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“For goodness' sake, Sofia, just put the dress on.”

“ But Mama, it’s horrid. Why can’t I wear a nice dress?”

“Don’t be ridiculous; there is nothing wrong with the dress.”

Sofia stood in front of the full-length mirror. The dress in question was bright yellow, featuring frills and tucks. Sofia felt like crying. She wanted to impress Louis, but he would ridicule her in this disgusting dress even if he noticed her. Tears welled in Sofia’s eyes. Why did her mother treat her as though she weren’t capable of choosing her clothes? Instead of making her look like a modern fifteen-year-old girl, Sofia’s clothes made her look like a five-year-old. How could she get Louis to look at her as a woman when her mother forced her to wear clothes like this awful dress?

When Sofia walked into the sitting room, Louis and her father were with Mr Rossi, Louis’s father, and her Uncle Gino.  She looked at the group, hoping to sneak into the room without the men noticing her. Sofia’s desire for the room’s occupants to overlook her failed when her father glanced at her. When he saw Sofia, her father’s eyes widened, but he quickly hid the surprise and smiled widely at his daughter.

“Ah, here is my beautiful daughter. Isn’t she lovely, Louis?  It makes me proud to look at such a beautiful young lady.”

Sofia’s cheeks flamed a bright red, and she ducked her head. She noticed that Louis did not comment on her father’s question about her beauty, and, truthfully, it would be challenging to agree with it without laughing.

When the guests were seated for the meal, Sofia wasn’t surprised to discover that her dinner companion was Louis. Her parents had pushed the two together since Louis reached puberty, and the desire for the couple to become engaged would intensify when Sofia turned sixteen. Louis knew the plan to marry him off to Sofia, but he had no interest in the plain, gawky child. Louis glanced sideways at the girl and wondered why she bought such ugly dresses or didn’t do something with her hair instead of wearing it in a schoolgirlish braid. He shuddered delicately; there was no way he would marry this frightful frump. He would never succumb to his parents’ wish to unite the two families.

It mortified Sofia that her mother had seated Louis and Sofia together. Louis hadn’t spoken to her after his initial greeting; He telegraphed his opinion of her clearly enough for her to realise that her infatuation with the sophisticated, handsome man could go nowhere. She was tongue-tied in his presence, so he conversed with the guest on his right. The dinner and the following conversation were a nightmare for Sofia, and she couldn’t wait for the night to end.

After the guests left, Sofia asked to leave the room. Before she could go, her mother patted the seat beside her, indicating that Sofia should sit with her.

“I went to the trouble to arrange the table, so you sat next to Louis, and you barely spoke to the man. How do you hope to encourage his interest if you sit silently next to him, not speaking a word?”

Sofia groaned. “How can I encourage his interest when you dress me like a five-year-old? I hate my clothes; I want to look like other fifteen-year-olds, and you make me dress like a child or a matron. You never let me choose my clothes. Maybe Louis would realise I’m not five if he saw me in modern, flattering dresses. And just in case you missed it, your desire and his parents will never come to pass. Even Father was appalled at the dress; the shocked look said it all. I disgust Louis, and no amount of pushing will get the result you all want.”

“You need to try harder. Louis will do his duty by his family, and you must encourage his interest.”

“This is not the nineteen fifties; you can’t dictate who I marry, and Louis is not stupid enough to marry someone he despises to make his family happy.”

Sofia flounced out of the room, ignoring her mother’s demand that she stay seated. Once she reached her bedroom, Sofia ripped off the ugly yellow dress and scrunched it in a heap on the floor. She flung open the cupboard and surveyed its contents. Tomorrow, Sofia would alter the dresses that her mother purchased for her. She would remove all the frills and ruffles and change the necklines. If her mother refused to buy suitable clothes, she intended to alter them to suit herself. 

Sofia knew that no amount of pretty dresses would sway Louis. He was well out of her league, and the pressure from both their families would not sway his decision. She was glad he had no interest in her; she couldn’t imagine how awkward it would be to have him date her while she sat in embarrassed silence. Louis’s presence sent her heart racing, and the scent that clung to him made her feel flushed and hot. Knowing Louis wasn’t interested in her didn’t stop her from fantasising about him. At fifteen, while she had no experience with boys, she knew what went on between a man and a woman, and she dreamed at night of Louis and the passion they might share if he cared for her.
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Mrs Olivetti stood back, gazing at Sofia.
“ I  knew we should have had more ruffles on that dress. Botheration! It’s too late to do anything about it now, but I must remember the next time I have a dress made to go with my ideas.”

Sofia looked at the dress and was glad she had persuaded the seamstress to remove the three extra ruffles her mother had requested. Who wanted to look like a ballerina in a tutu at their wedding? Unfortunately, her mother had taken control of the wedding arrangements, and Sofia had little input. When the wedding turned into an enormous event, Sofia tried to intervene. She begged Louis to convince her mother to downsize the arrangements and have a family wedding, but he refused. So here she was, ready to walk down the aisle in front of hundreds of people.

Her bridesmaids, Louis’ cousins who should have been helping her dress, were off somewhere else, and her mother lifted the voluminous gown over her head. After her mother helped with her dress, the hairstylist spent a few minutes fussing with Sofia’s hair. Sofia’s braid, a feature of her appearance since her father told her many years ago that he liked girls with long hair, was twirled into an updo. With a braid as long as Sofia’s, the stylist spent hours creating a look that incorporated it. Finally, the woman suggested that Sofia have a haircut, but Sofia's mother refused, even though Sofia had considered it.

Sofia stood facing the mirror. She couldn’t believe that the image in the mirror was her. Nerves jiggled in her stomach as she waited for her father to appear to walk her down the aisle. Sofia had loved Louis since they were children; today, she would become his wife. The whirlwind romance had taken her by surprise; one moment, Louis barely knew she existed, and the next, he asked her out. The sudden arrival of a gaggle of sniggering women caused her to narrow her eyes. The women who were to attend to her were Louis’s cousins, but they were of no help. This day was the most important for Sofia, and she wanted the women to support and encourage her, but they focused on their gowns and hairdos rather than helping her.

As the door opened, everyone turned towards her father, resplendent in a fitted tuxedo. His eyes glided over his only daughter, and when their eyes met, he smiled.

“Come on, Soph. We shouldn’t keep your groom waiting. Ladies, you must be ready to lead us into the church, so you'd best get going.”

Her bridesmaids filed out of the room, and then Sofia’s father led her through the door. The organ music picked up as the bridesmaids walked along the aisle. And with a smile at her father, Sofia followed. The church resembled a florist shop; blooms and posies decorated the ends of the rows of seats, and huge bouquets adorned the area around the pulpit. As Sofia walked toward Louis and the people who filled the church, she didn’t recognise anyone in the crowd. When she caught sight of Louis, thoughts of the congregation fled from her brain. Sofia’s eyes locked on her groom, but he stood with his back to her. A frown creased her forehead; shouldn’t Louis at least glance at her as she walked towards him? Instead, her father placed her hand on Louis’ arm and stepped back.

As they each made their vows, Sofia’s radiant glow vanished. Why did Louis sound like he didn’t want to make her any promises, least of all the promise of fidelity until death do us part? Instead of joy, Sofia felt confused and unsettled. At the end of the ceremony, the minister asked the crowd to welcome Mr and Mrs Louis Rossi, and the polite applause that greeted his announcement cheered Sofia. But there was something peculiar about the proceedings: Louis’ relatives looked as if they were at a wake, not a wedding. There were no smiles amongst the male participants of the wedding, and the bridesmaids continued to smirk.

The photographer, Kurt, waited for them at the church entrance and posed the couple and their attendants for group photos. He coaxed the group into smiling, though the results looked more like grimaces. Louis stopped him when he suggested they move to the riverbank for romantic shots.

“Get the group photos done. We don’t need to spend hours getting posed photos for posterity.”

Sofia looked up at Louis.

“Don’t I get any say in this? I think photos at the river would be lovely.”

Louis gave Sofia a scathing glance.

“If you want photos by the river, be my guest. I will wait here for you.”

Sofia gasped, and the photographer fiddled with his camera, embarrassed by the unusual exchange. He watched as tears welled in the bride’s eyes and wondered what had possessed these two to marry. Was this one of those arranged marriages that other cultures favoured, or was the groom nervous, and his moody behaviour resulted from his anxiety? Kurt sympathised with the bride; he wondered if she would reflect on this day and curse her foolishness in marrying this man.

“Will you need any other shots? What about photos of the two of you dancing at the reception?”

“No, thank you. That will be enough as long as you have the group photo.”

Louis ushered Sofia into the limousine and climbed in beside her. The silence between them was fraught with undercurrents, and Sofia was unsure how to proceed.

“Louis, have I angered you? You appear to be out of sorts.”

Louis glared at his new bride. “As if you don’t know.”

The valet interrupted the conversation when he opened the door for the couple to descend. What the heck was happening? And what did Louis mean by his last comment? She didn’t understand why her wedding was so sombre. As they made their way to the bridal table, people stepped forward to greet Louis, and Sofia realised again that she didn’t know any of them. While some people slapped Louis on the back and wished him well, others appeared to be commiserating with him. That couldn’t be right, could it?

The nightmare that was Sofia’s wedding day continued with the reception. The best man and the groom made half-hearted toasts, and when the official part of the reception finished, Louis left the bridal table without a backward glance to mingle with the guests. Sofia sat alone at the table, wondering when her attentive companion had become a surly husband.

“Why are you sitting here alone?”

Sofia’s mother stood looking down at her daughter.

“This is your wedding day. You should thank the people who attended. Why is Louis greeting your guests alone?”

“ Louis is greeting the guests alone because he is angry with me and refuses to tell me what the problem is. Looking around the room, I don’t recognise even one person. Why should I talk to strangers you invited to my wedding for no apparent reason? This celebration resembles a convention, not a wedding reception.”

Mrs Olivetti sighed. “Most of the guests are Louis's business associates. He said they would feel insulted if he didn’t invite them, so he filled the guest list with people who had no connection to our family. The reception costs a fortune, so go out and enjoy yourself.”

Sofia watched her mother move away from the table. She would be ridiculed if she remained sitting at the table alone. As Sofia walked through the crowd, searching for her husband, she noticed curious looks and whispered comments. She sighed with relief when she spotted Louis with a blond woman. Her brow creased when she realised how close together the two were standing. Who was the woman, and why was she plastered against her husband? Louis made a whispered comment to the woman, and she laughed. The blond woman said something to Louis, and his head shot around, his glare resting on her. Sofia blushed under her husband’s gaze.

“What do you want?”

“Um, I hoped you could introduce me to your guests. There are so many people here that I don’t know.”

Louis sneered at his wife, and the blond woman sniggered.

“These people are business associates. So why should I introduce them to you?”

Sofia’s mouth gaped open, and then her eyes flared.

“You should introduce me, seeing as the damn freeloaders are at my wedding. Perhaps you could introduce me to the people my parents have never met but have spent considerable money feeding and entertaining. This event is not a conference; it’s my dammed wedding reception. Perhaps you should introduce me to this woman who is fondling you.  If this behaviour is the best you can do, I suggest you get a justice here, and these freeloaders and the tart can celebrate the annulment of our marriage.”

Louis glanced at the blond woman. “You will need to talk to my business associates while I take my wife upstairs.”

The woman nodded, winked at Louis and said, “Have fun.”

Sofia felt the blush rise from the tops of her breasts and race across her cheeks. Louis was never demonstrative in public, so she could only guess what the night would hold. Was he a gentle lover, or was he passionate? Sofia had never been with a man; should she tell Louis she was a virgin? Sofia turned toward the lifts with Louis’ hand on the small of her back. Several people who watched their progress from the room made crude comments and gestures. Sofia had never been more embarrassed in her life. Was this how a wedding reception was supposed to be?

When the couple arrived, Louis led Sofia into the room.

“Louis, I don’t know....”

“Don’t bother with any long explanations about your lack of experience. It won’t matter tonight because you are spending the night alone. I understand the whole wedding planning process, and today has been stressful, so I bid you goodnight.”

Sofia spun to look at her husband. 

“So not only are my parents paying for your freeloading business associates, but after a lacklustre wedding ceremony and a sombre reception, you are telling me that you cannot consummate the marriage? Don’t you think you should have advised me of your inability to perform your duties before tonight?”

Louis gave a nasty laugh. 

“Look  in the mirror and tell me why I can’t bed you?”

With one last snigger, Louis stalked from the room. The noise of the door clicking shut as her husband departed shattered Sofia. She stood transfixed, unable to comprehend this turn of events. Then, with a loud wail, she collapsed onto the floor; her dream wedding and marriage to the man she loved were a farce.

The sound of knocking at the door pulled Sofia from a restless sleep.

“Who’s there?”

“Mrs Rossi, I am delivering your wake-up call. Your husband ordered breakfast for you. May I enter?”

Sofia scrambled from the bed and pulled her dressing gown over her nightdress. She discovered a maid wheeling a 

laden trolley when she opened the door. She stepped back to allow the woman to enter, then gestured for the maid to move the trolley beside the table.

“Mr Rossi asked me to deliver a message. He said that you need to be ready to leave in forty minutes. The valet will remove your suitcases when you finish dressing. Mr Rossi suggested you eat this morning because it will be a long while before you reach your destination.”

When the woman left, Sofia shook her head. The damn man expected her to shower and eat in forty minutes. She dared not defy him; their honeymoon could be more tense than the first few days. The aroma coming from the covered plates tempted Sofia to take a peek. Bacon and eggs, along with a small plate of caviar. Who eats caviar for breakfast? The large pot of coffee was a disappointment, revealing how little Louis knew about his bride. Sofia abhorred coffee and would choose to die of thirst if it were the only choice. As she checked her watch, she realised that time was running out. Rummaging through her case, she pulled out a pair of jeans and a shirt.

Once she showered, Sofia dragged her cases into the hallway and started eating. Speed eating was not her favoured manner of dining, but she had no choice today. Sofia answered the door and waved at the porter with her mouth full of food. The man collected her bags on a trolley and asked if she was ready to leave. Now that she had swallowed the only portion of food she had tasted, she shrugged and followed the porter downstairs. As expected, Louis stood at the bottom of the stairs, a frown showing his displeasure at her delay.

“I said forty minutes; you’ve kept me waiting.”

“I am two minutes late. We will be even later if you want to stand here and criticise.”

With a huff of displeasure, Louis turned on his heel and walked from the foyer.

The car, parked at the front with its doors open and the engine still running, was a high-end vehicle. Although Sofia recognised the car's quality, she didn't know its brand. Once both occupants were inside, the driver drove away from the kerb. Despite the lack of a privacy screen, Louis said, “I despise tardiness in a person; you need to do better in the future.”

“I am sorry I kept you waiting, but I would have been on time if you had given me more time to shower and eat.”

“Maybe you should learn to set your alarm.”

Sofia glared at her husband. “Louis, I didn’t think of an alarm because I assumed we would share a bedroom last night. Forgive me for believing that the wedding night might be better than the farce that was supposed to be the reception. Like I said last night, don’t you think you should have shared your inability to consummate your marriage with me before we wed?”

“Don’t talk rot, woman. There is nothing wrong with me; I tried to be considerate.”

“Well, I did not appreciate your consideration.” 

Louis pulled out his phone, signalling the end of the conversation.

By the time they arrived at the airport, Sofia was despondent. Her stomach gurgled, and she hoped the airline offered food once the plane was in the air. Louis had to turn off his phone during takeoff, but once the aircraft was in the air, he punched in numbers and spoke with the person on the other end. Sofia closed her eyes; it didn’t appear like food would be forthcoming, and the engine’s drone made her drowsy.

The bustle of activity woke Sofia. Passengers collected luggage from the overhead lockers, and others made their way along the corridors for a speedy departure. Sofia never understood the rush to leave; the plane was unlikely to turn around and fly away. Once the logjam of passengers cleared the aisle, Louis pulled their carry-on luggage from the overhead lockers. Sofia followed him through the terminal, and when they had collected their bags, a man moved forward to introduce himself.

“Good afternoon, Mr and Mrs Rossi. Welcome to Bell’s Harbour. If you follow me, a car is waiting to deliver you to the resort.”

“Bell’s Harbour. I’ve never heard of it. How did you decide to come here, Louis?”

Louis shrugged. “Someone recommended it. There are many activities to keep the guests occupied, or so I’m told.”

Sofia realised this was the most civil exchange she had had with her husband. Might he relax now that they were out of the city? She hoped so. Her optimism was premature because Louis pulled out his phone as soon as they had set off. He punched in numbers on his phone, and once again, there was no conversation between the couple.

She was seated in the car next to the man she had married, and Sofia wondered what had gone wrong between them. Why did Louis propose marriage and treat her like a two-year-old after the service? What had prompted his interest, and why offer for her if he had no enthusiasm for the marriage? Their courtship and the proposal were unexpected; Louis hardly knew she existed before their first date. And suddenly, she was caught up in elaborate wedding plans that would have suited royalty. The last few days’ tension caught up with her, and as a headache built, she now wanted food and a bed.
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The car drove through congested streets, and the driver provided a running commentary on local places of interest and historical sites. After grumbling about the driver’s spiel, Louis told the man to stop his explanation, as neither he nor Sofia was interested in the tourist sites. Sofia’s mouth gaped at her husband’s rudeness; the local history and landmarks intrigued her, and she enjoyed the stories about them. Sofia tapped on the privacy screen, and the driver opened it.
“Please stop the car.”

“What on earth are you doing, woman?”

As Sofia pushed the door open and alighted from the car, she said, “You, Louis, may be too wrapped up in your phone to show any interest in anything not directly connected to technology, but I am curious.”

With a smile, she slid into the seat next to the driver.

“If you close the privacy screen, my husband can be anti-social, and you can continue with the talk. And then everyone is happy.”

The driver smirked, clicked the screen closed, and resumed his dialogue.

After another fifteen minutes, the driver pulled the car under a portico. The sight amazed Sofia; colourful climbing plants covered the entire structure, and the blooms were bright red and purple. The driver collected their bags and led the way through an arch into a courtyard filled with lush, vibrant plants. A water feature graced one wall, and a sundial sat in the cobblestone walkway. As the driver manoeuvred around the structure, Sofia sighed.
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