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Dedication

In loving memory of

Signora Angelina Valle Vallebella, our summer landlady and the only seamstress in Stintino, who had a beautiful treadle sewing machine and worked with the door open onto the piazza, Largo Cala d’Oliva as it’s known, and who pierced the village girls’ ears with a red-hot needle and a cork—she plaited my hair every morning in her courtyard full of hydrangeas in bloom;

and Signora Ermenegilda Gargioni, the most intelligent and creative woman I have ever met, who left our loving hearts behind two years ago, and who, even after going blind, continued to use her treadle sewing machine up to the age of ninety-seven;

and Giuseppina Friedfish, whose real surname I cannot remember, who after the war was hired by the day to come to our house to sew for us, and who turned so many old coats for us, and made me so many little smocks for school, with pleats down the front and cap sleeves, and made my brothers so many piqué overalls, and when I was five years old showed me how to sew my first few stitches and patiently explained the fundamentals of sewing, including the use of a hand-crank machine;

and my grandmother Peppina Sisto, who taught me to embroider both in white and in colours, and who, when she saw me using a needle without putting on a thimble (as I always did and continue to do), would complain to my mother, predicting that I would go on to become an unruly woman;

and all the modern-day seamstresses of the Third World, who sew for us the fashionable rags we buy for a few euros in cheap department stores—each working over and over on the same piece cut by somebody else, in an assembly line, for fourteen hours straight, wearing nappies so as not to waste time going to the toilet, and who, after receiving a pittance in wages, are burnt to death in giant prison-factories. Sewing is a beautiful, creative activity, but not like that, not like that.
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Author’s Note

The stories and characters in this book are the fruit of my imagination.

However, every episode has its origin in a real-life event that I learnt about from stories told by my grandmother, who was of the same generation as the protagonist, from letters and postcards she kept in a suitcase, from newspapers of the time, and from the recollections and anecdotes that make up our family vocabulary. I reordered events, filled in the gaps, invented details, added in surrounding characters, sometimes changed the stories’ endings. But occurrences of the kind described here did take place once upon a time—even in the best of families, as the old adage goes.

The seamstress paid by the day, the sartina, was a frequent presence in bourgeois houses up to the time of my early adolescence. All the more so in the post-war years, when everybody was forced to ‘recycle’ and reuse clothing and fabrics in new forms. It was not until later that industrially produced linen and clothing came along, as well as ready-to-wear fashion, and then the big designer brands. When low-cost clothing started appearing in department stores, rich people who cared greatly about elegance, or who wanted to stand out, continued to get their clothes made to measure, but by renowned dressmakers at true couture houses.

The era of the sartina was over.

The aim of this book is to ensure that they are not forgotten.





My Love, Light of My Life

I WAS SEVEN years old when Nonna began entrusting me with putting the finishing touches on the garments she sewed at home for her clients, during those periods when she had no jobs that sent her to work in other people’s homes. She and I were the only members of the family left alive after the cholera epidemic that had taken from us, indiscriminately, my parents, my brothers and sisters, and all my grandmother’s other children and grandchildren—my aunts, uncles and cousins. How the two of us managed to survive, I’ve never known.

We were poor, but that had been the case even before the epidemic. All our family ever had was the strength of the men’s arms and the dexterity of the women’s fingers. My grandmother and her daughters and daughters-in-law were well known in the city for their skill and precision in sewing and embroidery, and for their honesty, cleanliness and reliability when they went to work in domestic service in the homes of the upper classes, where they showed grace and competence as maids while also taking care of the wardrobe and linen. And almost all were good cooks. The men worked as day labourers—masons, removalists, gardeners. In our city there were not yet many industries offering work, but the brewery, the oil mill, the flour mill and the endless excavation work for the aqueduct often required non-specialised labour. As far as I can recall we never went hungry, though we often had to move house and huddle together for a while in squalid hovels or bassi in the old part of town when we couldn’t afford to pay the rent on the humble flats that people of our class usually lived in.

When the two of us were left alone I was five and my grandmother, fifty-two. She was strong, and could have earned a living as a maid in one of the houses where she had worked as a young woman and left a good impression. But she would not have been allowed to keep me with her in any of those homes, and she did not want to leave me in one of the orphanages or charitable institutions run by the nuns. There were several in our city and they had a dreadful reputation. Even if she had only worked days as a maid she would not have had anyone to leave me with. So she took a gamble that she would be able to support us both with her sewing work, and she did so well out of it that I cannot recall wanting for anything during those years. We lived in two small rooms partly below ground level in the basement of a noble palazzo in a narrow cobbled street of the old town, and she paid the rent in kind, by cleaning the entrance hall and four flights of stairs. My grandmother spent two and a half hours on this task every morning, getting out of bed before dawn, and only after putting away buckets, rags and broom would she start on her sewing.

She had set up one of our two rooms in such a smart and seemly way that she was able to receive clients when they came by with an order or, occasionally, for a fitting, though in most cases she would go to their houses, with tacked-up clothes over her arm and pincushion and scissors tied to a ribbon around her neck. On those occasions she would take me with her after a thousand exhortations to sit quietly in a corner while we were at the client’s house. This was because she had nobody to leave me with, but also so that I could watch and learn.

My grandmother’s speciality was full sets of linen for the home—sheets, tablecloths, curtains—but also shirts for men and women, underwear, and baby clothing. In those days there were few department stores selling such items ready to wear. Our biggest rivals were the Carmelite nuns, who were especially skilled at embroidery. But my grandmother also knew how to make day and evening wear, jackets and overcoats for women. And also, by reducing the measurements, for children. I always went around smartly dressed, neat and clean, unlike the other little urchins who lived in our laneway. But despite her age, my grandmother was considered a sartina, a little seamstress, someone to go to for simple, everyday items. There were two true, important dressmakers in the city who, in competition with each other, served the needs of wealthy, fashionable ladies, and who each had an atelier with various employees. They received catalogues with patterns, and sometimes even fabrics, from the capital. It cost a fortune to get something made by them—the kind of money Nonna and I could have lived on for two years or maybe more.

And then there was one family, the lawyer Provera’s, that went so far as to order the wife’s and daughters’ ballgowns and other dresses for special occasions from Paris. A real extravagance, because it was well known that regarding everything else, including his own wardrobe, Avvocato Provera was extremely mean, even though he boasted one of the largest fortunes in the city. ‘More money than sense,’ my grandmother would sigh. In her youth she had worked for the wife’s parents. They too were extremely wealthy—for the wedding they had bestowed on their daughter Teresa an extraordinary trousseau worthy of an American heiress, all of it straight from Paris, along with a princely dowry. But evidently their son-in-law was only disposed to invest in the elegance of his womenfolk. Like all gentlemen, the lawyer went to a tailor for his clothes, but the work of a tailor was utterly unlike ours: the textiles, cuts, sewing techniques and apprenticeship rules were all very different. No woman was ever admitted to that trade, perhaps because modesty forbade women from touching men’s bodies to take measurements—I don’t know—but that was the tradition. Two completely separate worlds.

My grandmother was illiterate. She had never been able to allow herself the luxury of going to school and now, although she would have liked to, she could not offer me the chance either. I needed to learn quickly to help her, then dedicate all my time to work. The alternative, as she often reminded me, was the orphanage, where, yes, they would teach me to read and write, but I would be living as though in a prison—suffering the cold, eating poorly—and then, at fourteen, when they sent me on my way, all I would be able to do was work as a maid, living in somebody else’s house, my hands in cold water all day, or burnt over the stove or a hot iron, doing exactly what I was told, day in, day out, with no prospects and no hope of improving my lot. Whereas by learning a trade, I would always be able to maintain my independence. The thing she feared most, my grandmother admitted to me many years later, just before she died, was that if I went into domestic service living under the same roof as a family, I would be molested by the master of the house or by his sons.

‘I’d be able to defend myself!’ I declared defiantly. Only then did she tell me the tragic story of her cousin Ofelia. When her master propositioned her, Ofelia rejected him, slapped him in the face and threatened to tell his wife. As revenge and in order to pre-empt any accusation, he took a gold cigar case from the drawing room and hid it in the little room where she slept. Then he got his wife to accompany him on a search of the maid’s humble possessions and upon their ‘discovery’ of the cigar case the girl was fired on the spot and sent on her way without a letter of reference. The lady of the house told all her acquaintances about the theft. News spread and after that no respectable family ever wanted to employ the ‘thief’. The only job Ofelia was able to find was as a scullery maid in a tavern. But there too the drunk patrons made her life difficult, making unseemly demands, fighting over her, getting her mixed up in brawls. One evening she was arrested, and that was the beginning of the end. Due to the prostitution laws brought in by Cavour and Nicotera, police regulations were extremely strict. They put her under surveillance and, after the third brawl, which was no fault of her own, Ofelia was forced to register as a prostitute and go to work in a bordello. There she fell ill and a few years later she died in hospital of the French disease.

For my grandmother, recalling that story was like reliving a nightmare. She knew how fine the line was between an honourable life and a hellish one of shame and suffering. When I was a child she never spoke to me about it—in fact, she did everything she could to keep me ignorant of sex and its dangers.

But very early on she began giving me needle and thread, and a few scraps of fabric left over from her work. Like any good teacher, she introduced it to me as a game. I had an old papier-mâché doll in a terrible state. I had inherited it from one of the cousins who had died; she had been given it by the lady her mother worked for. I loved this doll deeply, and it pained me to see it all bare and covered in scratches. (My grandmother had removed its clothes one night and hidden them.) I was eager to learn how to make this doll a shirt at the very least, a headscarf, then a sheet and later an apron. My aim was an elegant dress with pleats and lace trimmings, but this was not easy and in the end my grandmother completed the job.

But in the meantime, I had learnt to sew perfect hems with tiny, identical stitches, without pricking my fingers and getting blood on the light white cambric of baby clothes or handkerchiefs. By the time I was seven hems were my daily task. I was happy to be told, ‘You’re an enormous help.’ And the number of garments my grandmother could complete in a week grew from one month to the next, and so did her earnings, albeit modestly. I learnt how to do hemstitch on sheets, monotonous work that allowed my mind to wander freely, and pulled thread embroidery, which required more attention. Now that I was older my grandmother would let me go out alone—to buy thread from the haberdashery, to deliver completed garments—and if I stopped for half an hour on the way back to play on the street with other girls from the neighbourhood, she would not complain. She did not like leaving me home alone for too long, however, and when she needed to spend the whole day sewing at a client’s house she would bring me along, on the pretext of needing my help. That kind of work was advantageous because if it was a dark day we could use all the candles and gas lamps we needed without worrying about the cost. And at midday we would be given lunch, meaning on those days we would also be saving on food. It was always a good lunch—pasta, meat and fruit, far better than our usual meal. In some houses we had to eat in the kitchen with the maids, while in others the meal was served just to the two of us, in the sewing room. We were never invited to eat with the owners.

Usually in those wealthy, elegant homes there was, as I said, a dedicated sewing room, well lit, with a large table for stretching out and cutting fabric, and often there was even—marvel of marvels—a sewing machine. My grandmother knew how to use one—I don’t know where she’d learnt this—and I looked on fascinated as she moved the treadle up and down in a rhythmic motion and the fabric slid quickly under the needle. ‘If we had one at home,’ she would sigh, ‘just think how much work I could take on!’ But we both knew we’d never be able to afford one, and in any case there wasn’t the space.

One such evening, as we were putting everything away at the end of a day’s work, in came the little girl for whom we were sewing a white confirmation dress, spurred on by the lady of the house. She was a girl of about eleven, like me. She timidly handed me a rectangular parcel, nicely wrapped in thick grocer’s paper and tied with string. ‘They’re children’s chronicles from last year,’ her mother explained. ‘Erminia has read them over and over, and a new one arrives each week. She thought you might like them.’

Before I spotted the stern warning in my grandmother’s eyes, the words had already slipped out: ‘I can’t read.’

Signorina Erminia looked down at her shoes in embarrassment, her face twisted with sadness like she was about to cry. After a moment’s hesitation, her mother collected herself and said with an easy smile, ‘That doesn’t matter. You can look at the pictures. They’re so beautiful.’ And she handed me the parcel.

She was right. When I got home and opened the package, spreading the contents out on the bed, they took my breath away. I had never seen anything so beautiful in all my life. Some of the illustrations were in colour, others were black and white, but all of them fascinated me. What would I give to be able to read the writing underneath! In bed at night, with the sheet pulled over my head, I cried a little, trying not to let Nonna hear me. But she did. And the following week, after we finished our work in Signorina Erminia’s house, she said to me, ‘I’ve made a deal with Lucia, the haberdasher’s daughter. You know she’s engaged to be married in two years’ time. I’ve promised that we’ll monogram twelve sheets in double back stitch for her, and in exchange she’ll give you two one-hour lessons a week. She studied to be a schoolteacher, though she never got her diploma. I’m sure you’ll learn fast.’

But it took me almost three years, because Lucia had little experience and I had little time to practise. I continued helping my grandmother, with more and more difficult tasks, and whenever we went to people’s houses to sew I had to miss my lessons. To begin with, because I didn’t have a primer and I didn’t want to cost Nonna any money, I asked Lucia to use pages from the children’s chronicles in our lessons, and she agreed. ‘It’s better that way. It won’t be as dull.’ She was twenty, but she had a child’s love of riddles, tongue-twisters and facts about strange animals. The rhymes in the chronicles were funny and made us laugh, but they weren’t the kinds of words people use every day. After a few months we had to borrow a schoolbook. I was happy to learn and very grateful to my make-do teacher. I asked my grandmother to leave the embroidered sheets to me: I wanted to do them myself. I finished them the night before Lucia’s wedding. And in exchange for the following year’s lessons I sewed twelve little tops in various sizes for the baby she was expecting. I also made an embroidered gown inspired by those worn by the king’s little daughters, the princesses Jolanda and Mafalda. On display in a shop window I had seen a photograph of the queen holding them in her arms. When Lucia’s baby, a lovely little boy, was born just after my fourteenth birthday, she said to me, ‘That’s enough lessons. I don’t have time anymore. And besides, you’ve come far enough to be able to continue on your own.’

So that I could keep up my practice, she gave me her own little ‘newspapers’, which she no longer had the time even to leaf through. They weren’t actually papers but opera librettos. Some were so well-thumbed that they fell to pieces as soon as you turned a page. I had never been to the theatre, but I knew that every year a bel-canto company came to town and performed the latest melodramas. It wasn’t just the upper classes who went along, but also shopkeepers and some artisans who could afford a seat up in the gods. I knew some of the arias because our clients sang them in their drawing rooms, playing the accompaniment on piano.

I read those librettos like they were novels and discovered to my amazement that every single one of them spoke of love. Passionate loves, fatal loves. It was a topic to which I had not yet given much attention, but from that moment on I began listening in with greater curiosity to the conversations of grown-ups around me.

During that time there was a lot of talk—in the homes of prominent families, in cafés frequented by gentlemen, but also in our little laneway and the nearby streets and the market stalls—about a story that bore some resemblance to those in Lucia’s melodramas. Signor Artonesi’s seventeen-year-old daughter had fallen head over heels in love with Marquis Rizzaldo and wished to marry him despite her father’s opposition to the match. My grandmother and I knew the Artonesi family, who lived a few streets away in a large apartment on the first floor of an elegant and noble palazzo. There were many such buildings in the old town, alongside hovels which had once been the stables but which, now that the use of horses and carriages had diminished, had become the dwellings of the poorest and most desperate people. On several occasions the Artonesis’ housekeeper had summoned us to the home to sew. She had been in charge ever since the lady of the house had died in the great epidemic, leaving behind her only daughter, protagonist of the much-discussed love story. We had seen the signorina grow up and had sewn various pinafores for her home use, as well as a few summer dresses in embroidered muslin. Her name was Ester and she was the apple of her father’s eye. He was unable to deny her anything, not even the most extravagant request. Not only had he recently bought her a splendid grand piano, shipped from England, but he allowed her to take lessons at the riding school, which was frequented almost exclusively by men, and by a few young ladies accompanied by their husbands. In town, it was rumoured that Ester Artonesi did not ride side-saddle but straddling the horse, and that she wore a pair of trousers under her skirt for this very purpose. Despite the protestations of the housekeeper and their female relatives, the girl’s father forgave her complete lack of interest in sewing, embroidery, cooking and everything else relating to the management of a home. And when Ester took a notion to learn foreign and ancient languages, he called in an elderly spinster of Tunisian background to give her French lessons twice a week, as well as the American journalist who had been living in our city for many years for English, and a priest from the seminary for Latin and Greek. In addition, ever since she was little Ester had had a science tutor to teach her botany, chemistry and geography, and who explained to her how various recent inventions worked. She enjoyed these lessons and never skipped them. (I adored her because once, when we were working at her house, she had come in with her science teacher so that my grandmother and I could hear him explain the mechanism behind their new German sewing machine. He had taken it apart completely, told us the name and function of each of the parts, let us touch them, and then slowly put it all back together showing us the cogs one by one and explaining to my grandmother how to lubricate them. I was eleven at the time and it felt like I was witnessing a miracle.)

‘He wants to raise her like she’s a boy . . .’ the women in the family whispered in vexation. Signor Artonesi’s sister-in-law even said to him resolutely, ‘You know when Ester gets married none of this will be of any use to her. You’re spoiling her.’ But he shrugged his shoulders and suggested she take an interest in the education of her own daughters, who had begun giving themselves airs.

Signor Artonesi could get away with this sort of eccentricity and disdain for convention, as well as so much expenditure, because he was very rich. He owned huge sections of land sown with wheat, barley and hops, but unlike other major landowners in the area he had initiative and did not simply limit himself to collecting the takings from sharecroppers come harvest time. He also owned and managed several mills where the harvest from other farms was processed, as well as a large brewery, the only one in our region. He often brought his daughter along on his inspection rounds.

‘You’ll be in charge of all this one day,’ he would tell her.

His sister-in-law, the girl’s maternal aunt, would correct him: ‘Her husband will be. Unless by indulging her so much you end up making a spinster out of her.’

This was unlikely, I always thought, because Ester Artonesi was not just a rich heiress, she was also very beautiful. She was slim, there was a rare elegance and grace to her movements, and her face was so sweet and expressive as to enchant even the most surly and indifferent of men. Many suitors buzzed around her, but she was able to keep them at bay. Kindly, and without ever causing offence, she had a way of making it known to them in a few words that they had best keep their distance. For this, too, I admired her. In those days, I found all men—and their sentimental sweet-talking—ridiculous. Some things could only happen, and some mawkish, cloying words could only be spoken, in the world of melodrama.

When I heard that Signorina Ester had fallen in love with Marquis Rizzaldo, whom she had met at the riding school, I could not believe it. First and foremost, at thirty the marquis seemed like an old man to me. My grandmother found nothing strange about it, however. To the woman who sold us needles and thread she pointed out that the marquis, although not as rich as the Artonesis, had a considerable fortune of his own, so there was certainly no risk he was a dowry hunter. What’s more, he had an old and respected noble title, and because of the epidemic he was now the last of the family line. It was logical that he was keen to marry and bring an heir into the world, perhaps start a large family, while he was still fairly young. The age of his chosen bride presented no problem to my grandmother and her acquaintances—they had married at around sixteen.

But Signor Artonesi, who had hitherto indulged so many of his daughter’s whims, was unwilling to support her in this choice. He had taken against the marquis right from the start, though he could find nothing specific to say against him. He thought Ester too young to become a wife and run a household. ‘You have no experience,’ he told her. ‘You have so much to learn.’

‘Guelfo can teach me,’ she would stubbornly reply.

‘All I ask is that you wait until you come of age,’ her father insisted. ‘And if you haven’t changed your mind by then I’ll give my permission.’

‘Four years! Do you want me to wait till I’m dead? In four years’ time I’ll be an old woman. And in the meantime, Guelfo will look for someone else. You’ve no idea how many girls are circling him. And anyway, by the time I come of age I’ll no longer need your permission.’

We knew the tone of these exchanges because their housekeeper related it all to us. She also told us about the passionate letters that arrived at the Artonesi home every day along with bouquets of flowers. And about the days Signorina Ester spent shut up in her room crying because her father would no longer let her go out alone, and those accompanying her on outings had orders to prevent all contact with the marquis.

One day the girl came into her father’s study white as a sheet and without saying a word handed him a letter she had just received. ‘If I can’t have you, I’ll kill myself,’ it said. ‘My life has no purpose without you.’

‘If Guelfo kills himself, I’ll do the same,’ Ester said, in a calm tone that frightened Signor Artonesi, who resigned himself to receiving the suitor and had a long, private talk with him. The result was that the youngsters could consider themselves officially engaged, but they must never meet alone. The marquis could visit Ester’s house, go there for lunch every Sunday, accompany her and her father on their visits to the mill and the brewery, and—in the presence of her aunt and female cousins—take her to city balls during Carnival or to have a hot chocolate at the town’s most elegant café, the one on the main street, frequented only by the upper classes and known as the Crystal Palace due to its large glass windows. But the two must never try to be alone together: they must always remain within sight and earshot of a witness. They were free to write privately to each other, however. As for the dowry, Signor Artonesi undertook to assign his daughter a very generous annual income, without granting her ownership of any of his properties. ‘She will inherit everything after I die. It’s as though it were all hers already,’ he said, and the marquis was too embarrassed to protest. The engagement was to last two years, to put the couple’s mutual affection to the test. Of course, to break it off once it had been officially announced and the city had been informed would have caused a scandal. But Signor Artonesi was more concerned with his daughter’s happiness than her reputation, and he did not fear people’s judgement.

Signorina Ester began preparing her trousseau. Her fiancé would have preferred her to order everything ready-made from Paris, like the young ladies of the Provera family, but she didn’t trust catalogues. For her most elegant dresses she turned to both the city’s ateliers, so that nobody would get jealous. ‘Let’s hope those pretentious dressmakers notice that the girl is still developing and don’t design everything to fit her right now,’ my grandmother observed sceptically. She was proud, though, that the young lady had come to us for her linen and undergarments.

During those two years we set all our other clients to one side—though this would later prove to have been very unwise—and focused only on the Artonesis, working on handkerchiefs, sheets, tablecloths and curtains in our own little home, and doing everything else in their sewing room. My grandmother made the future bride’s nightgowns, slips, daywear and some exquisite little shawls edged with St Gallen lace that been ordered specially from Switzerland. And day by day I, too, learnt how to sew the finest pleats, the most minuscule buttonholes, and tiny ruffles and frills. And, like Signorina Ester, I continued to grow taller. After all, there were less than three years separating us.

We were paid punctually and generously, we were able to save on meals, and they treated us courteously: if only that kind of job could last ten years, or more! After a few months, I plucked up the courage to ask Signorina Ester if she might lend me some of her novels, and she not only agreed but enthusiastically guided me in my reading. She subscribed to a magazine called Cordelia and every week she passed on to me the issue she had just finished reading. For her part, she continued her lessons in music, languages and the sciences, but with less application than before. This in part because her fiancé had pointed out to her, fondly it must be said, that he considered such things an eccentricity, even a childish fancy.

If my eyes had not been so tired when I came home of an evening, I could have learnt many useful things in those two years, along with some my grandmother considered damaging. ‘It’s no good getting grand ideas and wanting things you can never have,’ she would say whenever she saw me sighing over a novel. But one thing I learnt for sure: love was a beautiful thing, and any sacrifice in the name of love was painless. Sentimental men were not in the least ridiculous, as I had thought previously, and the marquis Guelfo Rizzaldo was the model lover, ready to give up his life for his Ester, as she was for him. I dreamt that I, too, would meet a man who loved me so deeply, a handsome and kind young man. I found the coarse compliments I received on the streets from errand boys offensive and irritating. I knew that sooner or later I would have to settle for one of them; I was not so deluded as to expect a Prince Charming to come my way. But in the meantime, it cost nothing to dream.

Time passed, and Signorina Ester grew taller and gave me the dresses that had become too short for her, all still in excellent condition. My grandmother hastened to alter them to my size and to remove all ornamentation—buttons, fringes, lace, frog fasteners and other trimmings. ‘You can’t be getting about dressed like a little lady. You’d be embarrassing the person who gave you the clothes, as well as me for allowing it.’ The fabrics were excellent quality, very different from those that we and others of our social class typically wore. Unfortunately, Signorina Ester could not pass on her shoes as she had delicate little feet, smaller than mine. We needed to get me new shoes every year because my feet were growing fast, and that was a not inconsiderable expense, even though we went to a humble laneway shoemaker. As for her hats and parasols, once she had finished with them Signorina Ester gave them to her cousins, who got them refashioned by a milliner. It would have been unthinkable for her to give them to me, because women of my class did not wear hats, not even those who were better-off, or very vain. And using a parasol would have been inconceivably audacious and arrogant—only ladies could do that.

Signorina Ester stopped growing shortly before she turned nineteen, as the engagement period was drawing to a close and the wedding day was approaching. She and the marquis had never stopped loving each other; there had not been the slightest cooling of their affections, which instead seemed to grow stronger and deeper every day. Just watching them made me feel like I was living inside a love story. Even Signor Artonesi seemed finally convinced he had found a son-in-law worthy of his daughter, one who could make her happy and protect her once he was no longer around.

The marriage was celebrated with great pomp, and the bride and groom were radiant—she looked like a fairytale princess and he looked like an actor in the theatre. The bride’s aunts, try as they might, could find nothing to criticise. If anything, they were rather envious that their own daughters’ marriages would never be so sumptuous.

The young bride now had the title of marquise, but because she was not yet twenty everybody began to call her ‘la marchesina’. I found it hard to address her using her noble title because I was too accustomed to thinking of her as my adored signorina. The reader will forgive me, then, if in continuing to tell her tale I do not always manage to give its protagonist the title that is her due, and sometimes ‘Ester’ might even slip out, as though she were a friend. But this does not mean that I was not aware, and do not remain so to this day, of my own place and of the enormous distance that separated us socially.

My grandmother was a little worried because, having finished the Artonesi trousseau, just one week before the wedding, we now needed to find more work and new clients. We had set aside some money, and I dreamt of being able to put down a deposit on a sewing machine. Nonna, however, insisted on saving every penny for leaner times ahead, and it was true that we had not yet found any new clients.

But she did not need to worry about this for long, poor Nonna. The new marchesina was not yet back from her honeymoon when one afternoon my grandmother, who was letting down the hem of one of my winter dresses, dropped her head to her chest, let out a long sigh and died. ‘A sudden stroke,’ said the doctor, who had to give permission for her burial. ‘Her heart was worn out.’

Most of what little money we had set aside went on her funeral and the cemetery, because I did not want her to have a pauper’s grave like the rest of my family.

Now I was truly on my own. I had a trade under my belt, but no work in sight. I did not need to worry about lodgings. The owner of the building, who had come downstairs to pay her respects, though she did not come with us to the cemetery, had said I could stay on provided I continued to take care of the cleaning with the same dedication as my grandmother. But what about everything else? Once our savings were all gone, how would I pay for food, soap, candles, paraffin and coal? I could not ask for help from my childhood friends, who now worked in laundries and seedy taverns: they were all very poor and, even slaving fifteen hours a day, could still barely feed their children. Wouldn’t it be best, the other women of the neighbourhood suggested, to abandon my aspirations to independence and get a position as a housemaid for a good family? At sixteen and a half, they said, I was too young to live alone. I thought about the story of Ofelia, which I had only recently heard, and about how hard my grandmother had worked to teach me her trade. It would have felt like I was betraying her wishes.

I came up with the strictest of economies and managed to get through a few more months. I went out every day and did the rounds of our clients from times past, asking if they might have work for me. I was embarrassed to persist when they said no, that these days they used a different sartina. I was also too embarrassed to turn up at the Artonesi household, let alone to Signorina Ester and her husband’s new home. What could they possibly need, given my grandmother and I had produced dozens of spares of every article of clothing we had made, enough to last them for years? To make matters worse, the American journalist, the one who gave Ester English lessons, and whose linen my grandmother had always taken care of, had returned to her homeland for a few months to visit her sister.

Every day I looked in the drawer at my little nest egg, watching it become more and more meagre. I had already pawned the clothes Signorina Ester had given me, as well as the few sheets my grandmother had collected over the years, both for our own use and so that I could have some kind of a trousseau, and also the little gold chain from her christening, and the coral earrings she had left to me when she died. I had sold the few books I had to a junk dealer, along with Erminia’s children’s chronicles, the issues of Cordelia, and any of the opera librettos that were still in a good-enough state. Reading would have helped to pass the time, especially now that I had no sewing work to tire out my eyes, but I needed every last penny. Luckily, I had been able to hold on to the two little rooms in which I lived, otherwise—what with my constantly wandering from one house to the next in search of work, and my walks through the fields on the edge of town to gather chard, thistles, chicory and other edible greens—I’d have been at risk of getting arrested for vagrancy.

Yet I refused to resign myself.

My stubbornness was rewarded. Just as I was about to give up, after a week in which I had eaten nothing but plain pasta and wild chicory, the Artonesis’ housekeeper came to see me. ‘The marchesina wants to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Go straight to their house. You know the address, don’t you?’

I was astonished. What on earth could Signorina Ester need?

Naïvely, it had not occurred to me that, in addition to dozens of blouses, nightgowns and petticoats, the bride would soon require a whole other kind of wardrobe. Not that I was ignorant of the ways of the world, but her love story had always seemed to me so poetic, so ideal, so disembodied, that my heart refused to dwell on the physical aspect of its ‘joyous consummation’, as the romance novels by Delly put it, and that this might lead to tangible consequences. I had never stopped to think about the fact that even the queen had brought into the world two little princesses and an heir, though every shop in town displayed a large picture of our sovereign holding her three little children all dressed up in their lace finery. I was more focused on the lace and the little bonnets than on how their wearers had come into the world.

I have to confess that, being a silly little romantic, I felt slightly miffed at the news that my signorina Ester was expecting a baby.

She, however, was ecstatic. She was glowing when she received me in the parlour of the large, beautiful villa where she lived with her husband.

‘You must sew me the loveliest layette that’s ever been seen,’ she said. ‘For the baptism we’ll be using Rizzaldo family heirlooms—a christening gown and porte-enfant—it means a lot to Guelfo. It’s yellowed a little with age, so you’ll need to help me whiten it up. Guelfo wanted to order everything else from the Carmelite nuns, because of the embroidery, you know? It’s a tradition in his family. But I told him I preferred to go to my trusted seamstress.’

I looked uncertain: I hadn’t understood.

‘That’s you, silly!’ She laughed and embraced me. She was as slim as ever to look at but on close contact I could feel her belly bulging a little, despite her bodice.

‘Are you available?’ she asked. ‘There’s a lot to do, so you’d need to start straight away. I’m going to require some things for myself, too—looser, more comfortable clothes, things to wear around the house. Can you start as soon as tomorrow?’

I didn’t have the courage to tell her that I hadn’t worked in four months, that I was desperate and her request would rescue me from the verge of starvation.

We agreed that I would go to her house to sew. ‘That way maybe you can teach me. I’d like to make something too—I don’t know—a bonnet, a pair of mittens. It would make Guelfo so happy. Up till now I’ve been a bit of a disappointment to him on that front.’

This suited me perfectly. Above all because I’d be given lunch, which meant a significant saving. But also because I’d have company, if not always Signorina Ester’s, because she often went out in the carriage to pay visits and go shopping, then her maids’. Several circulated in the home—I’d not managed to count them all—each in a nice uniform with a starched apron. There was also a gardener, and a lad to look after the horses and carriage. If I’d had to work back in my own neighbourhood I’d be doing it alone and in complete silence—I could hardly burst into song on my own! When my grandmother and I used to sew at home it was different: we would talk, she would tell me about when she was young, she would teach me things, I would talk about what I’d been reading, she would grumble. Every so often one of her friends would come by to ask some advice about a sewing
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