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    New York City

    Summer 1895


    Lucy’s eyes shot open.


    Something was wrong.


    The darkness of the windowless bedroom did nothing to ease her nerves.


    What had awakened her?


    Lucy heard the soft breathing of her sister, Sofia, in the hammock slung above her cot, and listened for the snores of her uncle. Or the sounds of her aunt moaning as she tried to get comfortable upon their shared mattress on the floor.


    But the room was silent. Had the unaccustomed silence slid into her dreams, warning her that something was amiss?


    Lucy pushed herself up on her elbows and noticed the bedroom door was ajar. The faintest of lights announced someone was up.


    She left the cot as quietly as possible so as not to wake the others, and peeked into the main room of their apartment. Lucy’s uncle and aunt sat around the table with her mother, their voices low, their upper bodies leaning toward each other, forming a triad of dark hair and olive skin. A single sheet of paper was displayed on the table between them, with the occasional finger jabbing at its presence. The paper was the cause of their midnight meeting, some evil declaration that made sleep impossible.


    Her curiosity and concern propelled her to enter the main room, but she closed the door so Sofia could sleep. At the sound, the three at the table looked up, their foreheads creased in worry.


    “What’s wrong?” Lucy asked.


    Mamma looked at the others, then to Lucy. “I heard footsteps in the hall, then heard the sound of a paper being pushed under the door.” She lifted its corner and handed it to Lucy as if it were the filthiest of rags.


    Lucy took it closer to the gas lamp in order to see. One word stood out among the rest. “Evicted? We’re evicted?”


    “We have a week,” Uncle said. “One week or they’ll tear the tenement down around us.”


    The tenement on Mulberry Street where they’d lived for most of Lucy’s twenty-four years needed tearing down. It had been old when they’d moved in after immigrating to New York City from Italy. Yet in spite of its flaws, it was home—all the home they could afford. Especially since her father had died four years previous.


    Lucy still missed Papa. She’d been his dolce ragazza, his sweet girl. Even when Sofia had come along after they’d arrived in America, she hadn’t usurped the bond between Lucy and her father. Perhaps because he’d never had a son, Lucy had become that son, that heir, that confidante he primed to lead the family when he was gone.


    But who could have known he would be gone years before his time, in his prime? There was still so much to learn from him, so much to say to him. All she had now were the remembered snippets of wisdom he’d peppered throughout his talk, priceless gems she now held dear, as precious as actual jewels. The one she repeated most often was Morto un papa, se ne fa un altro: Life goes on.


    Dante Scarpelli had lost his life in an accident on the docks where he had worked. Uncle Aldo and her cousin Vittorio had been there, and had seen how the careless methods of the shipping company had been to blame. But there’d been no investigation. No compensation. The death of another I-tie meant nothing to the businesses that hired them. Not when there were a thousand others waiting for a job.


    They’d nearly had to move right then. The loss of her father’s income had been a mighty financial blow. Lucy and Sofia worked twelve- to fourteen-hour days at a sweatshop in the garment district, Mamma worked at home with Aunt Francesca making paper flowers for women’s hats, and her uncle and cousin continued their work on the docks. But without Papa’s contribution, their combined income was barely enough to get by. It didn’t help that the rent was continually raised even as the conditions of the rickety building deteriorated. Sometimes Lucy wondered if she could cause the walls to crumble just by staring at them. If she had such power, she would walk down the street and stare at building after building, causing their destruction. It was hard to imagine what their neighborhood of Five Points would look like if it were razed to the ground, if everything could be started fresh.


    Actually... that’s exactly what was going to happen.


    Lucy looked at the paper again. A park named after Christopher Columbus was going to be built on this spot. A park with actual trees and grass would be an obvious improvement—but at what cost?


    They would pay the price. The five Scarpellis who’d been left behind.


    Cousin Vittorio had abandoned them the year after her father’s death, lured by the wilds of Oklahoma, seeking adventure and free land. Lucy couldn’t blame him for going. If she could get away from this place...


    Angelo Romano.


    Lucy’s heart still hurt at the thought of this man she’d loved. Brown eyes and fascinating dimples had been instrumental in getting her to accept his proposal of marriage. But when Papa died, Lucy realized she couldn’t abandon her mother and Sofia at the height of their sorrow, and couldn’t withdraw the income she provided for her family’s survival.


    And so she’d invited Angelo to come live with them after the wedding.


    He’d laughed at her.


    A knife in the heart would have hurt less.


    Lucy was forced to choose between gaining a husband and maintaining her family. She never let herself ponder whether she’d chosen rightly. Yet added to her grief over her father’s death was the grief over the death of her future as a wife. But what choice did she have? La famiglia sempre. Family forever.


    Papa would have been sad she’d never married—whether it be to Angelo or any of the other men who’d paid her attention. He’d always commended her on her character and strength. La buona moglie fa il buon marito. “A good wife makes a good husband, Lucia.”


    But now there would be no husband for Lucy. No marriage. Niente.


    Angelo became a sweet memory, and one year added to another, and another, and another, and now at age twenty-four, Lucy knew she was too old to marry. It was not an option.


    Would it ever be an option? What did Americans call her? An old maid?


    Her aunt’s words interrupted her thoughts. “Tomorrow, Aldo. Tomorrow you go and find us a new place to live.”


    Uncle’s head shook back and forth, his focus on the floor.


    “What you mean no?” Aunt said.


    He raised his head to look at them, his dark eyes sad. “I mean no. I refuse to find another hellhole in this city. We are going west, Francesca—to Oklahoma to be with Vittorio.”


    “West?”


    “Sì.” Uncle’s head nodded once with emphasis.


    Lucy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You can’t leave us,” she said. “We took you in when you came from Naples. For nine years we’ve opened our arms to you, our home to you.”


    There were two types of people in the world: givers and takers. Relatives or not, her aunt and uncle were takers. It made her resentful to see Aunt Francesca feign a headache, making Mamma do twice the work. It incensed her when Uncle Aldo insisted on buying himself special pickles from the Jews up on Delancey Street, even though he was the only one who liked them—and who knew kosher from not, anyway?


    The thought of her aunt and uncle moving out had crossed Lucy’s mind on a daily basis over all nine years. But now, the idea that they were going west to start an exciting new life, leaving Lucy, Mamma, and Sofia behind to fend without a by-your-leave or even a thank-you...


    Resentment was her problem. Mamma was always gracious, always kind, always giving. To a fault she was giving. Her aunt and uncle didn’t deserve half the kindness Mamma extend—


    Aunt looked imploringly at her husband. “Aldo, please. I don’t want to leave Lea alone with her girls.”


    His face softened, but Lucy could tell he’d made up his mind. “Vittorio has been pleading with us for months. I haven’t wanted to leave for the very reason you state. But now”—he pointed at the paper—“the decision has been taken from us. Besides, it will be much easier finding lodging for three rather than five.”


    “But where do we find such a place? How do we find such a place?”


    It was the first time Lucy’s mother had spoken. Her questions hung in the air between them, unanswerable.


    Then her gaze fell upon Lucy. In recent years her mother’s eyes had lost their vibrancy, and now, even more than before, they looked weary and defeated.


    Lucy leaned down and wrapped her arms around her mother. “I’ll find us something. I promise.”


    She felt her mother relax, but instead of finding satisfaction in her relief, Lucy felt the weight of the world fall upon her shoulders.


    If only she hadn’t promised.
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    “I’ll find us something, I promise.”


    At her sister’s words, and upon hearing the scrape of chairs against the floor, Sofia rushed from her eavesdropping perch back to her hammock. As the bedroom door opened, she put a hand to the wall, stopping the hammock’s swing.


    She closed her eyes, feigning sleep, as the light from the main room cut a swath through the room.


    “Look, the girl sleeps while the rest of us worry,” Aunt Francesca whispered.


    “Oh, to be young and ignorant,” said her uncle.


    Lucy shushed them, but Sofia knew the action wasn’t in her defense. Sofia was well aware of what her sister thought of her, what everyone thought of her. She was the spoiled youngest child, the selfish one.


    Unfortunately, this assessment was accurate, and though Sofia regretted the truth behind this description, she wasn’t eager to change. Being the least of her family had its advantages. No one expected her to excel at anything, and since what they did expect was the worst, it was easy to give it to them. She counted herself lucky that her family issued few penalties for her behavior, merely accepting it as the norm.


    The main consequence of Sofia’s disposition—the one that did bother her more than she would ever admit—was that her family ignored her views, or worse, didn’t believe she had any. When she’d first sensed Lucy getting up this night, when she’d heard the door click shut, she’d immediately climbed out of her hammock to stand at the door, listening. Separate, on the fringe, unconsulted.


    Not that she would have added anything to the discussion about eviction but more fear and worry, perhaps even more than the rest of them had shown. For, unlike the rest of them, living on Mulberry Street was the only life Sofia had ever known. When her family—when all her neighbors—told stories of the old country, she was excluded from the shared memories. Actually, she had no memories to call her own. From morning to night she was with her family. As a child she’d appreciated their company and protection from the dangers of the street, but now, at fifteen, she longed for time alone, for the chance to experience a life separate from theirs.


    But with the night’s discussion of big changes coming their way... Sofia wasn’t sure how she felt about that.


    Unable to feign sleep any longer, she leaned over the side of the hammock and whispered to her sister, “We’re moving?”


    “Hush now,” Lucy said. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle everything.”


    Sofia lay back. She knew Lucy’s words to be true. And yet...


    To move, to live in a different place, on a different street, with different sights, smells, and sounds...


    Could Sofia be different too?


    It was a frightening, exciting thought.
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    Lucy barely slept. Once the four adults of the family finished discussing the eviction, they’d all tried to get back to sleep—Mamma on the thin mattress she’d shared with Papa in the main room, Uncle Aldo and Aunt Francesca on a similar mattress on the floor of the only bedroom, with Lucy on her cot nearby. Uncle never did snore that night.


    Only Sofia slept on, oblivious to the crisis spinning around her. As usual. Oh, to be a child again, to live with the assurance that someone older and wiser would handle whatever needed to be handled.


    It was Sofia who roused the adults from their beds.


    “Up, everyone!” Sofia jumped down from her sling, sending it swinging wildly. “We’ll be late for church.”


    Amid moans and much stretching, the family rose and got dressed. The lines at the outhouses—five stories below in the alley—were long, as usual, for everyone worked six days a week and went to church on Sunday. Lucy had heard about modern buildings that had such necessary rooms inside. What she wouldn’t give for such luxury.


    “Why are you so quiet?” Sofia asked as they walked to the service at St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral.


    “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” Lucy answered.


    Yet as soon as Lucy gave the answer, her thoughts turned in its direction. There was plenty of reason to worry, because a place for them to stay wasn’t going to fall from the sky—no matter how hard they wished for it or even prayed for it. Someone had to make an effort to find an apartment. They only had a week.


    Looking at her uncle walking with her aunt and mother a few steps ahead, she knew he wouldn’t be the one to accomplish such a thing. In the nine years since his family had come to New York, he’d never once offered to find his wife and son a place of their own. Lucy knew this had been a point of contention with her mother and father, and had heard the two of them speak of it in hushed tones on many occasions. When the Scarpellis had invited the three newcomers to stay with them back in 1886, they’d always assumed it was a temporary situation. Her father had even been instrumental in getting Aldo and Vittorio jobs on the docks where he worked, and Mother had let Francesca be a part of her at-home work of making flowers for hats.


    But as one year flowed into the next, as temporary became permanent, her parents’ private complaints stopped. Family was sacred.


    And perhaps it had been for the best. For when Papa was killed, the presence of Aldo and his family was a blessing—both for their company and for their income. And a year later, though they could have used Vittorio’s income too, Lucy wasn’t bitter about her cousin leaving to find a better life out west. Family was family, but... she also knew there could be a proper time to be a bit selfish. There was nothing evil about having your own dreams.


    What if I leave? Just go away like Vittorio and start over?


    She shook her head against the thought. If she were a man, she might consider it. But as a woman, with few ways to make a living, she needed to choose a safer route.


    Which was...?


    Fulfilling her promise to find them a new home. Lucy caught up with her mother just as they turned toward the entrance of the church and tugged on her sleeve. “Mamma, I’m not going in with you. I have—”


    “Of course you’re going in. Come—”


    “No.” Lucy lowered her voice. “I have to find us a new apartment.”


    “That can wait.”


    “No, it can’t. I can’t risk time off from my job to look for one. We need a place to live. Now.”


    Mamma motioned for Francesca and Aldo to go on in, and to take Sofia with them. “And how are you going to do that?” she asked. “On the Sabbath? Today is a day of rest.”


    There was no time to rest. Surely the Almighty would forgive her for helping her family on this one and only free day. “I have to try. You pray and I’ll do what I can do.” Besides, God listened to Mamma’s prayers much more than Lucy’s.


    Mamma’s eyes skirted past the people to the endless streets beyond. “A girl alone? It’s not safe.”


    “A woman alone. I have no choice, Mamma. We have no choice.”


    Mamma cupped Lucy’s cheek with her hand. “Dio sia con voi.”


    Lucy was glad to have God’s company. If He would do His part, she would do hers. If He was busy elsewhere? That was all right too.
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    Lucy’s line of vision alternated between the left side of the street and the right, searching for elusive FOR RENT signs.


    She’d knocked on a few doors but hadn’t found many people home. Those who had answered were asking too much, or blatantly told her they didn’t rent to her kind.


    Regarding that... she’d purposely avoided their old neighborhood around Five Points. Most of the buildings were in as horrible condition as their own. Would they also be torn down to make way for some park or factory? Lucy couldn’t risk being moved twice.


    And so she’d walked north, past the Jewish neighborhood running along Bayard, past Grand and Stanton...


    The buildings were better there, more solid, and often made of brick. She turned onto a street that was full of shops—real shops. She was used to the pushcarts of Mulberry Street that dappled the street like pebbles interrupting the flow of a stream. The pushcarts sold common goods like pans and baskets, and fruit, bread, and flowers. But these shops had their goods displayed in the windows: cheese, sausages, crocks, books... and dresses. One window showed a mannequin wearing a gorgeous blue gown of satin brocade with pink bows at the bottom of the sleeves and at the neckline. Lucy was used to the rather bland work of sewing sleeves and linings into coats whose colors did nothing to brighten her weary days. Once in a while, they were given women’s blouses to work on, but even then the colors were depressingly neutral.


    Remembering the task at hand, she forced herself to move on, yet her eyes rebelled at the thought of looking anywhere but at the prettiness of the—


    With a start, she ran into a man exiting a door.


    “Scusi,” she said.


    “Pardon me,” the man said as he tipped his hat and took a step back. “I’m afraid my mind was elsewhere.”


    He had a ring of keys in his hand. He fumbled for one in particular and tried the key in the lock. Lucy saw that the door was not to a store, but was nestled between two storefronts.


    “This blasted lock.”


    “May I?” Lucy was used to finicky locks. The one on their apartment only worked if she tilted the key in a downward angle. She tried the same method and it worked. The door locked.


    “There you are,” she said, trying the door as evidence.


    He looked surprised by her success. “With all the rentals I own, you’d think I’d get used to the idiosyncrasies of the locks.”


    “Rentals?”


    “I have a small apartment above the store here. I have rentals all over Manhattan.”


    “An apartment, you say?” Her heartbeat strengthened. This was a good street with nice shops.


    “Are you looking for one?”


    “I am. My mother, my sister, and I are being evicted.”


    His long face lengthened even more. “For nonpayment—?”


    “No, no, sir. We’ve lived in the building for twenty years. But now they’re tearing it down—tearing down an entire row of buildings to make a park.”


    The man studied her as if assessing her character. She was glad she was wearing her best navy dress for church but felt the need to persuade him further. “Does the apartment have good light? My mother makes flowers for hats and works at home.”


    “Hats?”


    She nodded. “And my sister and I work in the garment business.”


    His eyebrows lifted. “You’re a seamstress?”


    Of a sort. “For twelve years now. My sister is only fifteen, but she’s worked four years in the trade.” In the sweatshops. The horrible, disgusting sweatshops.


    He put a hand to his mouth and shook his head. But beneath the hand he was smiling. “Come with me, Miss...?” He waited for her name.


    “Scarpelli. Lucy Scarpelli.”


    “Come with me, Miss Scarpelli. Today may be your lucky day.”


    She hesitated. Although he looked to be a man of fine bearing, she didn’t know him.


    He laughed at her uncertainty. “Five steps, Miss Scarpelli. Ten at the most.”


    He walked up the sidewalk and motioned toward the doorway of the shop that contained the beautiful dress.


    She’d get to see it in person? Lucy walked after him and noticed the sign painted on the window: Madame Moreau’s Fashion Emporium.


    “Is this a dress shop?”


    He laughed. “Don’t let Mrs. Flynn hear you call it that.”


    “Who is Mrs. Flynn?”


    “The woman I hired to run the place. Irish through and through, but she’d like people to believe she’s Madame Moreau.”


    “Where is Madame Moreau?”


    He cupped his mouth with a hand. “She doesn’t exist. I thought a French name would be a lure to our society customers.” He fiddled with the ring of keys, finding the correct one for the door. “Come inside.”


    The warning of Lucy’s mother intruded. A girl alone? It’s not safe.


    The man sighed. He was running out of patience. “My name is Thomas Standish and I’m happily married with three children—who are waiting for me to get home for Sunday dinner. If you need more references than that to trust me, I—”


    “No. I mean, yes, I’ll come inside.”


    He swept an arm toward the interior.


    The main room had numerous dress ensembles displayed on mannequins, making her forget the initial blue one. Scattered about were lush velvet chairs, a sea green settee, and two full-length gilded mirrors on stands.


    “It’s beautiful.”


    “Yes, well, the upper set expects sumptuous surroundings, so that’s what we give them. There are two private fitting rooms over there, but when the dresses are near completion, the women do love to come out here to see themselves.”


    Lucy glanced at the window. “And be seen?”


    “Is that not the point?”


    Lucy fingered the lace on a sleeve with huge leg-o’-mutton sleeves. She wasn’t keen on the trend—it made women look ridiculous to have puffed sleeves twice the size of their head—but the sleeves were popular because their volume made the wearer’s waist look tiny in comparison. And like it or not, the style wasn’t the fault of this shop. Fashion was declared elsewhere and women followed. She turned the cuff over and saw that the stitching was straight, and the presence of interlining gave the cuff body. It was obvious the sewing standards were high. She turned to Mr. Standish. “All the work is done here?”


    “Indeed it is. In the back.” He walked through a curtain and lit a gas lamp inside the next room. Then he held the curtain aside for her to enter. “Come in, Miss Scarpelli.”


    The workroom was set up with many work stations. There were two treadle sewing machines, a large cutting table, and a wall of spindles, filled with spools of thread. It was a far cry from the dingy sweatshop where she and Sofia sat shoulder to shoulder with dozens of other women, under minimal lighting and the weight of boredom, as they sewed the same type of piece over and over and over.


    “So all the dresses are custom-made?”


    “Every one. With stores like Bloomingdale’s, Macy’s, and Tremaine’s luring women to buy off the rack, we live on our reputation for extraordinary custom-made clothing for society’s elite.”


    The notion of creating something beautiful and using good-quality fabrics and trim was enticing. Lucy longed to be creative, and often, during her tedious work, daydreamed of how she would design a dress or a blouse or skirt. “So the outfits are custom designed too?”


    He put down the scissors he’d been playing with. “Are you a designer?”


    She almost said yes, but decided truth the better choice. “I’ve never had the chance. But I would like to try. I would like to learn.”


    His gaze moved from her face to her toes and back again. “You didn’t design the dress you’re wearing, did you?”


    Lucy knew her outfit was marginal. Her dress was at least six years old. It had the distinction of being her “best” because it was the least worn looking, yet it was very old-fashioned, with narrow sleeves and an out-of-style bustle.


    Mr. Standish was waiting for an answer. “I didn’t design my clothes, and I certainly know their shortcomings in both design and quality. But when a family needs food and the rent is due, the desire for something new and fashionable is set aside.”


    “To pay the rent.”


    “On time.”


    He made an odd sound, as if he didn’t believe her, a notion that was dispelled when he said, “Then that makes you a better tenant than my last two—the last of which moved out without notice and left the place a mess.”


    “I know of such people, but I assure you, Mr. Standish, my family shares none of those vices.”


    “I believe you.” He strolled around the cutting table that sat in the middle of the room. “And perhaps...” He stopped. “Perhaps your lucky day is also mine.”


    Lucy held her breath. Was he talking about an apartment, a job, or both? She forced herself to act calm. “How so, sir?”


    “I’ve wanted to expand our offerings to hats.”


    “My mother could handle that expansion with ease.”


    “And with the sewing of gowns for the upcoming season in Newport in full swing... we are heartily busy.”


    “Three additional sets of hands, savvy with needle and thread, would be an advantage.”


    “But the apartment...” He resumed his stroll. “It’s small.”


    “How much is the rent?”


    “Sixteen.”


    Lucy tried to control her excitement. They paid seventeen dollars a month now, and this building was far better than their tenement. But they also had two fewer people to help with the rent. “I’ll give you fourteen.”


    He considered this a moment. “You’ll make up the difference keeping the shop clean?”


    “Of course.”


    He extended a hand. “It appears we have a deal, Miss Scarpelli.”


    She coughed once, then again, expelling the tension that had accumulated in the minutes that had transpired between bumping into Mr. Standish and gaining both lodging and jobs for her family. She shook his hand. “We have a deal.”


    “I surmise you don’t have the rent money on you?”


    “You surmise correctly.” She thought of the coins in the money jar at home. Was there enough for the rent? “I’ll pay you all I can, and the rest you can deduct from our paychecks until we are square. Would that be satisfactory?”


    “I believe something can be arranged. When would you like to move in?”


    Her thoughts sped through the logistics of moving. They could borrow a cart from someone... she might even hunt down Angelo, since he and his father used a cart for their business. And since Uncle Aldo was still around, he could help with the heavy lifting, not that they had that much to—


    “A day, Miss Scarpelli. What day would you like to move in?”


    “The day after tomorrow? And we could start work the day after that.”


    He laughed. “I admire your spunk and work ethic.” He took out his key ring and removed a key, pressing it into her hands. “Here you go. I’ll stop by later to collect the first portion of the rent.”


    “Thank you.” Lucy palmed the key and pressed it to her heart. Just like that, their problems were solved. She thought of Mamma in church this morning, praying...


    They exited the store and Mr. Standish said his good-byes. Lucy was left with the key—and the door to their apartment. Only then did she realize she’d not even looked at the space.


    What if it’s awful? What if it’s so small the three of us can’t even live there?


    There was only one way to find out.


    She unlocked the door and was greeted with a set of dark, narrow stairs. She took a match from a container on the wall and lit the wall lamp. The light—though dim—helped ease her wariness. She went up the stairs to a landing. And one door. This was it.


    The same key that opened the bottom door opened this one. Lucy opened it slowly, expecting the worst. She saw...


    Light. A bounty of glorious sunlight.


    To her left, the entire front of the main room was lined with windows. In a small alcove near the windows was a stove, a sink, and shelves in a kitchen area. Off the main room were two doors. The one straight across from the entry was open, showing a bedroom at least the size of the one on Mulberry Street. And the other smaller door led to something Lucy had never dared hope for: a bathroom! There was a toilet, a small sink, and...


    A bathtub.


    Lucy stepped into it, clothes and all, and sat down. Such luxury was beyond her ken. Only then did she notice the tub needed a good scrubbing. And the sink had an ominous orangey coating in its bowl, and the toilet...


    Lucy climbed out of the tub and brushed off her clothes. With her eyes freshly attuned to details instead of space, she saw that the apartment needed a lot of cleaning. It was obvious Mr. Standish’s previous tenants had left quickly, with little regard for what they’d left behind—or the condition of the apartment itself. There was a smattering of discarded furniture that may or may not be usable. A man’s shoe was in the corner, trash was scattered throughout the room, and the kitchen shelves were marked with a myriad of ancient spills.


    Upon closer inspection, Lucy smelled something sickly sweet and found the kitchen sink filled with the remnants of more than one peeled apple and fruit flies dancing above their feast.


    She turned toward the main room and put her hands upon her hips, measuring the challenge. She’d have to give it a good dose of elbow grease—before her mother and sister saw it.


    Speaking of... they were probably sitting at home, worried for her life and limb amongst the fearful streets of New York.


    Such a surprise she’d have for them.
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    “Where have you been?”


    Lucy closed the door behind her. She was greeted by all four members of her family, waiting for an answer.


    She’d be happy to give them one.


    Lucy had pondered this moment all the way home. She didn’t want to burst in the door, shouting the news. She wanted to mark the moment with a little drama.


    And so, she removed the key from her pocket and dangled it in front of them.


    “What’s that?” Uncle Aldo asked.


    “A key.”


    “We can see that,” Aunt said. “But what—?”


    Sofia ran to her, nabbing the key away. “It’s the key to our new apartment!”


    Lucy nodded, seeking her mother’s smile.


    Mamma did more than smile; she wrapped Lucy in her arms, leaning this way and that, cradling her head against her own face. “Ah, cara ragazza! Grazie, grazie!”


    Lucy had expected her mother to be happy, but her exuberance was surprising, and revealed a worry beyond what she’d previously expressed.


    Once Mamma let her go, they all began talking at once.


    “Where is it?”


    “How many rooms?”


    “How much?”


    She reveled in the knowledge that she had one more surprise for them. But first she gave the details.


    “A bathroom?” Mamma said.


    “With a real bathtub,” Lucy said, “and an indoor necessary and running water in the kitchen.”


    Aunt tugged on her husband’s arm. “Perhaps we should stay.”


    Lucy nearly panicked. Although they could all fit in the new apartment, her hopes for the future involved just the three of them living there.


    “No,” Uncle said. “We promised Vittorio. I’m getting the train tickets tomorrow.”


    Aunt nodded and the crisis was averted.


    “When can we move in?” Mamma asked.


    Lucy had thought it through. “Tuesday. Tomorrow I’ll go make it ready for you and—”


    “What you mean, ‘make it ready for us’?”


    Lucy didn’t want to let them know how dirty it was, only how clean it would be once she was through with it. “I just want to make sure it’s perfect.”


    “The fact we have a place to go... that makes it perfetto.” Mamma looked heavenward. “Grazie a Dio.”


    It was time for the other surprise. Lucy extended her hands to her mother and sister. She needed physical contact for her next announcement. “I have something else to tell you that will make things even more perfect.”


    Sofia tried to guess. “You found a thousand dollars in a trunk in the apartment.”


    Lucy ignored her. “I found jobs—for all three of us.”


    “We have jobs.”


    Lucy shook her head. “Not like these jobs. Not in a fancy dress shop catering to society ladies.”


    Mamma blinked, her mouth open. “Where? How?”


    “Madame Moreau’s Fashion Emporium just so happens to be the shop directly beneath our apartment. The owner’s been wanting to expand their offerings to hats, and Sofia and I will be seamstresses. Real seamstresses in a nice workroom with our own work space and good lighting and—” She thought of something else that would impress them. “Out front there’s an elegant room where the ladies come to see dresses and look at fabric choices. The chairs are covered in velvet and—”


    “What’s velvet?” Sofia asked.


    “Velluto,” Mamma said. “Like Mrs. Romano’s shawl, the one she wears to show off.”


    Sofia nodded.


    “But this velvet isn’t black; it’s pale green. Very sophisticated.” Lucy could say more, but she knew they already had an image of the place.


    “I get to make hats?”


    “With all the trims, feathers, and flowers you want.”


    “Probably flowers we made right here in this room,” Aunt Francesca said.


    “Perhaps,” Lucy said.


    Aunt bit her lower lip and Lucy could almost see her thoughts churning. “Would they have a job for me?” She glanced at her husband. “I want to see our son, but Oklahoma is so far away, and—”


    “Enough, wife. We’re going.”


    Aunt sat back down, still uncertain.


    “Come now.” Mamma motioned all of them close. “Let us fall to our knees and thank God for answering our prayers.”


    The five of them knelt, bowed their heads, and prayed silently. Lucy prayed too, thanking God, but...


    But also thanking herself.


    She’d done very well. Like Mr. Standish had said, today was her lucky day.

  


  
    Chapter Two
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    For the first time in her memory, Sofia awakened on a Monday and didn’t go to work. Lucy had told her there was no reason for both of them to go to the sweatshop to quit and collect their pay.


    So Sofia was blessed with something incredibly rare: free time.


    But didn’t she deserve it? Though she’d only been working at the sweatshop for four years, before that she’d worked at home, making paper flowers with her mother and aunt, since she was five.


    What little free time she had, she spent reading dime novels, which she either bought in their entirety as soft-covered books or collected from magazines over many issues. Mamma called them an extravagance, but Papa had told Mamma to let her be, that if Sofia could escape in a good story, so be it. Though Papa had been gone for years now, Mamma hadn’t defied his wishes and prohibited the treat. Sofia earned ten cents a sleeve, sometimes seventy cents a day. Surely she deserved to buy a book every week. Up until today, Sunday afternoon was her only time to indulge herself, to escape to the Wild West, or into one of Laura Jean Libbey’s romances.


    She loved how Mrs. Libbey’s stories usually revolved around a poor young girl who fell in love with a man far above her station. And they always—always—married in the end, and knowing that never ruined the stories one whit.


    This morning, Sofia saw an opening for some reading time. So before Mamma ordered her to help pack for the move, she grabbed her latest title, Little Rosebud’s Lovers, and ran down the five flights of stairs to the stoop outside their tenement. There, she sat upon the top step, just to the right of the door, leaned her back against the building, and found the place she’d left off.... A handsome stranger, Percy Fielding, was discussing the county fair, where he planned to see Maud, the woman of his affection. Yet the local man he spoke with talked of a stepsister, Rosebud....


    “Who gave her the name of Rosebud?” said Percy.


    “Oh, she’s been called that ever since she was born, and she has the sweetest face, with red cheeks and pretty dimples, that you ever saw; but she is no young lady. Little Rosebud is only a romping, merry-hearted child of sixteen, with a face like an apple-blossom, framed in long, fair, curling flaxen hair, soft and clinging as a baby’s, and great blue roguish eyes, and the sweetest little scarlet mouth you ever saw.”


    Sofia looked up when an argument between Mrs. Roselli and a customer over a loaf of bread got heated. Noise. Mulberry Street was always noisy, whether it be from the pushcart owners calling out their wares, horses’ hooves on the cobblestones, or homeless children trying to sell a stray piece of wood, some matches, or a discarded newspaper.


    She pushed the distractions away and returned to the book’s description of Rosebud. Blond, blue-eyed, and merry. Nothing like Sofia herself, yet she also knew that before the story ended Rosebud would face great peril before finding love and redemption. There was satisfaction in seeing the rich humbled and the poor raised up. Not that Sofia believed such things actually happened. Although the neighborhood was filled with families that had come to America to make a better life, the streets were not paved with gold. They were but worn and dirty cobblestones made slick with the droppings of man and animal alike.


    Within a page Sofia nodded with satisfaction as poor Rosebud began her descent into hell.... And pretty Little Rosebud Arden would know the bitterest woe that ever came to a bright, sunny girl’s life, as she drained to the dregs the bitter draught which would be held to her lips by the hand she loved....


    Sofia could hardly wait.
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    Just a peek...


    Lucy was tempted to peer into the window of Madame Moreau’s, but refrained. Today—dressed in her worst work clothes for the task of cleaning their new apartment—was not the day to make her presence known. Only two days more and she could enter with confidence.


    She set down the basket of cleaning supplies in order to negotiate the key in the door to their apartment, angling it downward as she’d had to do when first meeting Mr. Standish. Her easy success made her smile. She was an expert already. It was meant to be.


    The door at the top of the stairs also succumbed to her key and she entered—and immediately saw a vase of white and yellow flowers on a table.


    There was a small note stuck within its blooms. Miss Scarpelli, I feel bad for the horrible condition of this flat. Hopefully, these flowers will bid you fair welcome. Mr. Standish.


    Lucy allowed herself a moment to enjoy the fragrance. She appreciated Mr. Standish’s gesture, but would have preferred the more practical one of having the place cleaned.


    “Chi fa da sé, fa per tre,” she said with a sigh. If she wanted something done, she would have to do it herself.


    And so she did.


    As usual.


    [image: ]


    Lucy pushed hair away from her face with the back of a hand. She got up from her knees, arching her back to counter the ache.


    Was she finished?


    She scanned the main room. The windows were washed, the floors swept and scrubbed, the facilities in the kitchen and bath as spotless as she could make them.


    Her hands begged for attention. They were red-raw from the hot water and soap, yet she didn’t really mind. At least there was hot water in their apartment. Back home they’d had to go into the hallway to gather water from a shared spigot, and then heat it on the stove. Baths had been taken in the main room, in a hip bath, and the more intimate needs were attended to in communal outhouses.


    Now to arrange the furniture. What was left behind was rickety—Lucy had thrown away one precarious chair—but the rest was usable.


    She remembered that the mattress to the bed was sticking out the back window to air. She hauled it back in and placed it on the frame, choosing the best side up. The room held a small table she placed beside the bed, and a three-drawer dresser—one drawer for each of them. And there was even an armoire for hanging clothes. Lucy shivered at the memory of cleaning out the mouse nest she’d found inside.


    The living room contained a small table for eating at and two chairs. In addition, there was an upholstered chair. Even through the seat cushion, Lucy could feel the springs, but if you sat just right, it was the softest chair she’d ever sat in. Mamma would like it.


    Mamma and Sofia would like all of it.


    “I did well,” she said aloud, breaking the silence.


    The silence. What was silence?


    Lucy sat in the chair and rested her arms upon its arms. It was odd to consider the lack of silence in her life. In a tenement full of families there was always noise. Even in the middle of the night they could hear people moving about. The walls were thin, and privacy didn’t exist. Not to mention Uncle Aldo’s snoring.


    She closed her eyes and held her breath to allow the silence to fully wrap around her—and didn’t like it.


    Lucy breathed heavier to break through the nothingness, and after a few moments of that effort, opened her eyes and stood. Silence and solitude were foreign conditions that would take getting used to.


    A familiar sound broke into the moment, drawing her to the window. Horses pulled a lovely carriage to a stop in front of the dress shop. The driver got down from his perch and opened the carriage door. A fine lady emerged wearing a navy suit adorned with red piping. She said something to the driver and went inside.


    This was the sort of woman Lucy would be sewing for. She faced the room, raised her chin, and placed her hands primly, one upon the other. “How may I help you this morning, ma’am? I just happen to have the most exquisite ensemble, designed especially for you.” She cocked her head, hearing the woman’s response. Then Lucy said, “My name? Lucy Scarpelli.” A pause. “You’ve not heard of me? Let me assure you, you will.”


    With a laugh, Lucy dropped her hands and did a pirouette in the middle of the room.


    Why not dream?


    Her life was just beginning.
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    Sofia’s free time didn’t last long before her mother and aunt found her and demanded she come help with the packing. A lifetime of accumulation and not enough crates made the chore difficult. And added to the chaos were Uncle Aldo and Aunt Francesca packing for their trip west.


    Lucy came home late in the day. Sofia tossed her a roll of twine. “It’s about time. Tie up that stack of bedding.”


    Lucy stood inside the door, scanning the room. She looked as though she could cry.


    “What’s wrong?” Sofia asked.


    “When I left this morning I didn’t realize it would be the last time I’d see the place as it’s always been.”


    Mamma took the twine from her. “Consider it a blessing, Lucia. Sometimes it’s best not to have time to wallow in the ‘last’ of things.”


    “But it’s not home anymore.”


    Sofia hadn’t taken time to think of it that way, yet what Lucy said was right. In the length of a single day, the apartment had been stripped of the items that made it home. Now it was simply two rooms with peeling wallpaper, a single cracked window that overlooked a narrow alley, and a stove that barely provided heat and made cooking a challenge. Would the kitchen in their new place be better? Would they see sunshine? Would the bedroom have natural light and air?


    “Do you want this pan?” Mamma asked Aunt Francesca.


    Uncle Aldo shook his head. “She does not. There isn’t room and I’m certain our son has plenty of pans.”


    Sofia was less certain. She couldn’t imagine Cousin Vittorio caring about pans or pots or anything domestic. She hoped he lived in a respectable place in Oklahoma, but she also knew he had a penchant for exaggeration. She did not trust his letters, bragging about his new life. What would her aunt and uncle find when they met their son?


    Suddenly Mamma pressed a shirt to her face. Was she crying?


    Sofia put an arm around her shoulders. Without a word Mamma offered her the shirt. Sofia inhaled the scent of her father.


    “We came here together. We made this home together.”


    Sofia felt her throat tighten but refused to give in to tears.


    Lucy smelled the shirt too, then handed it back to Mamma. “It would sadden Papa to be here and see our building demolished, to see the old neighborhood change so drastically.”


    Mamma’s eyes lost a bit of their sorrow. “Would he like our new place?”


    Lucy nodded. “He would.”


    “Then I will like it too.”


    Mamma amazed her. She never let anything bother her. What life handed her she embraced—or at least set aside without complaining. Sofia wasn’t keen on change, any change. Even though their life was hard, would this new life Lucy concocted be any better?


    It had better be.

  


  
    Chapter Three
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    Lucy braced herself to see him again.


    Angelo Romano, her ex-fiancé, was helping them move. He possessed two key essentials: a two-wheeled cart and a strong back.


    Lucy hated having to call on him, but all their other requests for help had been answered with good excuses. People couldn’t risk their jobs to take off work and help the Scarpellis move. Because Angelo worked for his father, he had some leeway in such things. But would he associate her need for his services with her need for him? Four years had passed. Surely he wouldn’t still want to marry her.


    There was a knock on their door and Lucy felt her stomach flutter. She opened it. “Ciao, Angelo.”


    With cap in hand he leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “Ciao, my dear Lucy.”


    My dear Lucy?


    He looked past her. “Signora Scarpelli. You’re looking well.”


    Lea smiled at him and handed him a crate of dishes. “You are very kind to help us, Angelo.”


    With a wink to Lucy he said, “Didn’t your husband always say, ‘Mal comune, mezzo gaudio’? Trouble shared is trouble halved. I’m glad to do it.”


    Lucy immediately gathered a load of belongings. Perhaps if she kept him busy Angelo wouldn’t have time to court her or ask questions she couldn’t answer.


    For she didn’t love him anymore. He was far too frivolous and flighty, and in hindsight she realized their marriage would have caused more anguish than joy. If she ever found a man—if—she wanted someone with a practical nature who could ease her burdens, not add to them.


    Sofia came out of the bedroom. “Angelo!” She ran to him, hugging him awkwardly around the crate.


    He set it down and gave her a proper embrace. “Ah, my piccolina, it is nice to see you again.”


    Sofia stepped away, taking offense. “I’m not your piccolina anymore, Angelo. See? I am a grown woman.” She drew herself to her full height with her hands on her hips.


    “Sofia!” her mother said.


    “Well, I am.”


    It wasn’t proper for Sofia to draw attention to her figure. Lucy interceded. “Come now. Let’s carry a load to the cart.”


    Angelo returned to the crate of dishes, then held the door open for Lucy with his shoulder. “Ladies first,” he said.


    She’d made a horrible mistake asking him to help.


    [image: ]


    Angelo and Aldo pulled the cart, heavy-laden with the belongings of the Scarpelli women. Such a sight was not uncommon in their old neighborhood, as people often moved from here to there in hope of better accommodations—or to escape paying overdue rent. But as the group made their way to the north, to the newer sections of the city, Lucy felt conspicuous. The ethnic boundaries became blurred and she saw judgment in the eyes of many who did not appreciate the influx of Italians into their neighborhood. Some people walking on the sidewalks looked aghast at the haphazard mountain of crates, mattresses, and chairs, and hurried on their way as if they feared being tainted by the sight of it. Lucy wanted to boldly step in their path and demand they tell her just how else a person was supposed to move to a new home.


    With this image still in mind, Lucy had the men stop the cart on the street before they reached the windows of the Fashion Emporium. She hated to care so much what the ladies inside thought of her, but also knew her instinct regarding their reaction was correct.


    With their destination reached, everyone looked to Lucy for direction. “So,” Uncle Aldo said, arching his back, “where is this wonderful new apartment?”


    “Up there.” Lucy pointed to the row of windows above the shop. “Behind those windows is the main room.”


    Her mother’s eyes grew wide. “So much light.”


    Lucy nodded with satisfaction. “And air. There’s a window in the bedroom too, so this awful heat will be conquered.”


    “I get the bedroom!” Sofia said.


    “Mamma gets the bedroom.” Lucy looked to Mamma to see if she smiled—but Mamma was busy untying the rope that held everything to the cart. The idea that suddenly everyone would beset the apartment en masse reminded Lucy of her plan to show her mother and sister the place in private.


    “If you all could just wait here a moment while I take Mamma and Sofia upstairs alone...”


    “So what are we?” Aunt Francesca said. “Aren’t we relatives too?”


    Uncle Aldo nipped her arm with his hand. “Leave them alone, wife.” He winked at Lucy. “This is Lucia’s special moment.”


    Lucy winked back at him. He was a good man and she might actually miss him.


    She retrieved the key, opened the street door, and struck a match to light the lamp. “See here? Our own private stairway.”


    Mamma looked upward. “Only one flight?”


    “Only one.”


    Sofia raced up the stairs to the landing. “There’s just the one door. This is ours?”


    Lucy followed after her. “This is ours.” She waited to open the door until Mamma had also reached the landing. Then she used the key and swung the door wide. “This is ours. Our new home.”


    Just as the light from the windows had first drawn Lucy into the room, so it did for her mother and sister. “Look at the view!” Sofia exclaimed. “We don’t have to look into someone else’s window across the alley! We can see the street and watch people come and go.” She opened the sash, leaned out, and called to the family below. “Look here!”


    Angelo called up to her. “Ciao, piccolina!”


    Mamma bypassed the windows when she spotted the kitchen. She ran a hand along the edge of the sink as if it were made of solid gold. Lucy turned on the water. “Look, Mamma. Not just running water, but hot water.” She backed up to show more. “And a real stove and oven. We can bake our own bread now.”


    Mamma’s eyes were rimmed with tears as she took Lucy’s face in her hands and kissed her. “Cara ragazza mia. Bella. It is beautiful.”


    Lucy wasn’t certain beautiful was the right word for the apartment, but—


    Sofia interrupted. “Look, Mamma! A bathroom!” Mamma and Lucy found Sofia climbing into the bathtub, just as Lucy had done at her first sight of it. “I’m going to take a bath every day, two times a day, and sit and soak and read and fall asleep. You’ll have to serve me my meals in here.”


    “You’ll be making your share of the meals, sister. With all three of us working at the shop...”


    “You spoil everything, Lucy. I doubt you even know how to pretend to be a grand lady.”


    Mamma ignored both of them and went into the bedroom. She turned to Lucy. “A real bed?”


    “It’s for you, Mamma. This whole room is yours. No more sleeping on the floor in the living room.”


    Mamma sat on the bed but shook her head no. “I can’t take this room. You and Sofia—”


    “No,” Lucy said. “You deserve this room, and it’s yours.”


    Sofia looked around. “So where are you and I going to sleep?”


    “On the mattress we brought from the other place, right here, in the main room.”


    Sofia put on her pouty face, but before she could give the mood full reign, Lucy tugged on her arm. “There will be none of that; there will be no complaining in this house. Not for one second.”


    Sofia yanked her arm loose. “You don’t get if you don’t ask.”


    Sofia did enough of that. Her sister’s selfishness was like a pebble in Lucy’s shoe. She couldn’t understand how Mamma was always so forgiving. If she were Sofia’s mother she’d... she’d...


    God help her if she ever had a child like Sofia. Which she wouldn’t, because she was never going to marry. What did she need with children, anyway? Her experience with Sofia had stifled all maternal longings.


    There was a knock on the door. It was Aunt Francesca. “Are you ever going to let us in?”


    Lucy helped Mamma to standing. “Enter,” she said. “Welcome to our new home.”
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    Mamma and Aunt Francesca stood in full embrace, sobbing. “When will I ever see you again?” Aunt said.


    Mamma murmured something in her ear. Yet the truth was, this might be a final good-bye. America was a vast place, not easily traversed.


    Lucy had already said her good-byes to her uncle and aunt. Feeling the strength of her uncle’s arms reminded her of her father’s embrace. Although Uncle Aldo had never taken her father’s place, his very presence had eased her father’s passing.


    And now Uncle would be gone too. They would be three women, alone. The idea frightened her, yet offered an odd exhilaration at the challenge.


    Angelo cleared his throat to get her attention. He stood at the door, hat in hand. Although Lucy had done her best to avoid any private contact, such evasion could not be continued. He’d taken much time and effort to help them. He deserved her thanks.


    As she walked toward him, he surprised her by drawing her out of the apartment to the landing at the top of the stairs. “Well, then,” he said. “You’re settled.”


    “Thanks to you, and to your father’s cart. Please thank him for me.”


    He nodded, then looked past her to the apartment. “It’s a large place, much better than the last.”


    Lucy suddenly worried that his compliment was a prequel to the suggestion they get back together, marry, and he move in. Her thoughts rushed to this conclusion, and she offered an awkward answer that was wanting in subtlety. “If you’re wanting to move in here with us, Angelo, I apologize for giving you the wrong impression. I—”


    He leaned his head back in full laughter. “You think I helped you because I still want to marry you?”


    Lucy was horrified. “No, of course not, but...”


    “Four years have passed, Lucy. Although I admit you hurt me, I’ve moved along with my life.” He nodded toward the apartment. “You have done the same. I am happy to see you happy.”


    She hated the thought that he’d gotten over her. “Are you happy?” she asked him.


    “I am happy. And married,” he said. “With a son and a daughter.”


    Lucy’s legs faltered enough to make the stairway a danger.


    Angelo righted her with a hand. “I thought you knew.”


    She was suddenly angry and slapped his hand away. “How would I know? I haven’t heard from you in all this time.”


    “And I’ve heard from you?” he asked. “Not until you needed my father’s cart and another set of strong arms. Not that I mind, but...”


    She felt the fool. Not for being ignorant of Angelo’s marriage and children, but for thinking he would still be interested in her after all these years.


    Lucy tried to regain her dignity. She set her chin and extended her hand to him. “Thank you very much for your services today, Angelo. My family appreciates your special effort.”


    “It’s not your family I care about,” he said softly. “I did it for you, Lucy. And if you ever need me again, please ask.”


    With that said, he kissed her cheek before rushing down the stairs and onto the street. Once more Angelo became a sweet memory and Lucy chided herself for opening her heart and mind to romance for even a moment.


    Uncle Aldo and Aunt Francesca came to the door to leave. Each gave her one last embrace and kiss good-bye before they too descended the stairs.


    Lucy heard Mamma’s soft cries and entered the apartment. The click of the door behind gained special meaning.


    “We’re all alone!” Mamma cried.


    Lucy and Sofia did their best to comfort her.


    And comfort themselves.
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    Sofia turned on her side, pulling the sheet with her.


    “Stop it,” Lucy whispered. “That sheet is for both of us.”


    Sofia flopped over again, facing her sister. “I don’t like sleeping out here. I’d rather have my old hammock than sleep on this hard floor.”


    “We have a mattress. Be thankful for—”


    The bedroom door opened and Mamma came out. “I can’t sleep in there.”


    “Why not?”


    “It’s too soft.”


    Sofia scrambled to her feet. “This is your mattress, Mamma. Try this one.”


    “Sofia!” Lucy was appalled at her sister’s insensitivity.


    “No, no, Lucia. Your sister is right. I would much rather sleep on the mattress I’m used to. You girls take the bed.”


    Lucy grabbed a hunk of Sofia’s nightgown, holding her back. “But I want you to have it, Mamma. I want you to have the bedroom all to yourself.”


    Sofia pulled out of Lucy’s grip. “Don’t argue with her, Lucy. If she wants the mattress in the main room, let her have it.”


    Lucy heard the creak of bedsprings as Sofia made herself comfortable. She tried to read her mother’s face in the moonlight.


    “Mamma,” she said softly, “you don’t have to do this.”


    Mamma put a hand to Lucy’s cheek. “I want to do this. Go on now. Go claim a spot before your sister takes the entire bed for herself.”


    Reluctantly, Lucy did as she was told.
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    Why do I do that?


    Sofia turned toward the bedroom window, but she didn’t close her eyes. For to do so would allow her mind to replay her latest act of selfishness. Why hadn’t she let Mamma have the bedroom?


    Honor your mother and father.


    She cringed at the Commandment. What she should do is get out of bed, go into the main room, kneel by Mamma’s side, and put a hand on her shoulder to wake her. “Come into the bedroom, Mamma. I was wrong. I’ll sleep here.”


    But as one minute passed to another, the generous thought faded.


    And sleep allowed her to be selfish one more time.

  


  
    Chapter Four
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    How do I look?”


    Sofia glanced at her mother and at Lucy, dressed in their Sunday best. “You look very nice.”


    Mamma shook her head. “I do want to make a good impression.”


    As did Sofia. She knew how much was riding on their jobs at Madame Moreau’s Fashion Emporium. Working as one of a hundred in a dingy sweatshop was one thing, but working in a fancy store was by far another. Sofia knew the basics of sewing, but what if they expected her to know more? She’d be glad to learn, but what if they wanted her to know more now?


    Lucy stepped toward her and tucked a stray piece of hair behind Sofia’s ear. “Work doubly hard these first few days, all right?”


    Even though Sofia had just suffered the same thoughts, it was annoying to hear Lucy say them aloud. She batted her hand away. “You act like I don’t work hard. I know how to work hard.”


    “I know you know how, but I need you to do it. You don’t want to move again, do you? Before you’ve even had a chance to soak in that bathtub?”


    That last reference hit its mark. “I’ll do fine. Stop worrying.”


    But there was a crease between Lucy’s brows. “I just want Mrs. Flynn to like us.”


    “Why shouldn’t she like us?” Mamma asked.


    Lucy hesitated before answering. “She may not appreciate Mr. Standish hiring three extra sets of hands, sight unseen.”


    “Does she know we’re coming?” Sofia asked.


    “I hope she does, but I can’t be sure.”


    Nothing like walking into a lion’s den.
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    A bell on the door announced their arrival. With their first breath in their new employ, Lucy noticed Madame Moreau’s smelled like women, a smell she had overlooked during her first visit with Mr. Standish. Now, knowing she belonged here, her senses were awake and eager to claim the space as part of her life.


    Perfume. That’s what it was. The lingering scent of perfume. How many wealthy ladies had lounged in this reception area, awaiting the moment they’d see the luxurious fashion being made just for them.


    Mamma ran her hand along the top of a velvet chair. She whispered for their ears alone. “It is better than Mrs. Romano’s shawl.”


    Lucy stifled a laugh when a woman entered from the workroom. Her welcoming smile immediately changed when she saw they were not one of her customers. “May I help you?”


    Lucy stepped forward, extending her hand. “I’m Lucy Scarpelli, and this is my mother, Lea, and my sister, Sofia.”


    The woman nodded but did not offer her hand. “What can I do for you?”


    Her tone held a distinct Why are you here? challenge. It was clear Mr. Standish had not informed the woman of their arrival. Or their hiring.


    Mamma spoke low to Lucy in Italian. Lucy put a finger to her lips and smiled at the woman. “We are here to work. Mr. Standish hired us on Sunday and told us to come to work today.”


    The woman shook her head. “Sunday? He’s not here on Sunday.”


    “But he was,” Lucy said. “He was here checking on the apartment upstairs. We happened to meet, and in doing so, met each other’s needs. We moved into the apartment yesterday and were to report to work today.”


    The woman made a face as if the entire situation held a sour taste. “I don’t need three more workers. I have no idea what he was thinking.”


    Lucy couldn’t believe Mr. Standish hadn’t informed her of their coming. “I assure you, we have years of experience and will be an asset—”


    The bell on the door announced another arrival. Lucy was ever so glad to see Mr. Standish walk in.


    He removed his derby hat and nodded to the ladies. “Well, well. I see you’ve all met each other without me.”


    “So it’s true?” the woman said. “You hired these three?”


    He ignored her question. “Mrs. Flynn, I assume you have met Miss Lucy Scarpelli? And you must be her lovely mother.” He nodded toward Mamma.


    “And I’m the sister. Sofia.”


    He smiled. “Very nice to meet you, sister Sofia.” He looked to Lucy. “You’re all moved in abovestairs?”


    “We are.”


    “It is a very lovely apartment, Mr. Standish,” Mamma said.


    His brow furrowed and Lucy explained. “I spent all of Monday cleaning so it showed its best face to my family when we moved in yesterday.”


    “Yes, yes, good for you.” He turned to Mrs. Flynn. “See there? Hard workers, one and all.”


    Mrs. Flynn crossed her arms. “But I don’t need any more workers.”


    “Actually, you do. Remember how I wanted to expand our offerings to include bonnets and hats?”


    “Yes, but—”


    “Mrs. Scarpelli has considerable expertise in making the very same.”


    Mamma shot Lucy a glance. “Considerable expertise” was an exaggeration to be sure.


    Mr. Standish continued. “And Miss Scarpelli has more than ten years’ experience in the garment trade, and Miss Sofia will help where needed.” He gave her a wink. Sofia’s smile told Lucy she was charmed by him.


    Mrs. Flynn was less so. “This is all very well and good, but I wish you would have warned me—informed me—of their coming.”


    “Yes, well. I meant to come earlier this week, but my other business kept me away.” He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Flynn, you’ve been complaining about how busy you are with the sewing for the Newport summer season. Plus, you often mention the pressure of keeping the shop organized and clean. So now I have addressed both of your problems—for Miss Scarpelli has agreed to the latter as well as the former.”


    She shrugged. “Well. I guess that’s that then.”


    “Indeed it is.” He put his hat back on and tapped the top of it. “With that accomplished, I will leave you ladies to the work at hand. Good day.”


    He left them staring awkwardly at each other. Lucy spotted Mamma taking Sofia’s hand. It was up to Lucy to break the tension. “What would you like us to do first, Mrs. Flynn?”


    With a harrumph, the pudgy woman turned and said, “Follow me.”


    That they could do.
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    There were six women sewing in the workroom. Sofia forgot most of their names as soon as they were mentioned, but for two. Tessie was a young redhead with an Irish lilt to her voice, and Dorothy was their mother’s age. These two had actually smiled when they’d been introduced. The other four barely looked up from their work. Sofia couldn’t tell whether it was because they resented this influx of newcomers or simply didn’t care. Had there been other new workers that had come—and gone? Was that the issue? Did the women hold off from being friendly because they doubted the three of them would last under Mrs. Flynn’s rule?


    Mrs. Flynn’s opinion of their presence was abundantly clear and evident by her brusque tour of the workroom. “The cutout area is here, the bolts of fabrics are in the back, and fabric scraps go in this barrel and the trim in this smaller one.”


    The scrap barrel enticed like a treasure chest of jewels. Sofia would like nothing better than to dig through it with Mamma right beside her. Just walking by she saw lush satins that made her long to dip her hand in, just to feel...


    Mrs. Flynn continued the tour. “The pressing is done over there, the threads are kept on the spindles, and the trims and other supplies are stored in the back room. Just so you’re wise about it, I know the number of every hook and eye, every button.”


    Sofia resented the implication but said, “Yes, Mrs. Flynn.”


    The woman spun toward them. “To the customers I am Madame Moreau, so it’s best you get used to calling me Madame now, so they’ll be no slipups. I’ll be—”


    The bell on the front door chimed and she left them. A thick French accent was adopted as she greeted the customer. “Ah, Madame Stewart, entrez! Venez, s’il vous plaît.”


    Tessie giggled and put down the blouse she’d been trimming with lace. “I shouldn’t laugh. She’s actually quite good at what she does. No one has called her on her ruse yet.” She shrugged. “If it keeps me working, she could speak Russian, for all I care.” Tessie stood. “Will you be sewing or cutting?”


    This was easily answered. Sofia had never cut fabric in her life. “Sewing.” She glanced at the sewing machines. “But I want to learn to cut, and to use that machine. I’ll do that.”


    Her comment elicited a tittering among all the workers. Dorothy explained. “I admire your pluck, girl, but putting scissors to fine fabrics that cost many dollars a yard and working with Madame’s prized machines are a chore you work up to, not jump into.”


    Sofia’s embarrassment was heightened when Mamma pulled her close like a child who needed to be drawn to her mother’s hip.


    “I am supposed to make hats,” Mamma said.


    This time the women looked impressed, and a girl sitting at a far table nodded. “Maybe now Madame will stop forcing us to try. We’re no good at it, that’s for certain.”


    “And if it’ll keep the dollars from flowing to Wilson’s Millinery, Mr. Standish will be happy,” Tessie said.


    Lucy looked around the room for a place to settle. “Where should we sit?”


    Dorothy perused the room. “The table nearest the lobby is empty. When it’s winter and the cold seeps through the curtain you’ll see why, but here in the summer the breeze might be inviting. It should be a good place for the new hat department. And you too, Lucy.”


    Lucy gathered a chair for Mamma and for herself.


    “And you, Lucy? What is your specialty?” Dorothy asked.


    It was Lucy’s turn to laugh. “I’ve sewn lining into wool coats for ten years, so I’d appreciate doing anything else.”


    A girl on the machine looked up. “You worked at Kennard’s?”


    “Yes.”


    Sofia stepped forward. “I worked there too.”


    “I was there three years,” the girl said.


    “On the sixth floor?”


    “Under the Beast.”


    Sofia moved closer. She didn’t recognize the girl—had she been introduced as Ruth or Rachel... some name with an R—but Sofia’s lack of memory wasn’t surprising. The sweatshop employed a couple hundred girls and each sat in her own spot. Mingling was frowned upon.


    “He’s not there anymore,” Lucy said.


    “His sins finally catch up to him?”


    “His ambition. He moved to a better position.”


    “Hopefully not around young women.”


    “Ah,” Tessie said. “Groping hands and large demands?”


    “That’s the sort.”


    Sofia had heard Lucy’s stories of “the Beast,” but luckily he’d been gone before she’d started to work there.


    A young girl hemming a skirt spoke up. “Actually, we have our own Beast.”


    Tessie moved beside her and placed a hand upon her back. “Yes, well... you’ve learned to stay clear of Bonwitter now, haven’t you, Dolly?”


    The girl nodded.


    “Who’s Bonwitter?” Sofia asked.


    “The bookkeeper. He comes in three times a week to order supplies and pay the bills—including our wages.”


    “What’s wrong with him?”


    The girls exchanged glances. “He’s grabby.”


    “More than that, I just don’t trust him.”


    Sofia’s mind flitted to something else. “By the way, what are the wages?”


    “Sofia!” Mamma said.


    “What? Don’t we have a right to know? Lucy said Mr. Standish never told her straight out.”


    The women exchanged glances. “That’s not for us to tell you,” Dorothy said. “Let’s just say they’re not enough but better than nothing.”


    It would have to do. For without this job that’s exactly what they’d have.


    Nothing.


    They all heard the rise and fall of Madame’s voice in the other room, along with the higher pitch of the customer.


    “Who does the designing?” Lucy asked.


    “Madame’s fairly good at it,” Tessie said, but her shrug indicated a lesser talent.


    “Good at copying other designs mostly,” Dorothy added. “But she leaves it to us to figure out how to do it. Mavis there makes the patterns and Ruth does the cutting.”


    “Does no one else help the customer with the designs?”


    “Who has time? Besides, we never get a chance to talk with them except when we’re doing a fitting.”


    “And then we don’t talk; we’re just hands, doing the work,” Dolly said.


    “While Madame talks. And talks,” Mavis said.


    More soft laughter.


    “It’s her best talent.”


    Suddenly, the curtain dividing the workroom from the lobby was pulled to the side. “Leona, join us, s’il vous plaît.”


    Leona, who was at the sewing machine, gathered a pincushion and exited through the curtain.


    Tessie found a basket of buttons and placed them in front of Sofia, patting a chair near Dolly. “Sort these and string like ones together.”


    It was demeaning work, child’s work. “But I can sew too,” Sofia said.


    “I’m sure you can, but do this for now.”


    Tessie handed Lucy a blouse. “These cuffs need hemming.”


    It was rather funny actually. For Lucy to be handed a sleeve. Once again, a sleeve.


    Dorothy led Mamma to the scrap bin. “See if there’s anything salvageable in here for bonnets or hats.”


    Sofia saw Mamma’s eyes light up and was happy for her.


    Everyone returned to work and Sofia settled into her button sorting. Their jobs weren’t as glamorous as Lucy had implied, but they were certainly better than their last ones. This would work.


    It had to.
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    Lucy hadn’t tried to overhear, but with her position next to the curtain that divided the workroom from the lobby and fitting rooms, she couldn’t help it.


    “I wish I had a hat to complete the costume,” the customer said. “Something in this green with some flowers or feathers.”


    “Oui, Madame Stewart,” Mrs. Flynn said. “As soon as Leona gets finished marking the hem, I will have you meet our newest addition, Madame Scarpelli, a milliner of the highest degree.”


    Lucy set her sewing aside and rushed to Mamma, who’d divided the scrap barrel by colors. “Mamma! Your big chance has come.” She told her about the woman’s words.


    “I must see the dress first,” Mamma said.


    Dorothy was listening. “You could bring Leona some more pins.”


    “Does she need—?”


    Dorothy handed her a pincushion. “Don’t say anything. And just a quick peek. Will that be enough?”


    “It will have to be,” Mamma said.


    Armed with the pincushion, Mamma smoothed her hair and went through the curtain.


    “Where’s she going?” Sofia asked.


    “She’s making herself indispensable,” Lucy said.


    In just a few moments, Mamma returned. “It’s a sage green dress with pink accents. I wish I had my flowers.”


    “Make some,” Lucy said.


    “I’ll do it,” Sofia said.


    Mamma plucked some green fabric from the scrap pile. “This is left over from the dress!” She looked around. “I need some stiffener. Interfacing?”


    “I’ll get some,” Dolly said.


    Sofia found some pink ribbon. “Ribbon roses, but how big?”


    “One large flower, two inches,” Mamma started, “and a half dozen smaller.”


    “I need pink thread,” Sofia said.


    “Here.” Ruth brought her some from the spindle wall, along with a needle and some small scissors.


    Soon everyone was involved as Mamma expertly covered the many layers of starched material with the green fabric, adding interest by making small pleats across the crown. She added a poof of ivory lace, along with two pale blue feathers, and finally, Sofia’s ribbon roses.


    Dolly peeked through the curtain. “Hurry! She’s getting ready to leave.”


    Mamma finished her final stitch, cutting the thread with her teeth. “Here.”


    Dorothy shook her head. “No, Lea. You are the creator. You show it.”


    “But I can’t—”


    “I’ll go with you,” Dorothy said.


    Mamma looked petrified but, with Dorothy’s hand upon her elbow, exited the workroom.


    All sewing stopped as the women gathered by the curtain to eavesdrop.


    “What is this?” Mrs. Flynn said.


    Dorothy did the talking. “Mrs. Scarpelli overheard your need for a hat and has created one for you.”


    Mrs. Stewart answered. “In this short time?”


    Mamma found her voice. “All the ladies helped.”


    “I wish I could see,” Lucy whispered.


    They didn’t have to see, for they all heard Mrs. Stewart’s exclamation of oohs and ahs. “It’s absolutely perfect,” she said. “I didn’t know you had a milliner here.”


    “She’s a new addition,” Mrs. Flynn said. “I brought her in especially for you.”


    “What?” Lucy asked.


    “Witness another of Madame’s ways,” Tessie said. “Everything is her idea, and all talent stems from her alone.”


    Mrs. Stewart was speaking again. “The ball gown you are working on... I would like a spray of flowers for my hair, perhaps with some beadwork. Can you do beadwork?”


    “Of course,” Mamma said.


    “She is an expert at beading,” Mrs. Flynn added. “Go on, then, Mrs. Scarpelli. Back to work.”


    The women parted so Dorothy and Mamma could enter the workroom. Sofia flung her arms around her mother. “I’m so proud of you!”


    Mamma shook her head. “I am so proud of all of you. For you to help me, when you don’t even know me...” There were tears in her eyes. “Grazie.”


    Dorothy put her arm around Mamma, but her words were for the lot of them. “We are a family here, Lea. And now our family has been increased by three.”


    Lucy felt her own tears threaten. All her fears of being accepted evaporated. To witness such kind cooperation. To see Mamma glow with the satisfaction of creating something beautiful...


    They were the luckiest women in the world.
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    Lucy handed Sofia a broom.


    A broom? “It’s after closing. What am I supposed to do with this?”


    “It’s part of the arrangement I made with Mr. Standish. Reduced rent if we clean the shop after hours.”


    “But I’m tired.”


    Mamma slapped the side of her arm. “And we’re not? It’s the end of our first day. We need to make a good impression. Chi ben comincia è a metà dell’opera: A good start is half the battle.”


    Yes, yes.


    Lucy used a feather duster on the worktables and Mamma tidied the trim and scrap bin and the pile of bolts, which left sweeping the floor to Sofia.


    “Why do I always get the worst job?” she asked.


    Mamma looked up. “You want my job?”


    “Actually...” Sofia handed Mamma the broom. At least she’d get a chance to touch the pretty fabrics.


    She was folding over a stray edge of a bolt to set it on the pile with the others when the bolt slipped from her hands and fell to the floor.


    “Careful with that!” Mamma said. “That fabric is expensive.”


    As Sofia collected the bolt, the fabric slipped off and into her arms. It was a royal blue nubby silk. She’d never felt anything so exquisite.


    The temptation was too much.


    Sofia wrapped it around her torso. “Look at me. I’m a lady.” She tucked in the end, making it secure.


    Mamma looked to scold her, but after a moment’s hesitation retrieved a feathered hat she’d been making. “You need a bonnet, mademoiselle.”


    Lucy stopped her dusting. “You shouldn’t play with those things. They aren’t ours.”


    She could be so stuffy sometimes.


    Sofia drew a length of gold braid from the basket and tied it around her middle, cinching the silk into her waist. “Now, where is my wrap? It’s chilly tonight.”


    Mamma yanked the remains of a pink satin from its bolt and waved it in the air. “Here you are!” She draped it around Sofia’s shoulders.


    Sofia laughed—and found the sound foreign. She spotted a long string of buttons she’d strung together that very day. She pointed and instructed Lucy. “My jewels, please!”


    Reluctantly, Lucy brought the strand and placed it around Sofia’s neck. “This is silly.”


    “Yes, it is.” Sofia raised her chin and took several long strides across the room, flaunting her fashion.


    Mamma got into the fun by putting on a half-sewn chemise with only one puffed sleeve. “It’s the newest fashion,” she said, pulling at the one puff.


    Lucy stood by, shaking her head. “We really should stop.”


    Sofia tossed her a length of lace fabric. “Sometimes you’re like pasta without any sauce, sister.”


    Unenthusiastically, as if it were painful, Lucy draped the lace around her shoulders. Sofia took a red ostrich plume and stuck it in her sister’s hair. “See? You look just like a lady in one of my novels.”


    “Lady of the evening, more like.”


    Sofia was glad when Lucy left the feather alone, and was surprised when she even tied some ribbon in a bow and pinned it to her shawl.


    “Better?” Lucy asked.


    “Bella, bellissima!” Sofia said, kissing her fingers.


    As they played, even as they eventually put their props away and got back to cleaning, Sofia reveled in the laughter and frivolity. Life was serious business, yet she remembered laughing quite a lot when Papa was alive. Had the laughter died with him?


    Perhaps. Until this evening, playing among the silks.


    How odd that this simple act gave her hope.


    Their new life just might work out after all.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/fash2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/backcover.jpg
SPEND A SEASON IN GLAMOROUS 1895 NEWPORT
IN THIS COMPELLING TALE OF FRIENDSHIP,
DEVOTION, AND SACRIFICIAL LOVE

5

— =
(2w York diessmaker Lucy Scarpel beiends soialite Rowena
Ligdon asshe's designing her summer wardrobe. Grateul for Lucy’s skl
i crcaing fshions that hide her physical injry, Rowen

fami n Newport, Rhode Iand, encouraging the usual frendsi.

s an inriguing man on the CHT Walk, and love
begins 10 blossom. Vet Lucy resiss, for what Newport man would wan (0
alian dressmaker working 0 suppor her mily?

One day Lucy encou

Rowena faces
dare a crippled g

armanged marriage to  wealthy heir she docsntove, but
hope for anyihing better?

And Lucy’ tecnage sister, Sofia, flls for a man wel above her social
class—but i he willing (0 give up everything o

As the lives of three young women —and thi
gl in e of sccrets and sacrifce will the scason cnd with any of
them finding true happiness?

kel suitors —become

Nancy Moser is theauhor of oer tweny ronelsincluding
Mt S, Just Joe, and. vty Avard. il Wisbigor's
Lty Shescarned 3 degee in archiectore, traveled extensiely
Europe, and performed in numnerous theaters, ymphonie, and

choir, She paints cancs, kil al her houseplas, and & & fan of

s T e

DO i

e "

o bethayhousscon






OEBPS/Images/ad1.jpg
More From

Nancy Moser

Tonging foruxury. An the chance of a iftime. As
they is it for dventure and romance,wilthei
risky charade be exposed?

r—

BBETHANYHOUSE

@ T T———p—
Sn v oo s o,

sostn s,
M

o, i s o bk ! Gt comAndpunok






OEBPS/Images/divider.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781441232311-cover.jpg
N AN 979

UNLIKELY SUITOR
a 1

nouve

NANCY MOSER"





OEBPS/Images/chapicon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fash3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fash1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fash4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
AN

UnrikerLy SuiTor

Nancy Moser

BETHANYHOUSE

 division of Baker Publishing Group.
thar m






