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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
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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
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