
THIRTEEN WEDDING DRESSES 
 
The boy at the desk says he is sorry and he sounds as though he 

means it. He leans into her, close, as though he might kiss her. It 

happens, he says, and he holds his arms wide and empty like an 

unfilled embrace; or maybe she just sees it like that because that is 

what she needs right now.  

Sometimes it happens, he says. Someone misreads the label 

attached to the suitcase and so it makes its own journey, a different 

boat and another island, instead of going where it’s supposed to go. 

He makes a shape with his mouth, his lips pressed together like a 

clasp purse, his eyebrows lifted, and that too is supposed to tell her 

he’s sorry. 

Might as well be on the other side of the world, he says, which 

she thinks is not a help. So he’s sorry again. He shakes his head, and 

there’s nothing more he can do, not till he gets a call from somewhere 

else saying the suitcase is there instead of here where it should be. 

She gives him some details, her name and her address and 

where she’s staying on the island, which is the Bethel Hotel. He nods, 

tells her it is nice there, and the staff are nice also. His mother cleans 

the rooms there, makes the beds and helps serve breakfast on a 

Sunday. Make sure your room has a harbour view, he says. 

She gives him a description of the suitcase and what’s packed 



inside. He sucks in air, holds it in the apples of his cheeks and then 

blows it out again, blowing slow. He writes down what she has said, 

writes it in a bold black ledger, writes it careful and neat. He reassures 

her that lost suitcases turn up in time; mostly they do.  

But this lost suitcase – real English leather, brown like dark 

chocolate, with brass locks, and new – well, it holds Louisa’s shop-

bought wedding dress, all white and willing, tucked up in clean tissue. 

And what is a wedding without the dress, she says to the boy at the 

desk, and then to anyone who will listen. He has no answer to that. 

There’s glass and salt on her cheek, and she looks up at the wide 

leaden sky and prays into the wind – even though she does not believe 

in praying. 

At the Bethel Hotel they are understanding. They say they are 

sorry, too, as though it has something to do with them. The woman at 

reception takes the details, same as the boy at the ticket desk of the 

ferry terminal. The woman at reception says she will make a call and 

see what’s what. Though the wind’s picking up, she says, and the 

forecast is not good, so even if the suitcase is found it may not get 

here in time. 

Before long it is something talked about in the lobby of the hotel 

where men with a drink in them shake their heads and say in whiskey 

whispers under their breath that there will be no boats tonight and 



maybe not in the morning. They are all of them experts on the 

weather. You have to be when you live here. They bite their lips and 

look down at their feet, for they do not have an answer to Louisa’s 

problem. 

So word goes out, spreads to all corners of the island; and 

wouldn’t you know, but people are basically kind at heart and a prayer 

can find an answer of sorts if it is said out loud. The people of the 

island, they know what a wedding is and they know what it isn’t, and 

so women in all shapes and all sizes turn to their wardrobes, and from 

somewhere in the dry dark back they fish out their once-worn wedding 

dresses, still on the hanger and still as white as ever they are in 

lingering memory, smelling of camphor against the small sharp teeth 

of grey moths. And those women, every one of them, did not know 

why ever they’d kept that dress – till now. 

A procession then, if cars and trucks and bicycles pushing 

against the buffeting wind can be called a procession. All winding or 

wending or weaving their way to the Bethel Hotel. The woman at the 

desk smiles at the women that come calling; she knows them by name 

and asks after their boys and their girls. Is it a wedding dress you 

have there on your arm, Inga? Yes, there’s a lady staying at the hotel 

by the name of Louisa and indeed she is in want of a wedding dress. 

My, but that is just lovely, Koren. Is it really fifteen years since? I 



remember you dancing with Hughie, and I was holding my breath and 

everyone there doing the same, and the dizzy music filling all the 

spaces in the hall and the wooden floor buckling under my feet like the 

sea swelling. There now, but that’s just beautiful, Kilda, really 

beautiful. I am sure the lady will be grateful for that. 

Normally a bride has only one dress, but Louisa now has twelve 

to choose from, and how can she choose only one when each dress is 

an answer to her prayer and a blessing for her day?  

They have put them in a separate room that the hotel has set 

aside for the purpose. A girl called Mary says she will help if help is 

needed. She has a cloth bag with a hundred spools of white thread; 

who knew white could be so many different shades? Ecru and 

snowflake and white rice and chalk. Mary has paper packets of pins 

too, and needles in all sizes. And Mary’s hands are small and quick for 

she is a dressmaker. 

Try them on first, says Col. He’s just relieved that there will be a 

wedding after all, what with everything booked and paid for, and 

people having come so far. Can’t be any harm in trying them on, he 

says. Then you can see. It’ll be obvious. 

So, in a downstairs room in the Bethel Hotel, Louisa tries on 

twelve bridal dresses, one after the other, all snowflake and white rice 

and chalk, and a girl called Mary helps, picks and unpicks pearl 



buttons, ties and unties bows, runs zip fasteners up and runs them 

down again. Louisa looks at herself in the floor length mirror, turns 

this way and that, listening to the shush shush of cotton and silk and 

lace, and she says it will look different when her hair is done, and 

different when she’s wearing make-up and the right shoes, and there 

are flowers in her hands – but even without those things, Louisa is 

overcome, and Mary says she looks just beautiful, like sea-foam when 

it’s blowing, or blossom when it falls, or clouds when there is no rain in 

them.  

Some dresses are a little loose on her; don’t you think this one 

has too much room and too much cloth? Mary pinches the fabric and 

pulls it in all the right places and makes small white nips and tucks 

and pins it fast. Some are a little tight and Louisa feels she cannot 

breathe, or feels she will burst out of the dress before ever she says ‘I 

do’; Mary tests the seams, feels the give in them, and she says they 

can be let out a little and it is no trouble and no matter to do so. 

But it isn’t obvious, like Col said it would be. Not one but twelve 

dresses Louisa likes. Sleep on it, he says. It all will be clearer in the 

morning, salt and sun clear, and who knows, maybe your own dress 

will be delivered – this last was the wrong thing to have said for it 

reminds Louisa of something lost. 

Sleep, when it comes, is no help either and waking is worse, 



waking to the cracked and broken cry of gulls hanging in the air 

outside, and the wind breathing heavy and fast as a horse taken at a 

gallop, breathing in at the cracks in the window frame, the sea on the 

other side of the glass all grey and cutting and cut. Why must she 

choose one dress, Louisa thinks. Why just one when all dresses want 

to be worn, again and again, and not ever be un-dressed? And there it 

is, and it is obvious after all, just as Col had said, and a decision is 

made. 

Louisa rises from her bed, and there is dancing in her steps, if 

you look there is. Maybe a song in her, too, if you listen, not the words 

but the music at least. And she does not think of a brown English 

tooled-leather suitcase, or where it might be on its travels, or of her 

shop-bought wedding dress folded neat inside.  

She has her hair done first, all flick and curl, lifted and falling at 

the same time, threaded with flowers and pearls. And her nails painted 

like the insides of seashells. All of her lit up pretty, her lips and her 

eyes and her cheeks, and like that she turns men’s heads when she 

walks down to breakfast, turns women’s heads, too.  

Col sends her a text. He is not allowed to see her before the 

church; it’s bad luck they tell him and it’s best not to risk it. He says in 

his text that he hopes she is decided – which could mean on him and 

could mean on the dress. 



And Louisa is decided, on Col and on the dresses, for that day 

she wears them all, changes on the hour, takes herself off to a 

dressing room in the hotel where there is a girl called Mary with small 

quick hands – quick and nimble as mice – and Mary helps Louisa out of 

one dress and into another, out of one and into twelve. Mary adjusts 

Louisa’s hair, fixes the flowers in her two hands, and Louisa catches 

her breath at her own reflection. Mary says ‘just beautiful’, and Louisa 

makes yet another slow and slippered grand entrance.  

And every time, it takes Col’s breath away to see his new wife in 

a new dress, lit up like church candles; and somewhere in the hall a 

different woman holds a hand to her breast, on the left side where her 

heart is, and she sighs, remembering – twelve women all doing the 

same on Louisa’s wedding day, all of them brides again, just for an 

hour. And twelve men who were once grooms are soft on their women 

that night, all their drink-sweetened words spilling out and every man 

a poet then, or thinks he is, which is probably the same thing. 

And somewhere, not here or there nor anywhere but far, a 

young girl opens a suitcase in a quiet room – a suitcase as brown as 

dark chocolate, made of English tooled leather with brass fittings – 

opens it slow and like it is a secret for the suitcase is not hers. And she 

unwraps tissue that crackles like dry grass moving in a dry wind, and it 

spills unspooling to the floor, gathering like heavy clouds or mist or 



smoke at her feet. And, breathless, that girl holds against her body the 

white bride she dreams of being, even though it is another woman’s 

dress in her arms and she knows that it is, even though there is no 

wedding in her future just yet, nor even a man or a boy there to wed; 

there is glass and salt on that girl's cheek then, for women know what 

a wedding is and what it isn’t, and she looks to heaven, and she prays.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


