five years old and her husband, Frank, was eighty-two, Clark finally went to them with an ultimatum. “If I can’t buy the place,” he told his parents, “I’m going to have to move on and find  a different job, something that pays more. I’ve waited and waited. I think I’ve waited long enough.”

Clark’s father was ready to sell. He’d had enough. But for Eva, the bridal shop was everything. Her reluctance to hand it over turned to bitterness. She complained that she was being pushed out of the business she had spent her life building. “They’re kicking me out of the store,” she told people.

But Frank knew it was time—past time—and urged Eva to accept it. He and Clark came up with what seemed like an appropriate price for the business—the figure was less than $100,000—and agreed that Clark could pay it off in installments. They shook hands and Eva, though unhappy, went along with the plan.

Within days, however, the agreement faced a new hurdle. When Clark’s older brother learned of the deal, he thought the store had been undervalued. The less Eva and Frank received, the less they’d be able to leave as their inheritance. As often happens with family businesses, the friction that followed forever damaged relationships.

Eva and Frank reneged on their agreement with Clark and Sharon, telling them they’d have to pay more money. Clark felt betrayed, but accepted the new terms.

Within months, both Frank and Eva would be dead. In April 1975, Eva had a stroke and never recovered. In August, Frank choked to death on a piece of lettuce. And so it was left to Clark and Sharon to run Becker’s without Eva’s input—or interference. Some say Eva’s spirit began inhabiting Becker’s on the very day she died. But Clark and Sharon weren’t spooked by that possibility. They accepted it. As Sharon explained to her kids, “Everyone is around us after they’re gone. Grandma Eva is too.” And Clark made sure to tell his children that despite the bad blood over the sale, he had great respect for his mother. “I’m proud of her,” he’d say. “Her dedication and hard work made this business, and it’s up to us to carry on from here.”

Eva’s passing was liberating for Clark and Sharon, but sad and frightening, too. They finally felt the freedom to re-create the store on their  own terms, and for a new era, but they were on their own. They moved fast, increasing the inventory from about two hundred wedding dresses in 1975 to three thousand by 1982, the year the store also began accepting credit cards. And they worked incredibly hard—days, nights, weekends. They had to put in those hours, they said, to support all those kids. They kept the store open five nights a week until eight p.m., and their children pitched in too.

“You have a lot of kids, you ask them to help,” says Sharon. “It’s like the farmers, putting their kids on the tractor at an early age.”

Sharon looks back today and has her own regrets about lost time with her children, and about school activities she missed. “Why didn’t I take a day off?” she asks. “Why did I have to be down at the store six days a week?” Her life felt constantly hectic. Her responsibilities to get the brides’ dresses altered in time for their weddings could feel overwhelming.

The children noticed, of course. “Do you have to come home every night and talk about the store?” they’d ask. But that’s just the way it was. It was a family business, and the emphasis was on the business.
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In the 1950s, department stores had about 85 percent of the wedding-gown business nationwide, but Becker’s had stayed afloat through word of mouth in small Michigan towns. In the 1960s, thousands of mom-and-pop bridal shops began opening up as strip malls were built in every suburb in America. These boutiques flourished, but because Becker’s had established itself so long ago, its customers remained loyal. The next big challenge would come in the 1990s, when the David’s Bridal chain began growing, selling synthetic gowns starting at $99. As a result of this and other pressures, the number of bridal shops in the United States fell from a peak of 8,000 in 1990 to less than 5,000. Becker’s held on.

Starting when Eva ran the store, some people in town assumed the Beckers were Fowler’s version of the Rockefellers. There was a certain amount of jealousy and resentment. People didn’t fully understand the pressures of a family business. They just saw all the brides roaming around  town, buying expensive dresses, and they made assumptions that the Beckers had it made.

A lot of people in Fowler worked the assembly line at General Motors. Their lunch pail was pretty much their only investment in their jobs. They put in their eight hours, and when they got home, they were free. “I envied them,” says Sharon. “We got home and we were still eating, drinking, and sleeping the business. We were putting ninety percent of what we earned back into the store. We were worried if there was enough money to pay the help and the bills.”

For his part, Clark never liked the bridal business, never felt any great affection for brides, never felt much of a thrill selling dresses. “I should have left right out of high school and looked for other work,” he says bluntly. “The store was a livelihood. That’s all I got out of it.” His passion became the miniature model train set he meticulously built, day by day, and which eventually took up most of the basement of his house. Using tweezers and razor blades, he built ninety-eight different structures, all at 1/87th scale. He used bridal netting for the windows, and the roofs were made from the cardboard divider sheets that came with each wedding dress. That model train set was his escape.

He placed a damsel in distress—a bride waving a veil—on one of the train tracks. “Maybe someone tied her here,” he’d tell visitors. “Or maybe she’s committing suicide.” Somehow, he got a kick out of that possibility. And when a ceiling tile in the basement fell and destroyed his 1/87th model of the Becker’s Bridal building, that somehow seemed apropos. He chose to never rebuild it. “If I had it to do again,” he says, “I’d have built the biggest hobby shop in the country, not a huge bridal shop.”

In his working years, Clark usually came home from Becker’s at about eight thirty at night. Sharon often arrived later, since she’d stick around until the last bride was helped.

Shelley saw the strains the business put on her parents’ marriage. They didn’t have enough free time with each other. They were sometimes at odds about decisions that needed to be made at the store. And they handled the pressures of their jobs in different ways. Sharon always tried  to keep her composure when dealing with customers. Clark could get to the point where he’d had enough.

Once Shelley watched as a bride and her mother screamed at Clark because the dress didn’t fit right. The bride had obviously gained weight since the dress was altered, but she was blaming the Becker’s seamstresses. Clark took the abuse for a while, then snapped back: “If God can’t please everybody, I sure can’t!” The bride glared at him and Clark walked off.

Even though the family didn’t spend enough time together, and even though she longed for her parents’ affection, Shelley knew she was loved by her parents. She knew this in the way she knew that Grandma Eva must have loved Clark. Through the generations, this was not a demonstrative family, especially by today’s standards, but love was assumed. Clark sometimes came home from work bearing candy bars or popsicles for the kids. He didn’t say “I love you”—he hadn’t heard those words much in his own childhood, either—but at times he found his own ways to show it.
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Because her parents were consumed with their responsibilities at the store, Shelley, as the eldest daughter, was called upon to be the at-home babysitter to her siblings. That became the role by which she defined herself. She doesn’t remember thinking much about her own needs. The sharpest thought in her mind was this: “As long as my siblings are happy, as long as my parents are selling a lot of dresses at the store and making a living, then everything is OK.”

When Shelley looks back and tries to understand the girl she was and the teenager she became, she wonders why she never allowed herself to dream. Hiding behind those bridal gowns, watching life at Becker’s, it never occurred to her to ask her mom if she might be allowed to try on a wedding dress some evening after the store closed.

“I didn’t think happiness was for me,” she says. “Maybe it was because I felt I didn’t deserve it. But more than that, I just didn’t allow myself to go there.”

Shelley spent a great deal of time babysitting her five younger siblings.  Her mother recognizes it now. “Shelley missed her childhood,” Sharon says.

Or more precisely, she didn’t have time—nor did she make time—to consider her own future. She gave no thought to whether she’d one day be the star of her own wedding, walking down the aisle as a Becker’s bride. It occurred to her that she’d someday be a mother; her motherly instincts, and her babysitting experience, made that a more obvious thought. But a bride? She didn’t consider that. “I think when you’re so busy as a kid, and your mind is developing, you lose that dream time,” she says. As a girl, she didn’t have a lot of carefree hours to sit around playing with dolls, fantasizing about their lives and hers. She was a serious kid with serious responsibilities. Her parents were at work ten or twelve hours a day, and they needed her to help look after life at home.

People tell Shelley they’re saddened to hear that she had something of a lost childhood, but she doesn’t have many regrets. “It’s OK, I understand,” she says. “I accept that I was the caretaker, that my siblings needed me. That’s how my head was geared. And I loved them, of course. So I wanted to look after them.”

When Shelley was ten, her youngest sister, Jenny, was born. Later, Jenny’s crib was sometimes kept in Shelley’s bedroom so Shelley could keep an eye on her.

Shelley took this charge very seriously. “Come on, Jenny,” she’d say. “Come sleep with me.”

She did this not just because she had an urge to bond with her baby sister. The truth was, Shelley wanted to make sure Jenny was breathing all night long. She didn’t want anything to happen to this precious little girl, especially on her watch. As long as she could feel her sister breathing beside her, things were OK. It was a mix of love, duty, uncertainty, and terror that led her to take Jenny out of her crib.

There’s a photographic record of Shelley as a caregiver. In Becker family photo albums, she’s always holding on to Jenny. In countless photos, she’s a ten-year-old holding a baby or a twelve-year-old holding a two-year-old or a thirteen-year-old holding a three-year-old. “Shelley, you were just obsessed with me!” says Jenny, who is now thirty-five.

“In a way I was,” Shelley tells her.

Shelley thinks her caregiver personality is a benefit now that she runs Becker’s. She has a maternal urge to look after her employees and, just as important, to look after the needs of brides. It’s almost as if she wants to protect them all from what may lie ahead.

Not long ago, she was treated for thyroid issues that are likely related to the stress in her life. “You are the oak tree, I can see that in you,” her doctor told her.

“What do you mean by that?” Shelley asked.

“Well, an oak tree can be rotting from the inside and still be strong on the outside,” the doctor said. “You’d never know by looking at the tree the damage that is inside it. You’ve got to take better care of yourself.”

Shelley took to heart the doctor’s words, but there were sixteen weddings that weekend, and much to do. She had no time to contemplate the oak tree she had become.
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Megan, age two, in 1990




Chapter Eight

Megan

Megan Pardo has the bearings of a kindergarten teacher. She speaks with a smile and a pleasant lilt in her voice, but there’s an authority there, too. You can tell she has a gift for explaining things patiently and carefully, that she pays close attention to how younger ears need to absorb what older people say.

A twenty-one-year-old senior at Illinois State University, engaged to an agricultural business major, she has come home to Grand Rapids on spring break and is now driving to Becker’s. She’s telling her mother how much she loves her current assignment student teaching in a kindergarten class. She says she has found her place in life: It’s in front of a classroom rug, with cross-legged boys and girls spread out before her, helping them learn life’s basic lessons. “This is what I’m meant to do,” she says.

Her mother, Laura, a former schoolteacher, is now, at forty-eight, a professor of education at Hope College in Holland, Michigan. Laura remembers Megan as a girl, playing school with her dolls, vowing to follow in her footsteps as an educator. Megan took the Red Cross babysitting  class when she was ten, the youngest age allowed. She worked in a day-care center at fourteen. Her senior year of high school, she was in a co-op program, working half days at a day-care center.

For Laura, whose job now is to teach future teachers how to teach, it’s rewarding to see her daughter so enthusiastic about her current role in children’s lives.

It’s been a nice morning of mother-daughter bonding, and that continues after they arrive at Becker’s and start picking through the dresses together. Megan is full of energy and enthusiasm, and Shelley gets a kick out of watching her try on dresses. Some brides go about their tasks with contagious smiles, and a real appreciation for the efforts of others: their mothers, the saleswomen. Even though Shelley has seen the process thousands of times, she still enjoys brides such as Megan.

Megan tells her saleswoman, Gwen, that she doesn’t want a dress that’s too showy; she hopes to find something without lace and beading. “Modest but classy,” Megan says, passing around photos she has printed off of the Internet. She certainly doesn’t want a heavy princesslike ball gown.

Soon enough, Megan has narrowed her choices to two favorites. The first is form-fitting—simple, sleek, and strapless, with a slight flare out at the hips. It has no train and there’s a pretty bow on the back. It’s just a bit too sexy for Megan.

The other dress she’s drawn to is also simple, but more elegant—a lightweight gown with shoulder straps and an uncomplicated skirt with a small train. She’s invited to wear it into the Magic Room, and her mother lets out a sigh when she arrives there.

“I love how it’s laced up the back,” Megan says, looking at her reflection at every possible angle in all the mirrors. “Now, if we can get this without the beading . . .”

“We can order it without the jewels,” Shelley promises her.

“That’s great,” Megan says, then smiles. She turns to her mom. “I think I’ve found my dress.”
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Megan, born in 1988, is the Pardos’ third and youngest child. Her brother, Chad, was born in 1986. Her older sister, Melissa, was born in 1984.

It’s hard for Megan to even imagine what it would be like if her sister, Melissa, was also here at Becker’s, helping her find a dress. She can’t picture her sister, grown to adulthood, leaning against the mirrors in the Magic Room, weighing in on gowns.

To Laura and her husband Jack, a controls engineer, Melissa had been a much-loved first child, an easygoing baby with a nice smile. One day when Melissa was nine months old, Laura dropped her off, as usual, at a day-care facility operated out of a woman’s home. Laura shared a few pleasantries with the babysitter, kissed her daughter good-bye, and went to work. Later that morning, Melissa’s diaper needed to be changed and the sitter carried her to a table, put her down, and turned for just a second to grab the wipes. In that instant, Melissa stretched, rolled, and fell to the floor, landing at the worst possible angle, slamming the base of her spine. The injury turned out to be catastrophic.

Melissa remained in a coma for a week, and her doctors said pretty early on that there was no brain activity—and no hope. Eventually, Laura and Jack accepted this and made the gut-wrenching decision to remove her from life support.

They were twenty-three and twenty-four, suddenly childless again, and it wasn’t easy to resist feeling as if the world had ended. But in his grief, Jack eventually had an epiphany. A soft-spoken man, more comfortable discussing engineering than his own emotions, he somehow found his voice. As he fielded all the sympathetic calls and condolences, as he thought about this terrible loss, he began to tell people the same thing again and again.

“The main thing I’ve learned,” he’d say, “is that you bring children into this world, but you really don’t know how long they’ll be there. You really don’t know how long you’ll have them to love. Kids die every day. We don’t think about how many times we see stories in the newspaper about people who’ve lost their children in accidents or because of  illnesses. But all of those stories add up, while we’re living our lives, not noticing. We just don’t have our children forever. That’s what I’ve learned.”

As a result of Melissa’s death, the babysitter, a woman in her thirties, lost her license to run the day-care facility. This saddened the Pardos. They knew it was a freak accident—it could have happened to any parent, any caregiver—and they forgave her quickly and completely. They’ve lost touch with her over the years, but they think about her often, knowing that she carries this loss with her, too.

“We’ve all turned away from our children to grab a diaper or a pacifier,” says Jack. “The doctors told us Melissa’s death was a one-in-a-million accident. She fell just three feet onto a carpeted floor. How many kids fall down a few stairs, or climb out of their cribs and fall? It happens every day, and the kids stand back up and are just fine. Our daughter landed on carpet, but she didn’t stand up, and she wasn’t fine. It just happened. I don’t blame anyone.”

A nine-month-old baby doesn’t yet have a full personality, of course, so Laura and Jack don’t have a great many memories of her. Near the end of her life, Melissa had begun sitting up, walking around furniture, holding on to things, giggling playfully. Two weeks before she died, Laura had brought her to watch Jack in a softball game. She forgot to bring Melissa’s sun bonnet, and so the baby got a bad sunburn on her head. In the last photos they took of Melissa, she’s smiling but sunburned.

Even though they were still grieving, or perhaps because of that, Laura and Jack decided they wanted to have another baby as quickly as possible. Their son was born just eleven months after Melissa’s death. Megan followed two years later.

Jack and Laura would talk about Melissa to their surviving two children; they were committed to keeping her part of the family. A photo of Melissa hangs prominently in the house. While the other two kids got older, and new photos of them were displayed every year, Melissa remained forever a baby. Some people who visited the home, not knowing about the tragedy, just assumed the little girl in the photo was Megan.

The Pardos saw quickly that Megan had a different disposition from  the more-easygoing Melissa. Megan turned out to be a strong-willed child, the sort of toddler who was assertive and argumentative. She never liked wearing a seat belt, and so her parents often had to stop the car, rebuckle her, and remind her of the importance of seat belts. Somewhere up the road, they’d see her in the rearview mirror, unbuckling herself again, and they’d have to pull over to the side of the road and start the process over again.

“She just has a mind of her own,” Laura would tell people. “She’s different than Melissa and Chad. It’s hard to deal with her.”

“Well, that will be a great trait when she’s an adult,” a friend once replied. “She’ll be a leader. She’ll have confidence. She’ll think she can conquer anything.”

Megan’s middle name is Melissa, and she has always known that she carries that name in memory of her late sister. From an early age, she took it as a badge of honor. In first grade, there was another Megan in her class, and so she told her teacher and classmates to call her “Megan Melissa.” That’s the name she wrote on all her tests and homework. (Today, she uses it as her name on Facebook, and many of her friends and acquaintances don’t know the origins of it.)

When Megan was in second grade, Laura left her job as a classroom teacher and began working for a textbook publisher, which required her to travel a lot. That’s when Megan began crying almost every morning. She actually felt nauseated from the moment she woke up. “I don’t want to go to school!” she’d say again and again, and it was hard to console her. Jack and Laura would tell her she had to go—they’d take her by the hand, walk her to the car, and drive her there—but inevitably, they’d get a call from her teacher. “Megan says she’s sick. You’ve got to come get her. She’s disrupting the class.”

They eventually took her to a therapist who asked Megan to create a book of things that made her happy—her safety blanket, sucking her thumb for comfort—and the things that made her sad and worried. Megan was also given the outline of a person, and was asked to shade in different parts of the body. She was told to use a red crayon for the body  parts that were sad or hurting, and a pink crayon for the rest of the body. Her stomach, her heart, her head—all were colored red.

Through this process, the therapist learned that Megan was fearful about losing her mother. “I had a sister and she died,” Megan told the counselor, adding: “My mom goes away a lot.” Megan didn’t say it, but the therapist figured out what she was thinking: “Maybe my mom will die too, and she’ll never come home to me.”

Jack also was frequently out of town. He’d spend a week or two at a time working as an engineer, often at out-of-state warehouses, programming conveyor belts for companies such as Frito Lay. In that case, his job was to figure out how to get thousands of packages of potato chips into boxes, onto pallets, over to the loading dock, and into trucks. People thought he had a cool job, especially if they loved chips, but Megan missed her father and worried when he was gone, too.

Laura realized that she needed to spend more time with Megan, reassuring her, especially because Megan had trouble sleeping at night. “I’d lay in bed with her,” Laura recalls, “and we’d sing songs like ‘You Are My Sunshine.’ We’d pray together. A mother and daughter can’t lie together in bed like that, every night, and not bond.”

By third grade, Megan’s most strong-willed urges and her most vexing fears had begun to dissipate. She went to school happily and grew into a compassionate teen and a student leader. She sang in the choir and played softball.

Megan and her mom remained close. They’d bake together, and could talk about most everything, including sex. At one point, Laura stopped working for the textbook publisher and went to grad school. She and Megan sat each night at the kitchen table, doing homework together. “Some teens don’t like having their mother around, especially when they’re out in public,” says Laura. “I remember being embarrassed by my mom when I was younger. But Megan wanted me with her, and so I’d chaperone school trips.”

Over time, Jack and Laura saw that Megan had a good head on her shoulders. They didn’t worry much about her. About the only thing that  gave them pause was when she began learning to drive. She seemed naïve and a bit distracted. In Michigan, kids can get their permits at age fourteen and eight months. For some teens, including Megan, that could feel too early.

The first time she got in the driver’s seat, she didn’t even know there were two pedals. “Put it into drive,” her father said.

“What does that mean?” she asked, and he explained, although not well enough.

They were in an empty school parking lot, and Jack had her pull into a parking space. “OK, let’s back out,” he told her. She put the car in drive, and flew over the curb, into the air, landing on the sidewalk.

She passed her driver’s test and got her license at sixteen, but Laura worried that she didn’t always focus on her surroundings as she drove. Early on, she hit a car at school. She also had a couple of speeding tickets. Then on her first day of class at Illinois State, she got in an accident and totaled her car, though no one was hurt.

All parents worry about their children driving, and the Pardos were no different. They were relieved that as Megan got older, she became more careful and alert at the wheel. Still, they kept reminding her about safe driving. “Even though we lost Melissa, I don’t think that made us overprotective parents,” says Jack. “But I’ve always told my children: We all make mistakes and some cost us more than others. You want to help your kids avoid mistakes, though of course, so much is beyond our control.”
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In the days after her visit to Becker’s, Megan spent a lot of time on the phone with her fiancé, Shane, back in Illinois. Some calls lasted for hours. Her mom would hear her on the phone at one a.m. and tell her, “You’ve got to get some sleep. All these late nights are going to catch up with you!”

It was a prophetic warning.

Megan woke up on Sunday morning without a full night’s rest. She went to church, kissed her parents good-bye, and then spent the next five hours driving herself back to college in Illinois. She stayed up late that  night again, and woke up early the next day to teach. That Monday morning, March 29, 2010, she felt both exhilarated and exhausted from the excitement of her dress-shopping and wedding-planning excursions. She was in a good mood, looking forward to returning to her kindergartners.

On her way to the elementary school in Farmer’s City, Illinois, feeling a bit groggy, she opened her window to let in fresh air to keep her awake. It didn’t help. At about seven thirty a.m., she fell asleep at the wheel, maybe for a couple of seconds, and the car began drifting to the right, heading straight for an open field. She awoke with a jolt, and quickly tried to get back in her lane but overcompensated, and the car rolled completely over before landing on all four wheels on the opposite side of the road. She was just a mile from the elementary school.

An hour later, Laura Pardo got a call: Megan had been in a car accident. She was conscious, but her right hand was seriously mangled, with one of her fingers totally severed. She had serious lacerations on her forehead, nose, and elsewhere, and doctors were checking for internal injuries and brain damage.

Laura had already lost a daughter to an accident—a simple fall of just three feet. Laura couldn’t protect nine-month-old Melissa as she fell those three feet. Now her other daughter had been in her own terrible accident three hundred miles away. She couldn’t protect Megan, either.

She cried, she prayed, and too distraught to get behind the wheel of her car, she had her father drive her to Illinois.

That day, over at Becker’s, Shelley was sending in the rush order for Megan’s dress. She had no way of knowing that the wedding, slated for August, was now very much in jeopardy.




Chapter Nine

Life Preservers

It is not lost on Shelley that so many Becker’s brides come into the store trying to smile in the wake of personal setbacks and family tragedies. They have parents who are terminally ill or loved ones they’ve recently lost or they’ve been diagnosed with their own serious illnesses.

A wedding is a happy life-cycle event, yes, but the harsher life-cycle moments aren’t kept at bay until after the wedding. Those moments keep coming, without warning, reminding brides that they can plan a wedding, but not how their lives will unfold.

Shelley is unable to shake her memories of the toughest stories she’s witnessed over the years at Becker’s. In her head, she holds on to images of certain brides, smiling in front of the old mirror by the front desk or hugging their mothers in the Magic Room. Those unlucky brides couldn’t have fathomed what would happen next.

There was the ebullient bride-to-be who was hit by a car and killed while crossing the street to go to the post office. She was mailing thank-you notes to her bridal-shower guests.

There was the bride whose dad wasn’t feeling well while they shopped at Becker’s. That night, he ended up hospitalized. The bride came back the next day, found the perfect dress, and said, “I’d love to have my dad see this.” She took a cell-phone photo of the dress and sent it to her father in his hospital room. He took a look at it on his phone, then called her to give his approval and to tell her she looked lovely in it. Right after he saw the dress, he died. She walked down the aisle without him, but appreciated that at least he’d seen her in the dress, if only on his cell phone, and had told her she was a beauty in his eyes.

Shelley sees plenty of giddy, happy brides, yes, but she also sees those who approach the dress search very soberly. When she detects sadness, she naturally wonders what’s going on in a bride’s life. Unless she senses they’re willing to open up, however, she doesn’t ask them “What’s wrong?” She just tries to be as jovial as she can be, and hopes that will lift the bride’s mood.

Once in a while, a bride will go into a dressing room, close the door, and Shelley hears muffled crying. She’ll wait a little bit, then she’ll knock on the door. “Honey, are you OK in there? Can I come in?”

And that’s when she hears stories.

She has helped numerous brides with cancer find dresses that will cover their scars and the ports in their chests. She has found gowns for brides in wheelchairs, sliding dresses over their heads, apologizing that she can’t get them up the stairs and into the Magic Room.

Shelley knows, from all her years at the store, that weddings are often optimistic islands surrounded by oceans of uncertainty, loneliness, and grief. For some women, a bridal gown can feel like a life preserver.
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Given the changes these days in mother-daughter interactions, Shelley and her saleswomen find it refreshing when a bride shows great deference to her mother. One recent bride who stood out for them was Courtney Driskill, who drove in from Owosso, a town of 15,700 people forty-five minutes from Fowler. Courtney arrived without the usual entourage of  bridesmaids. Her mother was her only companion. “There’s no one else I’d want to share this moment with,” she said.

A pretty twenty-nine-year-old with blond ringlets, Courtney has had serious health issues since her teens, when strep throat and mononucleosis often kept her out of school. It took until her early twenties for doctors to figure out why she was sick: rheumatic fever, an inflammatory disease that can affect the heart, joints, skin, and brain.

She spent most of her twenties in bed, sleeping up to twenty hours a day. She’d get up to eat and use the bathroom, and then she’d go back to sleep. It was hard for her parents to watch as the disease damaged her heart valves and her immune system.

To pay Courtney’s insurance premiums of $660 a month, her mother got a job in the men’s department at JCPenney. She started off earning $6.75 an hour. Given her mother’s selflessness, Courtney found herself fighting off constant feelings of guilt. She’d be incredibly tired and sick, curled up on her parents’ couch, and in her grogginess, she’d see her mother heading off to work on winter mornings. Ask Courtney to define the word “love,” and she talks about her mother, helping men find ties and pants at JCPenney so she can make insurance payments.

When Courtney’s health improved, and she roused herself from the couch to take on a few part-time jobs, she felt a bit like Rip Van Winkle. She returned to Owosso High School to coach the baton, dance, and pom-pom squads, and quickly saw troubling changes in the way many young women carried themselves—and in the secrets they kept from their parents.

She became a big-sister figure to a lot of the girls, and was taken aback by the ways in which sexuality is more blatant than when she was in school. “When I left high school twelve years ago, we were wearing baggy clothes and flannel shirts,” she says. “Now girls are wearing stilettos to band camp. I feel for them. They want to be desirable and pretty, but they’re confusing that with dressing like little trollops. It’s alarming.”

The school was filled with girls in short skirts and low-cut tops. A male teacher confided to Courtney that he’s uncomfortable teaching his  provocatively dressed female students. Some literally open their legs and expose their underwear to him while he’s teaching. “He’s afraid to look at them,” Courtney says.

Courtney saw how girls, inundated with confusing messages all their lives, felt pressured to look “hot” at younger and younger ages. When those inappropriately dressed students were preteens, for instance, they were targets of advertising come-ons such as the one for Nair Pretty, a hair-removal product aimed at girls ages ten to fifteen. The mixed-message tagline: “I am a citizen of the world. I am a dreamer. I am fresh. I am so not going to have stubs sticking out of my legs.”

Such messages can seem innocuous, but Courtney saw how it speeds up adolescence, and adds a toxic degree of pressure to girls’ lives. Girls who fear that their worth depends on their ability to look sexy are often the ones who develop eating disorders or turn to cutting themselves—or do dangerous things sexually.

One girl Courtney coached allegedly got drunk at a party and had sex with five boys, one after the other. Courtney tried to convince her to go to Planned Parenthood for an exam, but the girl refused. “That’s gross,” she said. “I’m too young for that.” Her mother learned of the rumors, but chose to accept the girl’s denials. The promiscuity continued.

Courtney would encourage girls to confide in their parents. Some would. Others saw no upside in that; they said their mothers and fathers would be too judgmental, especially about sexual issues. Such comments mirror a 2009 study by researchers at Ohio State University. They found that while teenage girls share more with their parents about their dating lives than teenage boys do, when it comes to talking to Mom and Dad about sex, girls and boys are equally close-mouthed.

Spending time with girls who were confused and uncertain about themselves, Courtney naturally thought of her own teen years. She considered herself lucky that, most of the time, she felt comfortable turning to her mother to discuss sensitive issues—sexuality, drugs, whatever—even if she and her mom began by approaching topics indirectly. “We’d do it sideways,” recalls her mother, Susan. “We’d talk about someone else who  had made a bad choice or gotten into a tough situation. That made it easier for us to speak frankly about how we thought about our own decisions.”

Courtney’s mother also would talk to her preemptively. For instance, women in their family, going back a couple generations, struggled with serious premenstrual syndrome and the depression and crankiness that accompanies it. In her own life, Courtney has mostly avoided the worst side effects. “But I wanted her to realize there’s a pattern to it,” Susan says, “in case she found herself dealing with it too.”

Over the years, Susan had watched as Courtney’s health problems affected her romantic relationships. There wasn’t much she could do to help, except to be supportive and a good listener. She tried to boost Courtney’s self-esteem when she could, but she also thought it important to be realistic.

In her early twenties, Courtney had a serious boyfriend and thought she’d marry him. When her grandfather was on his deathbed, she brought this boyfriend to meet him, thinking it was important for the old man and the young man to make a connection. Her grandfather died a few hours later.

But rather than cementing their bonds, that deathbed encounter made the relationship too serious for Courtney’s boyfriend. He broke up with her the next day. “He grew up on a farm, where his mother did everything for the family,” Courtney says. “And there I was, sleeping a lot and having my good days and bad days. I wasn’t the physical martyr his mother had been.”

Looking back, Courtney says, she should have seen the breakup coming. Her mom certainly sensed the young man was backing away, and she offered Courtney a few light warnings. But Courtney ignored the signals. “When he left me, I was taken off guard,” she says.

Her mom recalls how devastated Courtney was by the breakup, how she curled up on the couch, dead-tired as always and as sad as she’d ever been. “It looks like I’m going to be on this couch until I’m ninety years old!” Courtney said.

“I was heartbroken,” Susan says. “I wanted to make it all go away.”  But she gave Courtney her honest take—that a lot of men can’t cope with dating or marrying someone who is ill. “Honey, you’re smart, you’re dynamic, you’re intuitive, you’re pretty. You’re the kindest, coolest person I know. But you’re also sick, and your health may hold you back. It may take you longer to find the right person.”

“I wasn’t sure it would all work out for her,” Susan now says, “and I was sad and worried about that. But I also knew her challenges were making her stronger. I had hope.”

Courtney ended up being very grateful that her illness scared some men away. That allowed her to eventually find John Schlaud, a Marine drill instructor who fell in love with all that was wonderful about her, and vowed to stand by her no matter how precarious her health might be.

John has a son and daughter from a previous marriage, and as Courtney’s relationship with him blossomed, she talked to her mom about her feelings every step of the way. Was she up to the task of being a stepmother? Would it be fair to John if they married, given her health issues? What if her illness precluded her from having children of her own?

Mothers don’t have all the answers, but sometimes they have maternal powers of observation, and they can sum things up in ways that comfort their daughters. “I see how much you love him, and how much he loves you,” Courtney’s mom told her. “You’ll get through whatever lies ahead, and you’ll get through it together.”
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During Courtney’s visit to Becker’s, Shelley and the saleswomen saw how lovingly and easily she interacted with her mother. But Courtney didn’t tell them that she had a secret: Yes, she was planning a formal wedding. Yes, she wanted a beautiful dress. But she and John had already gotten married months before in South Carolina, where John was stationed.

The reason? She felt too guilty that her mom was working every day to pay for her insurance. “It’s like a sin on my heart,” she once told John, who then explained to her that if she became a military spouse, she could immediately be covered by his health plan. Getting married quickly became a no-brainer. Her parents agreed.

Still, that piece of paper wouldn’t take away from the emotions Courtney knew she would feel when she eventually walked down the aisle with her mom and dad. “I spent a lot of years feeling so ill, sleeping on their couch day after day, while my mom showed her love by heading off to work,” Courtney says. “After all that, my parents deserve to see me as a bride—and they definitely deserve an empty nest.” Her parents had been there for her “in sickness and in health.” Now she felt blessed to have fallen in love with a man who was willing to do the same.

Doctors told Courtney and John that they shouldn’t consider having a baby together anytime soon—perhaps ever—because her body might not be able to withstand a pregnancy. Courtney is sad about that, but accepting. And she feels lucky that she is building meaningful bonds with John’s two kids, especially six-year-old Samantha. Courtney has vowed to be a sounding board and a resource for her stepdaughter, helping her find her way to womanhood. (Already, Samantha has talked of wanting large breasts when she grows up, which left Courtney a bit speechless.)

When she is with Samantha in Owosso, Courtney likes to help her maintain her innocence, taking her to the parks where she herself played as a girl. Samantha rides her bike through the neighborhood where Courtney grew up, and Courtney has been shooting photos of her. “It’s a subconscious passing along of the little things that marked my happiest childhood moments, of the things I did with my own mother,” she says.

She thinks of what life might be like for Samantha when she enters high school. Will the culture be even more sexually charged and confusing for young girls then? Will she avoid the teen hazards—eating disorders, binge drinking, inappropriate celebrity role models, toxic friendships—and come out the other end with her self-esteem intact?

At Becker’s, Courtney explained that after the wedding, she and John would be taking a “familymoon” to Orlando, Florida, with his two kids. They couldn’t afford to go to Disney World, but they planned to visit Sea  World, which is free to active military and their families. Growing up in Michigan, the kids had never seen the ocean, so they vowed to also drive east until they hit the Atlantic. It all sounded so wholesome.

When Courtney eventually found the right dress and took it into the Magic Room, she thought, “Wow, this is such a soft room.” It wasn’t just the lighting. It was the way the room made everyone want to whisper. It was the way she and her mother looked at each other in those mirrors.

Her mother, so used to seeing Courtney lying prone on the couch, was understandably emotional as Courtney stood upright on the Magic Room pedestal.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see this day,” her mother said.

Outside the store, for a great many daughters and their mothers, the world was spinning with uncertainty—about their identities, their sexuality, and how they should interact with each other. But in here, for a secretly married woman and her proud mother, the mood was nothing short of joyous.
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Courtney with her husband, John, and stepchildren Jacob and Samantha




Chapter Ten

A Becker’s Bride

Shelley first began working at Becker’s in 1979, when she was fourteen years old. Her sister Bev, who was three years younger, took over the role as at-home babysitter, so Shelley could help out at the store.

Shelley didn’t exactly ask herself, “Is this where I’ll spend my life?” It was more a case of her assuming, “There isn’t anything else. This will be my life.” She’d had no real exposure to much beyond Fowler and the store. She can’t remember if her parents ever said to her, “Someday, Shelley, you’ll run the store.” Maybe they said it. Or maybe they didn’t need to. They knew and she knew.

Her parents didn’t pay her a salary right away. For the first six months, they had her taking new gowns out of boxes and bagging dresses for pickups. But soon enough, they began paying her five dollars an hour, and she was on the floor, selling dresses.

She was understandably tentative at first, trying to act knowledgeable. But even though she was barely a teenager, she found the words inside  herself, and began asking grown women, “So what kind of dress have you dreamed about all your life?”
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Shelley, trying on a wedding veil at age fourteen, when she began working at Becker’s

The brides and their mothers would look at Shelley and smile. Who was this kid? But they’d tell her about their dream dresses, and they’d let her make suggestions.

“How do you think this looks?” a bride would ask.

“It’s not exactly right for you,” Shelley would say. “Come on over to this rack.” And they figured this kid must know something, so they followed her.

The business was both frightening and exciting for Shelley. She saw the pressures her mother was under. She saw how brides could be terribly difficult. But she also observed a lot of lovely interactions between mothers and daughters. She came to appreciate the blind, familial love  described best in the Moroccan proverb: “In the eyes of its mother, every beetle is a gazelle.”

Shelley came to appreciate the camaraderie of the older saleswomen, including Eleanor, hired by Grandma Eva in 1935. Over the decades, these women had learned to calibrate the degree of patience each bride required. They’d found techniques to humor brides who believed they knew best, but didn’t.

Many brides came in clutching a photo from a bridal magazine, insisting that this was the dress they were destined to wear. More often than not, a dress that looked so perfect on a thin model in a magazine wasn’t close to the dress that looked best on them.

When Shelley was sixteen years old, in 1981, the soap opera General Hospital staged the TV wedding of the millennium, sending characters Luke and Laura down the aisle before thirty million viewers. Because Laura wore a champagne-pink gown, a hint of pink became the go-to color for countless Becker’s brides. That was fine. But a lot of the brides also wanted to wear gargantuan, forehead-covering, doodad-dripping headpieces that echoed Laura’s. Not all women look good in monstrous headpieces. Those with small faces and features get lost with them. Those with fat faces look fatter. At sixteen, Shelley learned how to tell brides, “No, that’s not really you.”

“But it’s so perfect . . .”

“No, I’m sorry. It isn’t. Not for you.”

Shelley also learned to accept the futility inherent in waiting on certain customers. Because Becker’s had such a large selection, brides would often drive from distant towns, fall in love with a dress, then leave without buying it.

“What happened?” Shelley would ask after such customers left.

“They’re probably going to have their hometown store just order it,” an older saleswoman would explain, “so they don’t have to drive a hundred miles back here for second fittings.” For Becker’s saleswomen, the process could be demoralizing.

Shelley’s mom, Sharon, was always worried about cash flow and making payroll. She sometimes took it hard when a bride departed empty-handed. “It was as if we failed,” a saleswoman recalls.

Still, the store dealt in volume and racked up sales. Saturdays were usually crazy free-for-alls. Two or three brides would share each dressing room. Given how crowded it was, less-inhibited brides would disrobe right on the sales floor, out in the open.

It wasn’t uncommon for a bride to come in without underwear on, so no lines would show. “Will you zip me up?” she’d ask. And that meant a saleswoman had to reach down her bare buttocks and start zipping. Some brides wore too much perfume. Others smelled of body odor. Saleswomen always made sure to wash their hands before lunch.

There were all sorts of techniques Shelley learned from the veterans on the sales floor. It was important to read the relationship between a bride and her mother. If there’s tension, what’s the root of it? Often, a bride would give her saleswoman a “help me” look, and it was easy to tell that she needed the freedom to think for herself, without her mom’s sledgehammer bossiness. A saleswoman could help by directing questions almost exclusively to the bride. If a mother wasn’t totally dense, she’d get the message.

On the other hand, a bride being disrespectful to her mother was harder to control. Even if a saleswoman could jolly the bride into being more courteous, there was no way to correct a lifetime of poor motherdaughter dynamics. In those cases, the goal was to make the sale and get the unappreciative bride and her beleaguered mother on their way.

Shelley saw that the older saleswomen had a sense of humor but remained as dignified as possible. As Sharon hired in local teens and twenty-somethings—including three girls who would go on to marry Shelley’s brothers—the vibe in the store changed. The store might have been a hallowed institution, but the younger saleswomen were determined to entertain themselves there, and they found goofy ways to do so.

The place had mirrors everywhere, of course, and so the young saleswomen couldn’t avoid looking at themselves all day long. Unless they had high self-esteem, they were always noticing their flaws, their acne, their less than movie-star-like profiles. The tools of their trade—tape measures  and mirrors—led the young salesgirls to self-consciously assess one another. On a slow day, when no bride was nearby, they’d measure the length of one another’s noses, fingers, or ears and compare stats.

When Shelley’s mom was gone from the store for more than a few hours, the young salesgirls would sometimes try on dresses for one another and parade around. The jingle of the front door, signaling an arriving bride, would lead them scurrying to hide in a dressing room. Then they’d return, composed: “Can I help you?”

Once, a bride’s mother did a double-take, asking the saleswoman: “Is there a reason you’re wearing a veil?”

The saleswoman hadn’t realized it was still on, but recovered well. “Hey, I’m single and I work in a bridal shop. I can’t resist.”
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The Beckers worked hard, six days a week, but there was one workday a year, Good Friday, when they took a three-hour break. Each Friday before Easter, as noon approached, Shelley’s mom would ask all the brides to get back into their street clothes because the store would be closed from noon to three p.m. Catholics consider those three hours to be holy; that was the time Jesus was on the cross before he died. Sharon made a grand embrace of Good Friday. She’d invite her whole extended family over to her house for salmon patties, and the youngest kids would get to decorate Easter eggs. It was a nice Becker’s tradition, a respite from the unrelenting bridal trade. But by 3:05, all the saleswomen needed to be back at work. And there was often a line of brides waiting to get into the store as Sharon unlocked the front door.

Shelley often found herself looking around the store at the cluttered boxes, the less-than-elegant, warehouse-like ambiance, and she thought that if she ever ran the place, she’d make changes. Shelley always had a visual eye, and though she never offered suggestions to her parents, her urges to renovate someday were catalogued in her head.

She worked at Becker’s every day after school from three thirty until it closed at eight p.m., and then all day Saturday, which meant in both junior  high and high school, she had little time for her friends. While they were at the school dances on Friday nights, she was working at the store, waiting patiently for brides to step out of fitting rooms.

Again and again, Shelley saw how crucial it was to make sure every bride had the dress she selected, perfectly altered, in time for her ceremony. If Shelley screwed up somehow, brides might respond as if she had ruined their lives. Shelley figured out early that this was a serious business.

On September 30, 1981, when Shelley was a high school freshman, eight inches of rain fell in Fowler in a matter of hours, leaving Main Street completely flooded. The man who owned the gas station two blocks to the west drowned. At Becker’s, water gushed uncontrollably through the front door.

Clark and Sharon had rushed out to get sandbags, but they couldn’t hold back the water. “Grab all the sold dresses on the ground floor!” Sharon shouted to Shelley. “Get ’em upstairs. Go, go, go!”

The Beckers knew that the dresses already altered, or slated for weddings in the weeks ahead, had to be saved first. If they were ruined, the store would be dealing with mass bridal hysteria. It was the wedding-dress equivalent of “women and children first.”

Shelley sprang into action, checking tags and carrying sold dresses, two at a time, over her head to higher ground. As the dresses were piled in heaps on the second floor, Shelley helped sort them, then ran down for more. Meanwhile, because there were news reports that Fowler was flooding, the phone at the store kept ringing with frantic brides asking if their gowns were submerged. “We’re doing our best,” Shelley heard her mom say again and again. Shelley knew that nothing less than their best would be acceptable.

The weeks leading up to the flood had been extremely busy at Becker’s. More than 750 million people worldwide had watched Princess Diana’s wedding two months earlier, and it seemed as if every Becker’s bride was swooning over the princess’s hugely poufy, hand-embroidered gown of 10,000 pearls. The brides loved seeing that twenty-five-foot, ivory-taffeta train stuffed into that not-big-enough carriage, and as a result, they also  wanted endless trains and extra-poufed sleeves for their dream dresses. It was exhausting pulling all those poufy, long-trained gowns up the stairs and out of harm’s way.

The store lost some inventory to the rising waters, but no bride waiting for her dress was disappointed. All the sold dresses were rescued. The Beckers brought in fans to dry the floors, and if any brides walked down the aisle smelling like flood water, their water-stained trains trailing behind them, no one came back and mentioned it.
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Shelley’s young life carried her from sale to sale, bride to bride, and crisis to crisis. She did her homework on the run, when there was a lull at the store, or not at all. She never thought about going to college, never really considered getting out of Fowler, never dated much. During her senior year, she enrolled in a work-study co-op program at Fowler High so she could leave at noon each day and head down to Becker’s.

When she thought about her life, she saw her purpose as helping out at the store and helping her younger siblings. But then it seemed her time had come.

One night, when Shelley was seventeen, she got out of Becker’s early enough to attend a friend’s party. Her friend had plotted to also invite an older guy named Gary Mueller so they could fix him up with her. And so Shelley found herself talking with this tall, handsome twenty-year-old who’d gone to school with her brother. Shelley and Gary had never spoken before, and she found him courteous but shy. She had to draw him out, but he was kind of funny in a low-key way if you listened closely.

In the weeks that followed, Gary fell for her fast, and Shelley remained taken by his quiet charm and good looks. He was a bit of a party boy—he often had a drink in his hand—but that described many of the young men in the area. And for Shelley, there was something exciting about that, too. When she was with him, she felt like she was escaping the confines and responsibilities of the bridal store.

For his part, Gary, then working in construction maintenance, didn’t  have the biggest of dreams. He was the youngest of six children, and the son of a General Motors line worker. His parents were older and had a Depression-era view of life, which left them very careful about spending and saving. Like many families in Fowler, they weren’t very tactile or effusive in expressing their love.

Taking their cues from their families, Gary and Shelley weren’t effusive about their feelings either. But once they started seriously dating, it seemed like an inevitable progression toward marriage. “I’ve found a guy,” Shelley thought. “This must be it.”

Gary had never been inside of Becker’s Bridal when he was a boy, but after he started dating Shelley, he saw how the store dominated the Beckers’ lives. He was impressed by the family’s commitment to the place, and by Shelley’s dedication to brides, her parents and her siblings. He sensed she’d make a good wife and mother.

One day in July 1984, Gary and Shelley were driving around Fowler and he pulled up onto the driveway of his parents’ house. He seemed nervous, more bashful than usual. He pulled out a box of candy, and a box with a ring in it. He didn’t really propose. “I want you to be my wife,” he said. “What do you think?”

“Yeah,” she said, “Sure.” They kissed, they hugged, and Shelley was excited. She had friends who were engaged. Now she was too. Gary was twenty-one. Shelley was eighteen.

She tried on dresses after hours at Becker’s, but didn’t search in earnest until she joined her mom that fall on a buying trip to Chicago. Sharon remembered how Grandma Eva had picked her bridesmaids and steered her into a dress for her wedding. And so she gave Shelley time and space to look around and make her own decision. “Let’s find something you’ll love,” she told Shelley.

At one point, a wholesaler showed Shelley a white satin dress that retailed for $3,000—quite a price at the time, and more expensive than any dress at Becker’s. (Today such a dress would cost $10,000.) It had a wedding-ring collar, Renaissance sleeves, and a Cathedral train, and it was  loaded with more sparkling beads and hand-sewn sequins than Shelley had ever seen in the store back in Fowler. “I love it,” she said.
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Shelley and Gary, just married, in 1985

“Then it’s yours,” Sharon told her.

They paid the wholesale price—$1,400—and took it with them.

During Shelley’s engagement, when she waited on brides at Becker’s, she had a new affinity for them. She couldn’t really describe it, except as “a secret feeling.” Excitement mixed with trepidation and uncertainty.

The wedding day, September 7, 1985, turned out to be one of the hottest, most humid September days ever in the Midwest. The University of Nebraska football team hosted Florida State that day, and the temperature on the field reached 133 degrees. In Chicago, thousands of people left their stifling homes for relief along Lake Michigan. Meanwhile, Shelley and Gary sweated through their ceremony at the Catholic church in Fowler, then held a reception for 450 guests seven miles east in St. John’s,  in a parks-and-recreation building without air-conditioning. The temperature in the hall topped 100 degrees.

Shelley’s hair sat flat on her head, and the wedding cake actually melted. The frosting kept slipping off the cake, coming to rest in blobs on the table. Every ten minutes, one of Shelley’s aunts would pick up whatever clumps she could and plop them back on the cake, but she eventually saw it was useless and stopped. Meanwhile, two of Shelley’s bridesmaids went MIA, having left the reception—twice—to go home and take showers. Several guests warned that they felt ready to pass out.

Shelley had walked down the aisle with mixed emotions. The thoughts in her head were: “I don’t think I want to get married. I don’t want to leave my brothers and sisters. They still need me.” Her caregiver identity was hard to shake. She was especially focused on her kid sister, Jenny, then eleven years old. Shelley, who helped raise her from birth, felt guilty about moving out of the family home and leaving Jenny behind.

As for her feelings for Gary, well, she was young and he was young and there they were. He looked handsome and he was sweet to her, and he seemed to have fewer fears. Did she love him? In a way, of course. But she thinks back to the nineteen-year-old girl she was and knows she didn’t fully understand love. How could she?

The reception was fine. A lot of dancing and drinking, some speeches no one really remembers. At midnight, Shelley and Gary started saying their good-byes before heading north to Michigan’s Mackinac Island. The parks-and-rec building had hardly cooled down. Someone said the temperature outside was still ninety-nine degrees. The remaining guests were weary and wet from perspiration as Shelley kissed them and thanked them for coming. They seemed just miserable. All of them needed a shower.

When she approached her mother to say good-bye, Shelley heard something she couldn’t recall ever hearing before. “I love you,” her mother said, and hugged her.

Surely Sharon had said it to Shelley when she was a baby. Maybe she’d said it at other times when Shelley was growing up. But Shelley felt, in that moment, as if these were new words from her mother. Had Shelley  been yearning to hear them? Hard to say. She would later analyze the moment and decide: “When you’ve never had something, you don’t necessarily long for it. Maybe you don’t know you need it.” Her parents weren’t expressive people. That didn’t mean they didn’t feel love.

Still, those words from her mom meant more to her than any other words exchanged that evening, including every “I love you” uttered by Gary.

“I love you,” her mother had said, and the words lifted Shelley up.

“I love you, too, Mom,” she responded, and hugged her mother tightly.

She left the hall with Gary, wearing her sweat-soaked wedding dress, and began her life as a married woman.




Chapter Eleven

Julie

Standing on the pedestal in the Magic Room, Julie Wieber has a clear realization: This may be the most bittersweet moment of her life.

When she first came to Becker’s in 1986, her mother and her future mother-in-law accompanied her. She was a twenty-one-year-old bride-to-be—bubbly, giggly, in love but naïve—chattering about her wedding plans and her hunky fiancé. She selected the very first dress she tried on. A few months later, she walked happily down the aisle with Jeff, an athletic and handsome young man she had known since childhood. They went on to have five children between 1987 and 1995—four daughters and a son.

Now, twenty-four years later and back at Becker’s, her walk into the Magic Room is far more sobering because her life has taken an unexpected and unwanted turn.

A nurse at a hospital in Lansing, Julie spent her adult life assuming that she’d one day return to Becker’s as a mother of the bride. Probably the mother of four brides. She never thought she’d be the bride standing on that pedestal again.

In certain ways, this 2010 Becker’s appointment is a replay of her visit in 1986. She again has chosen the first wedding dress that she tried on, although this time it’s ivory-colored and understated instead of white and full of flourishes. Her mother has again accompanied her, but this time, two of her daughters are here too.

As she stands here in her new dress, still beautiful at age forty-five, all the women in the Magic Room are crying—her mom, her daughters, the saleswomen. Shelley, leans against the east wall, also tearing up. (She and Julie are friends, as are their daughters.)

“I’d like to think that no one is crying unhappy tears,” Julie says, “that you’re all crying out of happiness because my life is coming back together.”

“Of course,” someone says, while everyone wipes their eyes.

At every step in this dress-buying process, Julie can’t help but think back to the day in 1986 when she first came to Becker’s. She closes her eyes for a second, remembering what it felt like to look at herself in the mirror as a twenty-one-year-old in a white wedding dress. She opens her eyes and here she is, middle-aged. That’s part of the magic in these Magic Room mirrors. “When I came to Becker’s the first time, I hadn’t yet had all these life experiences,” she later tells Shelley. “At age twenty-one, it was all about the dress. That’s what we focused on. The dress. The wedding.”

Back in 1986, she had decided to spend much of her savings—$900—to buy a fairly extravagant dress. She put $150 down, and planned to make payments of $100 a month. However, when she went to Becker’s to make the first payment, she was told she didn’t owe any more money. Her fiancé Jeff had already stopped by and paid off the dress. It was an early act of kindness by Jeff that would be followed by many more.
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Julie was born in Fowler, and grew up hanging around Jeff, her brother’s friend. Jeff, whose family owned the local lumber company, was a practical joker, the life of every party. People would say he was the most charismatic, friendliest guy they’d ever met, and he was known for his cheerful willingness to fix things for neighbors and friends. Dozens of people have stories about  how Jeff stopped by and helped them fix their garage doors, or taught them how to fish, or checked the salt in their water softeners. Starting when he was a teen, he had this urge to offer people hands-on help. Many in Fowler described him the same way: He was a boy, and then a man, with a big heart.

Jeff was built like a linebacker, tall and handsome with baby-blue eyes, and as he aged, he began to look like Christopher Reeve, or a more rugged version of David Hasselhoff. From their first real date, when Julie was eighteen and Jeff was twenty-one, she felt this huge attraction. There’s a photo from their wedding day, and Julie is gazing up at Jeff with a look that seems genuinely starry-eyed. For his part, Jeff liked to tell people that he loved Julie long before they ever dated—maybe all his life. At their wedding, a Bible verse was read: “Love never fails . . . love bears all things . . .”
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Julie and Jeff on their wedding day

Julie was devoted to Jeff in an old-fashioned way, committed to reaching for their dreams as a team. Her romantic role models were always her paternal grandparents—who died at ages ninety-nine and ninety-three, and were married for sixty-eight years—and her parents, married for fifty-eight years. Her mother, especially, is Julie’s closest confidante. Since she was a girl, Julie says, her mother has been the wisest presence in her life.

Jeff worked as a tool-and-die maker for General Motors in Lansing. He and Julie worked opposite shifts—her nursing shift at the hospital usually ran from seven a.m. to five thirty p.m., and he’d work two p.m. to ten thirty p.m. at GM’s Cadillac plant—and so their moments together were precious. They focused their free time on their kids’ sports and activities. They played in a coed volleyball league together and escaped to their cottage on Houghton Lake, a couple hours north of Fowler.

Jeff liked wearing Hawaiian shirts, drinking beer, fishing, hunting, and entertaining those who came his way with a full arsenal of comic moves. He did a dead-on imitation of Mike Brady, the dad from The Brady Bunch and was equally famous for his impersonation of a rabid dog. He liked taking Julie to a certain nightclub where the dance-floor lighting made white clothing glow in the dark. He’d nonchalantly pull his pants down a bit to show off his glowing white underwear while he danced. Across the dance floor, people couldn’t stop laughing, as a DJ kept instructing him over the loudspeaker: “You, with the pants down, pull ’em up!”

Jeff was proud of his ability to parcel out goofy nicknames to people, and he enjoyed watching little kids scratch their heads when he’d purposely mispronounce their names. At first, children would wonder why an adult would make such a mistake, and then they’d realize that Jeff’s mispronunciations were terms of endearment.

Most everything about Jeff appealed to Julie, and that was part of the reason their marriage succeeded. Researchers now say that happy marriages are often fueled by “irrational optimism” and “self-delusion”—in which at least one spouse idealizes his or her partner. If a wife finds a husband to be smarter, funnier, and more handsome than he actually is, her positive perceptions are good for the marriage, according to an ongoing study by University of Buffalo researchers.

Realists’ marriages can be more problematic, especially as years go by, and a partner’s charms can seem monotonous or overrated, while his faults feel magnified and unfixable. People who continue to idealize their spouses, even irrationally, have what the researchers describe as “a level of immunity  to the corrosive effects of time.” Long marriages are more satisfying when at least one half of a couple resists removing the rose-colored glasses.

In Julie’s case, whenever she talked glowingly about Jeff, she’d insist that she wasn’t inflating his positive traits. And his daughters—Stefanie, Lauren, Camie, and Macy—agreed. They idolized him too. When Camie was in fourth grade, she won a local Father’s Day essay-writing contest, beating out four hundred other children. “Any girl would love to have my dad in her life,” Camie wrote. Among her reasons: “He worked two jobs so my mom could go to nursing school and get her degree.” And: “You just have to see the oak benches and cabinets he makes, all from his heart and just for us!” Thanks to Camie’s essay, Jeff was named “Father of the Year” and won a new suit and tickets for the family to attend a Lansing Lugnuts minor-league baseball game.

Over a beer, Jeff once told his brother, “You know, girls can be trying at times. So you’ve got to figure ’em out. That’s the secret. In my case, I’ve got these four daughters, and I’ve come to realize that two of ’em are dogs and two of ’em are cats. The two that are dogs, I’ve got to give them a lot of attention. I’ve got to caress them. The two that are cats, they go their own way. They’re happy to be left alone. So I’ve adjusted, see? When I’m with the dogs, I caress and I play. When I’m with the cats, I give them room. And either way, I just remember to love them.”

Some fathers have trouble communicating with their daughters because, as researchers explain, males in conversation are hardwired to try to solve problems, while females usually want to first discuss their feelings. Jeff had a sense of how to talk to his girls when they had an issue. “Do you want me to help you find a solution,” he’d say, “or do you want me to just listen to you?”

Jeff was certainly a man’s man, and he raised the girls to be tough—to hunt and fish and know a thing or two about lumber—but he also recognized their femininity, their needs, the longings they felt.

Through most of the marriage, Jeff wasn’t an especially demonstrative husband—he didn’t always say “I love you”—but it was important to him that his daughters understood how much he loved Julie.

In November 2008, when Camie was fifteen, she went on a deer-hunting trip with Jeff, and they had a lot of light conversations about school, her friends, sports. He entertained her with impressions. But one night, in the middle of the woods, almost out of the blue, Jeff asked Camie a question: “Do you know how much I love your mother?”

Camie smiled at him. “Yes, I know you love her, Dad.”

Jeff looked at Camie for a moment, and she sensed he wanted to say something important. The joker was being serious. “I don’t think you and your sisters fully realize it,” he told her. “I don’t think you get just how much I really love your mother. And that’s the love I want all of you to have, the kind of love I feel for your mom.”
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Julie and Jeff later in their marriage

Long ago, Jeff and Julie had attended a “marriage encounter” weekend with other couples. It made Jeff uncomfortable. Each couple had to tell the story of how they fell in love. When it was Jeff’s turn, he couldn’t bring himself to go too deep. “I am a friend of Julie’s brother,” he said. “One day he promised me five dollars every time I dated Julie. Then he  offered me a twenty-five dollar bonus if I married her.” Jeff later told Julie: “No one needs to know our love story. You know how much I love you.”

“I do,” Julie told him, “but it’s always good to hear it.”

After he reached his midforties, Jeff had a lot of back pain, but he’d grimace through it and not say much. His back problem gave him an even greater appreciation for Julie, who as a nurse was able to offer advice and loving, patient attention. Jeff had three operations on his back, but the pain persisted. Doctors were so focused on his back that when they perused his MRIs, they never noticed that he also had heart issues.

On February 6, 2009, Jeff was in the basement in the family home in Fowler, building sections of a fireplace that he could take up to the family cottage on the lake. Julie was always complaining that she was cold in the cottage, and Jeff thought adding a fireplace would be a nice surprise for her. He was down in the basement for a while, awfully quiet, and when his twenty-year-old son Lee called down to him, there was no answer. Lee headed down the stairs and found Jeff dead. He was forty-seven.

Pathologists later determined that Jeff—the guy everyone always described as big-hearted—had died from complications of an enlarged heart. “An enlarged heart,” Julie repeated when given the news. “It doesn’t surprise me.”

More than 2,000 people showed up for Jeff’s wakes and memorial service in Fowler, which was pretty incredible for a town of 1,100. As people reminisced about him, everyone had a story. At one of the wakes, the stories went on for almost two hours.

“Uncle Jeff taught me to drive,” one nephew said, and paused for a punch line. “When I was eleven.”

A middle-school math teacher in Fowler talked of how Jeff always volunteered to be chaperone on his daughters’ field trips. “It was Jeff and all these mothers.”

One of Jeff’s pals spoke about what made Jeff a true friend: “A true friend is someone who stops over and brings you something you didn’t realize you needed, and now can’t do without it. A true friend tells you  how good you are at something and uses the word ‘bastard’ in the same sentence. Jeff Wieber is my true friend.”

“Even if you met Jeff just once, you remembered him,” said a doctor who worked with Julie at the hospital.

And Jeff’s niece may have put it best. “Jeff wasn’t just a character,” she said. “He also had character.”

Julie’s best friend spoke about what she had long observed: “What struck me most about Jeff and Julie was the love they had for each other. They never had to say a word to me about it. I could just see it in their eyes when they looked at each other.”

Shelley had left an underling in charge at Becker’s so she could go to the wake. As she sat there, absorbing the eulogies, she realized that she knew no couple as close as Julie and Jeff. “How will Julie move forward?” Shelley asked herself. “She’ll never be happy again.” She wondered if Jeff was somehow present, listening to the speeches.

Jeff and Julie’s daughter Lauren stood up and talked about the major snowstorm that hit Fowler three weeks before Jeff died. Even though his back hurt, Jeff got dressed in his heavy winter coat and headed outside to run the snowblower. Julie decided to join him with a shovel. When Jeff wasn’t looking, Julie winged a snowball at him. He gave her the finger—but with a smile—and then tossed a few snowballs her way. Soon, they were like two kids, tumbling in the snow together.

Neither of them knew it, but their three youngest daughters were watching them from the living-room window. “We could just see it so clearly,” Lauren said at the memorial service. “Our mom and our dad were each other’s best friends.”

Julie knew how true this was. Whenever the girls tried to play one parent against the other, Jeff told them straight. “Never try to come between me and your mom,” he’d say. “Mom was in the picture way before you were. And when you’re grown up and have your own life, she’ll be all I have.”

In the days after Jeff died, Julie couldn’t sleep. She’d exhaust herself and then fall into bed, hoping her eyes would close and she’d have a respite from her sadness.

One night, lying in bed, she remembered a note Jeff had written to her after his parents died. It was just a simple message that he left on her bedside table, so she’d find it when she got home from work. He wanted her to know how grateful he was for the support she’d given him while he was grieving the loss of his parents. “Julie, I love you so much,” he wrote, “and I appreciate everything you do.”

And so shortly after he’d died, Julie rummaged through her nightstand, hoping she still had that note. When she found it, she held it in her hands for a while. Then she dug a little deeper into the drawer and came upon another note Jeff had written.

It was a note he left for her one morning before a hunting trip. Julie had always wanted to kiss him before he left—she was superstitious like that—and was angry that he had taken off without saying good-bye or kissing her. His note was simple: “Julie, I’m sorry you were upset about the way I left. You know you’re my best girl and I love you.”

“I had forgotten about that note,” Julie later told Shelley, “but it was overwhelming to read it. I really felt I was meant to come upon it after Jeff died. I felt like he was speaking to me, like it was his apology for dying and leaving me behind.”

After Jeff died, Julie and each of the five kids met separately with a grief counselor. There were wounded feelings and unresolved issues. The kids were on edge and sad, fighting with Julie and one another. It felt as if the family was falling apart.

Julie’s mother, Helen—who had helped raise the kids while Julie was at nursing school—has always been close with all five of them. After Jeff died, the kids often turned to her for the solace that their mother couldn’t provide. Helen was saddened to see the kids arguing day after day. They were all hurting, and blaming one another for their pain. “Sometimes it feels like I want to disown all of them,” one of the girls admitted to Helen.

They’d find ways to bring each other down. One daughter would come home smiling about a good grade on a test, and she’d be told by her sister, “Who cares? Dad’s not here to see it.” It took a while for the kids to realize that, though they didn’t have their dad, they still had one another.

Because of HIPPA laws, the counselor couldn’t tell Julie much about what each of her children was saying in therapy. But the counselor did say this: “Your husband was an amazing man. Each of the five kids, individually, has told me the same thing. Each believed they were their father’s favorite child. Jeff must have had a way of dealing with his children that made them feel very special.”

In one session with the grief therapist, Julie admitted that she was struggling with great feelings of guilt—about not somehow saving Jeff, and about going on with her life and leaving him behind. “Can I point something out?” the therapist said. “You took marriage vows when you married Jeff, didn’t you? What were those vows?”

“I vowed to be there for him in sickness and in health,” Julie said.

“And do you remember the line ‘till death do us part’?” the counselor asked.

He reminded Julie that neither she nor Jeff could predict who would die first, but in their vows, they were allowing the surviving spouse to move on. “I’m sure Jeff wouldn’t have wanted your life to be over,” the counselor said. “He’d say you lived up to your commitment to him, to your vows, and you were a great wife. And now that death has parted you, it’s your choice what to do next. You can sit around feeling sorry for yourself forever, and ruin your life. Or you can resist feeling guilty, and move on.”

The counselor spoke of Julie’s responsibility to her four daughters and to her son. He told her: “The best thing you can do for your kids is be happy again.”

Julie had no intention of getting serious with another man, especially so soon after Jeff’s death. But her brother introduced her to a friend of his named Dean, a divorced man with four children of his own. Dean was a process engineer at the same Cadillac plant where Jeff had worked, though they were only acquaintances.

“He’s similar to Jeff in a lot of ways,” Julie would tell people. “He’s funny and warm, with a huge heart. And he’s easy. It takes no effort being with him. I used to describe Jeff as ‘a hell of a nice guy.’ That’s how I describe Dean.”

Very quickly—too quickly for some in Julie’s family—Julie and Dean announced they would be getting married. At Becker’s Bridal, her friend Shelley understood. “I’ve always found that if a widowed young woman had a good marriage, she’ll remarry fast,” she said.

Before they announced their engagement, Julie says, she and Dean were naïve. “We wanted all our kids on board,” says Julie. “We had this dream that all the kids would be accepting, that they’d help us pick out the ring. It was an unrealistic dream.”

They got engaged on a Friday night in March 2010, and woke up the next morning to tell the kids. Julie’s oldest and youngest daughters, Stefanie and Macy, were the only ones home. When Julie shared the news, it was as if a bomb had been detonated. Macy was especially livid. She told Dean and Julie she hated them. “How can you do this to us?” she said repeatedly. “We don’t want another man in our house—in Dad’s house!”

Julie kept responding, “You have to trust me. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

Julie and Dean headed to Julie’s mother’s house to tell her of the engagement, but Macy had already texted her grandmother and other siblings with the news. It was like an angry, high-tech message chain was moving around Fowler as fast as people could type.

Middle daughter Camie tried to be accepting. “Mom, I’m happy that you’re happy,” she said, “but I’ll need some time to absorb this.” The others took it harder. For weeks, Macy spoke about her anger toward Julie to anyone who would listen.

Finally, Julie’s mother, Helen, had had enough. “You know, you’re talking about my daughter, my flesh and blood,” she said. “I’ve watched her go through hell for fourteen months. And now, with Dean, she’s happy again. As a mother, seeing that her grieving daughter is happy again, well, it’s like an answer to my prayers. And Macy, I want to tell you something: You need to be careful about how you’re talking about my daughter.”

Julie’s kids were surprisingly moved by their grandmother’s tough message—by how sharply she defended Julie. That was a turning point. “My kids saw that I wasn’t just their mother,” says Julie. “I was my mother’s daughter.”

Julie tried hard to process the ways in which her daughters’ grief was different from hers. “None of us can replace Jeff,” she’d tell Shelley. “But I am able to fall in love again, to start a new chapter. For the girls, it’s different. They’ll never get another dad.”

Sometimes fitfully, sometimes with true grace, the family began trying to reconcile all of this. And so Julie found herself, at age forty-five, back in the Magic Room at Becker’s Bridal, with her mother and two of her daughters beside her, and her other two daughters at home, not yet ready to celebrate this new engagement.

Unlike in 1986, the wedding dress didn’t signify young love or an arrival into adulthood. This time it was a tangible reminder that Julie was starting over. It was as if putting on the dress spoke about where she’d been in her life. And it was about going forward, and what it will mean to be married again.

One night, Julie told Dean, “I will always love Jeff. That’s never going to change. But I know I can love you, too.”

“That’s more than enough for me,” Dean told her.




Chapter Twelve

A Daughter’s View of Marriage

A few months after Shelley’s daughter, Alyssa, signed on to work at Becker’s full-time in 2009, she began having what she calls

“the white blindness nightmare.” Now it comes several nights a week. The nightmare usually begins the same way. She is stuck in a thicket of wedding dresses, pressing up against her, and from beyond the whiteness (or the off-whiteness), people are chattering all at once. Some are telling her, in great detail, about what kind of dress they want. Others are complaining about ill-fitting gowns. In the dreams, Becker’s is hosting a trunk show and the store is jammed with women. Barriers are in places, but Alyssa can’t hold back the customers.

“They’re breaking down the barriers!” she calls out to Shelley.

“Try to stop them,” her mother responds.

“I can’t!” Alyssa says. “There’s no way to hold them back!”

Shelley isn’t surprised by her daughter’s dreams. She’s been having her own “white blindness” nightmares all her life. Her dreams became especially disconcerting once her three kids were born.

In Shelley’s dreams, she’s at the store, helping customers, and she  needs to break away. She has to get to one of her son’s sporting events, or to a parent-teacher conference for Alyssa, or somewhere where her kids need her, but the store is just jammed with brides and mothers.

In the dreams, Shelley always feels trapped, but she never tells a bride she has to go. She never even walks over to the store’s front door to attempt a getaway. She just knows that there’s no way she can leave, and so she stays—missing moment after moment of motherhood.

“What kind of train are you considering?” she’ll say to a bride, and then as she listens to the answer, smiling, there’s a sinking feeling in her gut and she’s thinking, “I’ve got to get out of here. I’m late. I’ve got to go!”

Maybe Shelley is recalling her own childhood, waiting for her mother to come home from the store. Maybe it’s her own guilty feelings about all that she missed as a mother while running Becker’s. Whatever the cause, it is the dream that keeps presenting itself. And, in another form, it is a dream that has found its way into Alyssa’s head too.

“You look gorgeous in this dress,” Shelley says to a bride, knowing that she belongs a few hundred yards across town, with her kids. But it might as well be a million miles away.
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Shelley’s 1985 marriage to Gary began on some high notes. They were a young, attractive couple, and people talked of how gorgeous they looked together. Gary was tall and dark, with a Tom Selleck mustache, and some said Shelley was the cutest girl in Fowler. For both of them, there was a natural thrill in the process of starting their adult lives. Just the concept of living together and making plans for dinner or the weekend, as husband and wife, could be exciting, especially for Shelley who for so long defined herself in just two ways: as her siblings’ babysitter and as a saleswoman at the store.

For a while after they married, Shelley and Gary lived together across the street from the bridal shop, in a small upstairs apartment in the building where the store’s seamstresses worked. Each morning, Shelley walked thirty steps over to Becker’s Bridal, where she logged sixty-hour weeks  working for her parents. Gary worked outside of town on construction jobs, and later took care of maintenance at a strip mall.

Gary’s mother and father were much older than Shelley’s parents. His dad, a World War II veteran born in 1911, worked the assembly line at a General Motors plant for most of his life. When Gary was born in 1963, his dad was fifty-two, and his mom, a homemaker, was forty-four. They were stoic people who clung to their Depression-era values. Given his frugal upbringing, Gary was very taken with the Becker family. True, like his parents, the Beckers weren’t effusive about their feelings. But unlike his parents, they were ambitious risk-takers, and Gary admired that. The Beckers were self-employed businesspeople who understood the financial peril that could result from filling their store with thousands of wedding dresses. They did it anyway. Gary understood his father’s desire to earn a steady paycheck working on the assembly line. But his dad was satisfied living a smaller life, while Gary’s in-laws were building a modest dynasty.

“The Beckers made money and spent money,” Gary now recalls. “Christmastime was crazy. You’d walk out of my in-laws’ house with carloads of presents.”

Early on, Shelley didn’t give a great deal of thought to the question of whether she and Gary were ready to start a family. It was just the natural progression for young couples in Fowler: marriage and then, in a blink, children. Yes, Shelley saw that Gary still liked to go out drinking with friends, often to excess; he hadn’t fully settled into responsible adulthood. But his heart seemed to be in the right place, and he had an obvious affection for Shelley. She figured he’d outgrow his immaturity.

Just twenty years old, Shelley felt prepared to be a mother, especially given a lifetime of looking after her siblings. And though she’d hardly been out of Fowler in her life, all of her experience at Becker’s led her to carry herself with a certain confidence. Motherhood didn’t scare her. And so even though neither she nor Gary were earning much money, and even though Shelley wasn’t quite sure how deep her feelings were for him, she was soon pregnant.

Their first child, Alyssa, arrived in 1986, a month overdue. “That baby does not want to be born!” relatives had been telling Shelley, who ended up having a C-section.

Because Alyssa was so late in coming, she didn’t seem like a newborn. She looked four or five months old, and she was totally wide-eyed and alert.

In the years that followed, Alyssa turned out to be precocious on many fronts. She walked, talked, and began reading very early. In kindergarten, while other kids brought in their dolls and their cats for show-and-tell, Alyssa brought in articles she was reading in the newspaper. Her teacher was concerned that Alyssa gave off such an aura of maturity, and seemed more driven than other kids in Fowler. The teacher asked Shelley, then twenty-six, if she was pushing her daughter along too fast.

“I don’t think it’s anything I’m doing,” Shelley told the teacher. And in truth, Shelley was so busy at the store that she didn’t have time to push Alyssa along academically. Besides, Shelley had never been much of a student herself. It just seemed as if Alyssa was naturally intelligent, soaking up everything on her own. Alyssa attended kindergarten in the morning, and because her parents were both at work, she spent afternoons at a babysitter’s house, which she didn’t like much. For one thing, the sitter served peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches everyday. It got monotonous. But mostly, Alyssa just missed being with her mother. And so she convinced Shelley to let her come to Becker’s in the afternoons.
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Alyssa and her father, Gary

Little Alyssa tried to be of help at the store. She’d crawl around on the floor, picking up stray beads, or she’d tell customers that a saleswoman would be right with them. To pass the time, Alyssa would leaf through the wedding invitations featured on a desk near the front of the store. She decided that the Disney-themed invites would be the ones she’d use when she grew up and got married. At least when she was very young, Alyssa was idealistic. A bride was a princess. A groom was a prince. And so Disney ought to handle the invitations.

Alyssa wasn’t sure what to make of the brides, their wedding plans, and especially the uncertain feelings stirring inside of her about how men and women interact. Each day was an education, or a chance to play-act.

Once a young boy came into the store—he must have been the younger brother of one of the brides—and Alyssa walked back and forth in front of him with a pencil and a pad of paper, trying to look like an official saleswoman. The boy hardly noticed her, and she wasn’t even clear in her own mind about what she was trying to do with this awkward attempt at flirting.

Like Shelley did when she was young, Alyssa would hide out behind the dresses, or in the closet underneath the main stairwell, where the slips were stored. It was her own little cave. She could nap or listen to the muffled sounds of the brides out on the showroom floor. She felt secure there.

Alyssa’s grandparents, Clark and Sharon, were still running the store then, and once a year, on a Sunday afternoon, they’d put on a bridal show in a local auditorium. Daughters, daughters-in-law, and young saleswomen got paid fifty dollars to walk down the runway as brides. The Becker granddaughters, including Alyssa, got to be flower girls and junior bridesmaids. Grandsons were ring-bearers. Most of those in attendance never realized just how many Beckers were working that runway. Clark and Sharon would celebrate after the show by taking everyone to dinner at a restaurant in Lansing.

Shelley was very involved in planning these shows, just as she was becoming central to operations at the store. But through it all, she was still her parents’ employee, which was not always easy for her. She had ideas  for how Becker’s could be better managed and promoted. She thought the sales floor had to be seriously spruced up. After all, the 1990s had arrived, and to compete, Becker’s needed to look more like a chic salon than a small-town dry-goods store. But Shelley sensed her parents’ resistance, and mostly kept her ideas to herself.

Alyssa didn’t have a full understanding of the pressures her mother was under, but she did see that Shelley had a lot on her mind. In part because her mother was so busy with work, Alyssa became something of an attention-seeker when she was young. Like daughters everywhere, she longed to be noticed, to get her mother to look in her direction. Sometimes, she found calculated ways to do this.

She liked to hide out in different places, without telling anyone, and she got a charge out of knowing that people were looking for her. She enjoyed listening to what they had to say about her as they searched; almost like Tom Sawyer at his own funeral. Maybe she needed to hear people she loved showing concern for her.

In the summer of 1991, for instance, during a family gathering at her grandparents’ lakeside cottage, five-year-old Alyssa slipped away from her parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. She folded herself into a tiny closet where beach towels were stored, and waited to see what would happen.

When Shelley realized her daughter wasn’t around, she started calling for her. “Alyssa? Alyssa?” And soon enough, Alyssa could hear fifteen of her relatives scurrying all over the house, chattering about her. “When did you last see her? Where was she?”

“Alyssa? ALYSSA?”

“Did anyone see her going into the lake?”

Alyssa could feel her loved ones’ trepidation, the growing panic. Had she run off and gotten lost? Had she drowned? And yet she sat in her hiding place, saying nothing.

Even at age five, she was intuitive enough to know that she had ratcheted up the stakes. If she simply stepped out of the closet and identified herself, she’d be reprimanded for not responding to those calling her  name. And so she decided she’d stay there, and when and if the closet door was opened, she’d pretend to be fast asleep.

After fifteen minutes of searching, someone did open the door to the towel closet, and shouted, “She’s here. She’s sleeping!” Shelley came running up and gave Alyssa a hug. “Honey, I’m so glad we’ve found you. We were so worried.”

Alyssa rubbed her eyes, a little actress playing the role of a child just waking up, and hugged her mother back. She was relieved that she wasn’t getting in trouble. Though she felt a bit guilty receiving that hug from her relieved mother, she also felt happy in Shelley’s arms, happy to be front and center for that moment in her mother’s thoughts.

At the time, and in the months that followed, Shelley didn’t think much about Alyssa’s motivations for her disappearing acts. But now she understands. Maybe smart little Alyssa was noticing things weren’t always going well in their household, that her father was drinking too much, that her parents’ marriage wasn’t what it should have been.

“When a child is hiding, part of her is yearning to be found,” Shelley now says. “By hiding, it was as if she was saying, ‘Find me, talk to me, give me attention, notice me. I’m here.’ At the time, I didn’t see any of that. I just didn’t see it.”
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Alyssa holds tightly to her warmest memories of her father and mother from the years when she and her two younger brothers were kids. On Saturday evenings, after Becker’s closed, Gary and Shelley would often hold “Movie Theater Night” at their house. They’d buy a few bags of candy and rent a G or PG movie on VHS at Fowler’s mom-and-pop video store. The kids would earn tickets for candy and the show by doing chores all week long: washing the dishes after dinner, keeping their rooms clean. “Those movie nights were kind of an adventure,” Alyssa now says, “like we were going somewhere else, away from Fowler.”

On weeknights, Shelley was often at the store, and Alyssa liked spending time with her dad, just sitting on the couch, watching kid-friendly TV shows such as The Wonder Years. Gary identified with the show because Kevin, the Fred Savage character, was from his generation. Alyssa was drawn to fact that it was a family show, but the family was far from perfect. She also liked the running commentary delivered by the adult Kevin off-screen. “I like being inside somebody’s head,” she told her dad.

They watched reruns of Leave It to Beaver and Happy Days, and one year Gary helped Alyssa put together a Fonzie costume for Halloween. Even if her dad was drinking, at least in those early years there was a softness about him, a fatherly concern and love that made it through the haze of alcohol.

When Alyssa was in first grade, she decided she wanted to lip-sync the Jerry Lee Lewis hit “Great Balls of Fire” with her friends at her school’s talent show. After work one night, Gary surprised her by coming home with a cassette tape of the song. There was no record store near Fowler, and even down in Lansing, he had trouble finding the song. But he’d gone out of his way and tracked it down, and Alyssa loved him for that.

She practiced the song with her friends each day at recess, but before the auditions, the other girls chickened out, and Alyssa went by herself. Then she got scared too, and never performed in the show.

And yet Alyssa retains this warm memory of her father walking through the front door with that cassette tape, a wide smile on his face, eager to help her become a lip-sync star. It’s funny, she thinks now, how little moments can come to define acts of love.
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Gary worried about how hard Shelley was working. He saw the stress on her face, saw how that stress affected their relationship. “You’re a slave to the store,” he’d say. She’d shrug. That was her life.

Each night when Shelley came home, Gary needed to feel her out. Had it been a good or bad day? Was she overwhelmed by a nitpicking bride’s mother, or was there a moment during the day that lifted her spirits, a bride whose story touched her?

Gary knew that Shelley was considering the possibility of someday taking over the store, and he knew she faced challenges working for her parents. Sometimes she’d confide in him about her dreams for the place, and for her life, and even for their lives together. Sometimes she’d shut down.

Alyssa, as a child, observed and absorbed the stresses in her mother’s life. She knew it wasn’t always easy for Shelley to work with her parents. She knew Shelley felt guilty when she wasn’t at home. She never thought: “My mother loves her job.” She thought: “Wow, my mother is working hard and it’s not easy. I worry about her.”

Shelley felt guilty about all the hours she was at the store, and so she sometimes overcompensated by taking on even more responsibilities on the home front. Alyssa’s Girl Scouts troop needed a troop leader, and though there were plenty of girls whose mothers didn’t work outside of the home, it was Shelley who stepped up to the task, serving for ten years. When the woman in charge of the entire territory of Girl Scouts troops resigned, Shelley took on that job too. It was partially the working mother’s guilt, but she also relished the chance to escape from the store.

Alyssa’s favorite Girl Scouts activity was Trade Day. The girls would bring items from home to trade with each other: candy, fruit, toys. Alyssa was the star trader on two fronts. First, she felt like she had a clear business sense, just from hanging out at the store. On top of that, she also had the best stuff to trade, because her mother would let her take home pieces of inexpensive jewelry from Becker’s that no one was buying.
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Alyssa and Shelley at a Girl Scouts outing

Sometimes, Shelley would bring the troop down to Becker’s for a tour or to try on veils and to look in the old mirror. “I wonder who I’ll marry,” she’d hear them saying as they looked in the old mirror. Alyssa, a store veteran, would show the girls all around, including a tour of her secret hiding place under the staircase.

For years, Shelley also hosted third- and fourth-grade classes at the store. Fowler was such a small town that the students could walk over, single file, from the local elementary school. Shelley talked to them about how the business was run, how the brides went about choosing dresses. Some brides enjoyed a pack of kids watching them conduct their dress searches. Others were a bit peeved that their big moment was being spoiled by curious third-graders.

Shelley hoped that she was inspiring all the girls who came through to notice that women could run businesses. But beyond that, she also hoped she was teaching them about growing up and falling in love, about finding a man and what a wedding dress represents—about starting a life. Offering rosy views of romance to wide-eyed third-grade field-trippers seemed like a simplistic no-brainer. Young girls needed the vision of happily ever after, didn’t they?

It’s ironic, really, that Shelley was selling the concept of love down at the store when there was so much uncertainty at home. And truth was, those years were overwhelming for Shelley on a lot of fronts. She was working hard at Becker’s. She had an alcoholic husband, and there was a growing distance between them. And every moment she was not at work, she was committed to being there for her kids. It was like she was on a merry-go-round that wouldn’t stop.

Alyssa saw this, day after day. She felt it. Her heart went out to her mother. And as she got to know her mother’s caretaker soul, her selfless streak, she wanted to emulate it and celebrate it. Eventually, Alyssa found an outlet to showcase Shelley’s unsung attributes. In sixth grade, she  showed off her blossoming writing skills by winning a countywide essay contest on the subject “I Love My Mom Because . . .”

“I love my mom because she is like a lost-and-found box,” Alyssa wrote. “When you lose your mittens, she brings them back. If you can’t find your teddy bear, she can convince him to come home with a smile on his face, like the one my mom always has. If you lose your balance, she picks you up and gives you a hug. When you lose hope in yourself, a talk with her will make you feel like you can touch the sky. If you lose your friend, she will give you the strength to get her back.

“Unlike other lost-and-found boxes, my mother has love and a whole box full of it. She would never leave you in the dark without a flashlight. She would never forget to give you her heart of love.”
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All along, it wasn’t just Shelley noticing that Gary had alcohol issues. Alyssa saw it too. She saw the tension between her parents. She saw that the more her father drank, the more her mother pulled away. Not infrequently, Shelley would get home from the store and Gary would be asleep on the couch, or passed out from drinking. She would wake him and berate him. She would nag. He’d be resentful. Or he’d promise to clean himself up, but he couldn’t do it. Shelley sometimes wondered if he felt inadequate, having a strong working woman for a wife.

Most of all, Shelley worried about the children’s safety. What if Alyssa or her brothers hurt themselves while Gary was watching them? Would he be sober enough to help them? What if he had to drive them to school or a friend’s house? Would he be too drunk to get them there safely?

An incident would sometimes happen at home, while Shelley was at the store, and she’d never get wind of it. There were times when Gary got sick from drinking, and Alyssa would clean up after him. She was fastidious, making sure her mother wouldn’t notice anything amiss. Like her mother before her, Alyssa was a caretaker, only she was looking after not just her two younger brothers, but at certain times her father, too.

Alyssa’s heart went out to her father. As young as she was, she recognized that an alcoholic isn’t really his true self when he’s drinking. She longed for him to be sober, but loved him and tried to forgive him when he wasn’t.

One evening, when Alyssa was in Girl Scouts, she attended a fatherdaughter dance with her dad, and entered the “cakewalk.” Numbers were placed on the ground, music was played, and if a girl stopped on the right number, she’d receive a cake. Alyssa ended up winning a beautiful cake, and was very proud of herself. She was just beaming.

Gary had been drinking that night, however, and as they walked out of the dance, with him holding the cake, he dropped it, took a look at how it had plopped on the ground, and started laughing. Given his drunkenness, something about the way the cake fell seemed completely amusing to him. But he wasn’t so drunk that he didn’t see the look in Alyssa’s eyes. “She was heartbroken,” he now says.

He has apologized to her repeatedly in the years since. He has bought her several cakes. “There are dumb things I did,” he says, “and when I think about them, I cringe. I know alcoholism is considered a disease, but that doesn’t lessen my responsibilities. The look on Alyssa’s face that day I dropped the cake, I won’t ever forget that.”
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Her parents’ strained relationship made things confusing when Alyssa went to Becker’s to hang out with her mom and grandmother. It was hard for her to reconcile the images of smiling brides, heading into marriage, with her understanding of the marriage she observed in her own house. “To me, a marriage was a mom, a dad, and kids,” she now says. “Marriage was a family. I didn’t see it as a special love between two people. I have no memories of my parents in love, so I didn’t know what love looked like.”

Once, when Alyssa was eight, Shelley and Gary had been fighting, and afterward, Alyssa followed her mother into her bedroom and asked, “Did you ever love Dad?”

Shelley didn’t fully answer. She acknowledged the struggles caused by Gary’s drinking, and said she hoped he would get himself help. She reminded Alyssa that he was a good man in a lot of ways. But she couldn’t bring herself to say that she had ever loved him. “My parents might have tried to teach me about love when I was young,” Alyssa says. “But it wasn’t by showing me the love between them.”

By the time Alyssa was eleven, Shelley was sleeping with her on many nights. Shelley couldn’t bring herself to share a bed with Gary. And yet each day, she’d dress herself up, head down to Becker’s, and sell the idea of love to brides and their parents.

For his part, Gary knew that his drinking was creating a distance between him and Shelley that was becoming too wide to breach. “You’re going to have to slow down or she’s going to leave you,” Shelley’s brother told him one day.

“I know that,” Gary responded. “I know I’m losing her.”

Several times, Gary found the strength to quit, and he’d remain sober for a few months at a time. He always relapsed. As he sees it now: “Alcoholism is a disease that tells you that you don’t have a disease.”

He had been drinking a great deal of beer, hiding the bottles, and as he got older, he turned to hard liquor. He ended up in rehab five times, and several stays were required by law because of drunk-driving convictions. At one point, he spent sixty days in jail.

There were times when Shelley found herself trying to talk Gary out of suicide. She didn’t think he’d actually do it. But she eventually stopped coddling him and got tough. “Who the hell do you think you are?” she said at one point. “If you want to knock yourself out of this world, that’s one thing. But you’re leaving behind three kids who love you. And that’s just a selfish thing to do.”

In 1999, when Alyssa was thirteen years old, Shelley told Gary she wanted a divorce, and they separated.

By that point, she felt she had no choice. Gary’s alcoholism was a threat to the kids’ safety. She had to take action. She tried to reason with Gary. “If there isn’t an openly expressed love in the house, how unhealthy is that for the kids?” she asked.

Gary couldn’t argue with her. He was upset, but he knew he couldn’t  blame her. “For a long time,” he now says, “she was a caregiver and I was a care taker. At first she was very willing to help. But by the end, she was just disgusted. She was only looking out for the welfare of the kids. If I was watching the kids and drinking, would I be able to take care of them?” They both knew the answer to that question.

For the four years that followed, a good part of Alyssa resented Shelley for breaking up the family. She kept a journal, but couldn’t always bring herself to write about her parents. But she wrote observations about Becker’s Bridal, about what it took for her grandmother and her mother to run the place. When she was fifteen she wrote, “I suppose one day I’ll be the one running the store. I’ll be the boss. And when that happens, I’m going to have to be a bitch.”

Shelley understood her children’s sense of loss that Gary was out of the house. And so she always invited him over for holidays, always made sure he knew about the kids’ school activities. He’d be there Christmas morning when presents were opened, and remained a constant presence in their lives. That wasn’t enough for Alyssa, who felt her mother had taken her father away from her.

But Gary now looks back at the divorce with appreciation. The divorce likely saved him from dying in a car accident, or from cirrhosis of the liver. “Shelley gave me the tough love I needed,” he says. “She helped me hit rock bottom, which started the whole process toward recovery. She did what she had to do.

“There’s a good chance that I wouldn’t have quit if she didn’t leave me, that I’d have drunk myself to death. She helped save my life.”

Shortly after Shelley told Gary she was leaving him, he was in court-ordered rehab and, as part of his therapy, wrote letters to Shelley and their kids. “I’ve never really told anyone my feelings,” he wrote to Alyssa. “That’s how I was brought up. I’m learning to express how I feel, and to tell you the truth, it’s very hard.” He wrote of his sorrow because he missed a school parade that Alyssa was in, “Everyone said how beautiful you looked and I thought to myself, ‘She looks like that every day.’”

[image: 053]Gary missed Alyssa when she was on her school’s homecoming court, but wrote her to say he heard she’d looked beautiful.

He wrote that he was praying for her to understand how his life had ended up in that rehab center. “The best I can do is to change myself for the better. I’ve been looking for a place like this ever since I admitted to myself that I am an alcoholic . . . This place has taught me that I am human and I’m allowed to make mistakes. I thank God for giving me an other chance so I may correct my mistakes and the harm I inflicted on everyone.

“Alyssa, I can’t explain how very proud I am to have you as my daughter. I just hope you know it. I miss you with an unconditional love forever.”

He knew that Alyssa was angry with her mother about the divorce, and he knew Shelley had done what she needed to do. He ended his letter: “Give mom a hug for me. Tell her you love her on Christmas. Just do it, Alyssa. Thanks!”

As Gary worked to find his way to sobriety, as months and then years passed, he discovered something about love. “If you really love somebody, if it’s really true love,” he told Alyssa, “then sometimes you have to let it go. I knew your mother couldn’t be happy with me, not the way I was. I knew that. And so I had to love her enough to want her to be happy  without me. I say this without resentment, without any grudges. I still love her, and I want her to be happy without me. That’s what I wish for her.”

After a childhood of not really seeing or understanding the bonds between her mother and her father, Alyssa finally had a sense of things. Her father was describing a kind of love most of the brides at Becker’s couldn’t yet fathom.
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