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She doesn’t know. She doesn’t know if this is love, this rubbing of fabric against fabric, this warm and rugged fumbling. Fingers. Fingers everywhere. Hands touching places no stranger’s hand has ever been. A strained gasp. To want and not to want. Here, this, where, what, why. And now the pain: piercing, tearing, leaving her breathless; unceasing, insistent, like pain without compassion, a rasping of flesh inside flesh. No, not like that, no. But words are useless. Nothing changes.


Her other self, silent and composed, watches from afar. Her eyes are pools of pity. Why pity? What if this is actually what it is like? What if it is supposed to be like this? She doesn’t know any more.


She continues to listen to the agony stampeding inside her, nailing her to the wall, snatching from her very throat a sound that doesn’t belong to her. It isn’t her voice; it is neither laughter nor lament. It is a horrible sound, the sound of a wild beast suffering, nothing more. How long will it go on? Will it ever stop?


And later, when it is finally over, the question lingers: is this love?




Six years later





There is a queue in front of Santa Caterina. She arrives in a rush and out of breath, tripping over her own feet, now and then turning around to look behind her. She stops and hides behind a pillar. She is not alone.


In front of her, a short, thickset fellow takes a quiet and unmoving bundle out from under his cloak and, without hesitating, places it inside the wooden pass-through in one smooth and careful movement. As if he has done it before. He doesn’t linger but turns around and walks away, the hem of his cloak flapping at his back. Like smoke vanishing into the darkness.


Next is a woman who wears no bonnet. The dim light of the street lamp is bright enough to illuminate her face as she places her tiny, shaking, angry bundle in the sliding drawer. It is not a cry that emerges; it is a wail, a bleating. The woman hesitates, leans forward towards the infant and is herself almost swallowed up by the drawer. Her shoulders shake. She straightens up, turns around and walks off, bareheaded, poor, in tears. She is likely a seamstress, mending hems. She is very young, almost a girl. Not a maid, though. It must have been her first time but it probably won’t be her last.


It is her turn now. She herself has nothing to entrust to the city’s custody, nothing from which to free herself with anger, relief or sorrow. She knocks on the wooden door and waits. The door swings open and a large, ample woman comes out, wiping her hands on her apron. As it closes behind her, she leans against the doorway.


‘You got the money?’ she asks, without preamble.


The girl nods. She holds out a pouch, trying in vain to meet the woman’s gaze.


‘So, is she all right?’


‘She’s fine, fine.’


The woman snatches the pouch, her eyes downcast, and slips it into her open, damp blouse, her large breasts drooping like the ears of a dog. She spits on the ground like a man.


‘She’s healthy. She’s fine. The supervisor went to see her last month. It’s just that the woman died.’


‘Oh.’ The girl holds her breath. ‘Now what?’


‘Now nothing. She’s been moved to another family. But don’t worry, she’s fine.’


‘Is she big? Is she well behaved?’


She knows it is silly to ask such questions. This spitting, milk-oozing woman doesn’t know a thing. She won’t know if her little girl’s skin has been ravaged by smallpox or if she has escaped the outbreaks entirely; if she has started drawing her first letters or if there is no one there to teach them to her. It is a miracle in itself that the woman is able to tell her that her daughter is still alive. And she knows that this, too, could be a lie.


The fat woman grows impatient.


‘I have to go. I got seven new ones last night. Plus the ones from today. Three have died already. It’s better that way, though, because I’ve got almost no milk left. I would have had to start feeding them cow’s milk, and they would have died anyway. Cow’s milk isn’t good for little ones.’


The girl pretends not to hear the woman.


‘I’ll come again when I can. How is your child?’ she adds politely.


‘Ha! I’ve sent mine off to the countryside. Just like yours.’ The fat woman laughs a horrible laugh, turns, opens the door and disappears back inside.


Alone now, the girl looks up at the moon without seeing it. Lowering her gaze, she sighs, adjusts her bonnet, and leaves. She doesn’t cry. She stopped crying long ago. But her grief and doubt are an obsession and the woman’s few words have done nothing to soothe them.




Part One




Inside the carriage there is the overwhelming smell of sweet vinegar, perspiration and possibility. Bianca looks out of the dirty window and sees the sprawl of Bergamo: its trees, walls and towers, red mixed with green, green mixed with red. Then a new scent, an earthy one. Probably from those low trees with slender trunks, thick foliage and supple thorns that claw at the sides of the carriage as they pass by. Springtime. The best season for travelling, except when rain transforms the roads into swamps. Bianca is lucky, though: hers isn’t a very long journey. One night at an inn isn’t enough to call it an adventure. She knows where she is going. There is no mystery involved.


All that brilliant green seems to force itself in through the window. The old woman travelling alongside her, enveloped in a cloud of camphor, starts muttering.


‘What is there to see? It’s just the countryside. Personally, I don’t like the countryside. I prefer the city.’


The fragrance of camphor, mixed with the lady’s bodily odours, which are intensified by the unseasonable heaviness of her black garments, grows stronger with every gesture and suffocates the smells of nature, ruining them. Bianca opens the window in search of fresh air and breathes in only dust. She coughs.


The old woman ties the ribbon of her hat under her chin. She keeps mumbling to herself, but Bianca has learned not to pay her any attention. She wishes she could push her out of the carriage door and leave her there, on the ground, enveloped by her own vile odour, in the middle of the fields that she so detests. That way Bianca could continue the trip alone and enjoy the silence that is not quite silence: the rhythmic pounding of hooves, the creaking of the carriage, the calling voices of peasants outside, the fleeting sound of women singing, a concerto of birds. As she travels, she becomes someone else, not the person she has always been. Not even the one they are expecting. She is in limbo. She always felt this way when she and her father journeyed together, too. Only their bond defined who they were. But now everything is different.


She looks down and picks a leaf off the sleeve of her turtle-dove-coloured dress. Bianca’s path has been decided. A powerful magnet pulls the carriage towards the halfway mark of their journey. Some call it destiny, others duty. And even though she knows that dresses for travelling ought to be dark in order to hide the dirt, she has chosen a light one so that every trace of change will be evident. This is her last adventure. Once she arrives at her final destination, she will be who they want her to be, or who they expect her to be.


Maybe.
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The master, Don Titta, isn’t there when she arrives at Brusuglio in the evening. He isn’t in the living room with the rest of them, in any case. His three daughters sit on the sofa, all dressed in white, their dresses flouncing, their tiny black feet hanging down like musical notes. Donna Clara, the older lady of the house, is dressed in black from head to toe and, with her marble eyes, looks like a large insect in her shiny satin. Her beauty hangs stubbornly from her cheekbones. The younger lady of the house, Donna Julie, Don Titta’s wife, is dressed in white. She smiles kindly, though somewhat vaguely, on account of her guest. Lastly, there are two almost identical boys who come and go endlessly.


The living room is pale green and filled with the light of dusk. It seems cool to Bianca after her long, sticky journey. She feels dirty, dusty and out of place. And so she simply gives a slight bow, which to some may appear rude, but the younger lady understands.


‘I will have Armida attend to you at once,’ she says with a hint of a French accent. ‘Go upstairs now. You must be exhausted. We will have time together tomorrow.’


Bianca climbs the stairs and goes down a long tiled and carpeted corridor. She is shown to her bedroom. It isn’t very spacious but it is charming, with a white and gold sleigh bed. There is even an unexpected luxury: a bathroom entirely for herself. Armida, a giant of a woman with a solemn but gentle face, has already run her bath.


Bianca tests the water with her fingers. She hasn’t even taken off her bonnet and is already imagining herself submerged.


‘Is it too cold? I’ll bring you a pot of boiling water.’


The woman is halfway down the hall when Bianca stops her.


‘No, thank you. It will be fine.’


Armida comes back with the quick step of an experienced domestic servant.


‘Then let me help you.’


Bianca draws back, embarrassed.


‘I can manage on my own.’


Armida smiles, bows deeply, and then walks back towards the staircase.


Finally Bianca is alone. She frees herself of her travelling dress. She kicks off her undergarments, now grey with dust. She takes a million bobby pins out of her hair, steps into the bath and crouches down, her knees to her chest, enjoying the sweet feeling of her breasts against her bones. Then she relaxes and settles back. Water seeps into her ears, cancelling out all noises except for the deep, low sound hidden inside seashells. Bianca has only ever seen the sea at night: twice – once coming in and once going out. It was a yawning nothingness, ferocious, black, cloaked in fog and frightening. But she still likes water more than anything.


She resurfaces and leans out, dripping wet, for a vase of peach-rose bath salts. She sniffs the pungent scent of artificial flowers and then hears the children playing outside. The boys are running, kicking up gravel, and arguing over something precious. Their accent is almost foreign: soft and harsh at the same time. She doesn’t like it.


She emerges from the bath, enjoying the shivers that run down her clean body. She takes a dry linen towel, wraps it around herself, and goes back into her bedroom. A tray has been positioned on a little table with crooked legs. There is some milk, two white rolls, a cold chicken wing and three plums. She sits on the soft carpet and dines, clean and half naked, like a goddess, the wind billowing the curtains as if they are the sails of a ship at sea.
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She meets Don Titta for the first time two days after she has arrived, in the afternoon. Before this, she has been uncertain what to do with her time.


‘For that, you need to speak to him. He’s the one who summoned you here, isn’t he?’ Donna Clara remarked drily, giving Bianca the impression that she disapproved of the entire project.


So Bianca takes walks in the park, intent on measuring the extent of its wilderness and discovering where it turns into moorland, which she has heard can be somewhat dangerous.


‘There are wild dogs out there,’ the housemaid warned as she brushed, or rather pulled at, her hair.


Bianca, fighting the urge to cry out in pain, imagined the moorland filled with extraordinary creatures like shaggy, ferocious bears. In reality, the only creatures that cannot be ignored are birds. Thrushes, skylarks, blackcaps and thousands of other tiny unidentified creatures fill the sky with their baroque songs.


As she bends down to examine an unknown flower, focusing on the pale green-veined striations on the white petals, she doesn’t notice him approaching. At the sound of snapping branches she turns around sharply and freezes. She doesn’t know what to do next.


To say that they have met then, though, is an exaggeration: she has simply seen him. He doesn’t even notice her. He continues striding on, at a rapid pace. He looks like a giant: tall, thin, bony – sickly even. His head is bare, he wears no frock coat; he looks more like a villain than a gentleman. His shirt is not even fully tucked into his trousers. His clothes cling to his body with the same sweat that drenches his hair, making it appear darker than it probably is. He walks briskly, his arms swinging wide and his hands spread. He mumbles to himself. A poem, Bianca thinks. Perhaps this is how he composes them: he wanders through the woods and allows himself to become transfixed by divinity. Maybe it’s even in Latin.


‘So you saw him?’ Armida asks the next day, in the matter-of-fact way of the domestic help, who see and know everything, as she brushes her hair, pulling a little less this time. ‘He roams around like a vagabond, talking to himself. He calls out plant names. Blah blah blah here and blah blah blah there. He does it for hours on end. Gentlemen are truly strange.’


He isn’t present for lunch.


‘My son has gone to Milan to attend to urgent business,’ explains Donna Clara, before starting her soup. ‘Be sure to make yourself available when he’s ready to speak to you.’


Bianca would have enjoyed chatting with Donna Julie, but after just two spoonfuls of soup, the younger lady pushes herself away from the table and rises.


‘I have to attend to little Enrico,’ she says apologetically. ‘He’s got a fever again.’


And just like that she disappears up the staircase, followed by a maid carrying a tray of treats for the ill child. The little girls come in from the nursery in single file in search of their mother, awaiting their after-lunch ritual: a sweet and a kiss. But she is gone. So they stand there like lost ducklings. Their governess hurries them away, paying no attention to the youngest one’s shrill screech.


Bianca still confuses the girls’ names. Even though there are only three of them, they all look alike. Pietro, on the other hand, sits at the table with the adults. His eyelids are heavy; he has prominent dark brown eyes. They are almost black, opaque and unreadable.


‘Does the little red pony belong to you?’ Bianca asks now, trying to make conversation with him. ‘What’s his name?’


But he just looks down at his plate in silence.


Bianca spends the rest of the day reorganizing her clothes, going back and forth to the laundry, and freshening the items that need to be aired out, which is pretty much all of them. When she comes down that evening, the only person at the dinner table is Donna Clara. She gives no explanation for the absence of the others and limits herself to glaring at Bianca impatiently. The cook serves stewed quail. Donna Clara throws herself at the frail little bodies rapaciously, sucking on the bones and drawing out the tender, dark meat. Bianca hates game. It is meat that was once so alive and is now sentenced to rot. She eats two slices of white bread then peaches with lemon juice for dessert.


‘You’re a delicate little thing,’ observes the elderly lady, licking her lips.
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The next day, Bianca sees the master of the house approaching from afar and gives a hint of a curtsey. She is worried that she is wasting both her time and his being here. With her standing there, in his way, he has no choice this time but to look at her, the pale thing that she is. But instead of stopping, he walks on. He isn’t any more composed than on the first day she saw him. Again, he is mumbling his strange botanical rosary. She watches him grab hold of a large buzzing insect with a swift movement of his right hand and hears as he squashes it between his index finger and thumb. And then he is gone, his mumbling and rustling footsteps gradually receding. She imagines the bug’s cartilage cracking and squirting its thick and greasy fluid onto his fingers as if they are her own.
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Enrico recovers and goes back to bickering with Pietro. The two boys are very similar, with Enrico being the more timid. He always has a sullen look, as though expecting defeat. Instinctively, Bianca prefers him. She watches him chase after Pietro, who has taken possession of the pony and cart and is now flogging the animal mercilessly. The pony runs and runs, as though fleeing from the pain, kicking up wings of gravel down the driveway. When Enrico realizes that he is never going to be able to catch Pietro or the pony, he throws himself down on the grass in frustration. Bianca walks over to him, pretending to have seen nothing.


‘What’s the pony’s name?’ she asks.


‘My brother says you’re a foreigner and we don’t like foreigners,’ he replies defiantly.


‘Listen to me. Do you hear what I am saying? I’m not a foreigner.’


‘I’m not going to listen to you. You’re a spy. You’ll spy on me and then tell Mamma everything, even if it isn’t true.’


‘What could I possibly tell her? That I saw a little boy chewing on a blade of grass?’


‘My brother is horrible,’ Enrico continues bitterly. ‘He always wins because he’s bigger. When I get big . . . do you think I will grow up to be bigger than him?’


He finally looks up at her. In the light of day she sees that his eyes are greenish-grey.


‘I think so, yes,’ answers Bianca, looking him up and down. ‘You may be smaller now, but if you eat lots and exercise, you’ll end up taller than him, I’m sure.’


It could happen: Pietro has a fairly solid build with robust, sculpted legs but Enrico has the long, delicate bone structure of a foal.


‘Then one day I’ll beat him and get the pony back, since it belongs to both of us. That’s what Papa said. But Pietro always keeps it to himself.’


‘Do you want to tell me his name?’


‘Furbo. I named him. Do you like it?’


‘It’s nice. It suits him.’


‘Well, I’m leaving,’ says the little boy, standing up and smoothing out the wrinkles in his trousers. He wanders off without saying goodbye. But after a few steps he turns around. ‘I guess you might not be a spy.’
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Five days after her arrival and she has still yet to formally meet him. She doesn’t know what to do any more. His mother keeps saying he is in Milan, but now and then he emerges from the woods and startles her, only to quickly disappear again. And so, Bianca decides simply to start working.


The little girls, all dressed in white cotton, are playing Ring-a-Ring o’ Roses on the great lawn, their brown hair gleaming in the sunlight. She sets up her easel near the poplar tree, places a pad upon it, and opens the mahogany box that holds her pencils on one side and her charcoal sticks on the other. The sight has reminded her of a Romney painting she saw in England, on one of the stops along her reverse Grand Tour.


In that painting, three little girls and a boy, dressed in summer sandals and tunics, dance like tiny deities while an older sister plays on the drums, an annoyed look across her face. The older child is clearly from another marriage, while the four dancers are siblings. And undoubtedly this bothers the older girl tremendously.


‘Lady Anne looks as though she’d rather be somewhere else,’ Bianca said to her father, as they stood contemplating the painting in one of the sitting rooms of the estate, which was located in some idyllic corner of the English countryside that was itself a work of art.


‘You are right,’ he agreed, without lifting his eyes from the painting. ‘One can only hope that she eventually married well.’


‘What on earth do you mean?’ Bianca cried.


‘I’m only teasing,’ her father said firmly. ‘I only said it to see if you were listening. Although really, do you think that she had any other option?’


That memory is fading fast. She is here now, and the colours of this reality are different and fiercer than any painting. The whiteness of the little girls is almost too painful to look at against the full greens of the forest and meadow.


Donna Clara comes up behind her quietly, announcing her arrival by clearing her throat. Bianca is always startled by how thin she is. Once it might have been considered a virtue but now her figure seems almost comical. Bianca gives a slight curtsey without interrupting her pencil strokes.


When you are working, her father said, never stop what you’re doing just because someone tells you it’s teatime.


This echo lasts only a second; short but penetrating. And when she comes back to her senses, as if emerging from a trance, she readies herself to respond to a circumstantial comment with a circumstantial smile. Instead, Donna Clara just coughs.


‘You’re quite talented. My son has chosen well. He and his eccentricities . . .’


Bianca wipes her hands on a rag, pleased with the unexpected compliment.


Meanwhile, the girls have finished playing and come over to the easel, their tiny hands behind their backs. They look at the picture, curious but confused. Their governess apologizes quickly.


‘They wanted to see your drawing, but . . .’


Of course they are disappointed. They expected to see clear representations of themselves. They shift their gaze from her to the piece of paper and back again, perplexed, waiting for an explanation or perhaps some kind of magic. They expect her to take a brush, dip it into her watercolours and fix everything.


‘Those marks,’ Donna Clara explains patiently to the girls, leaning forward a little, ‘are the lines of your bodies. Miss Bianca has caught you in the moment. This is Giulietta, lifting her foot in the air. This is you, Matilde, and here is Franceschina, skipping. Your faces will come later. You aren’t running away, but the moment is. Isn’t that right?’


Bianca nods.


‘All paintings start out like this – a sketch, a jumble of marks,’ Bianca explains. ‘Some stay sketches, others turn into finished paintings. Do you girls draw?’


‘I can draw daisies,’ says Giulietta, the eldest.


‘One day we can try and draw together if you’d like,’ Bianca hears herself say.


Donna Clara breaks up the group as if they are a brood of chicks.


‘Shoo, shoo, leave Miss Bianca alone now and go back to your games. Oh, what good children,’ she adds to Bianca as they run off. ‘Angels from heaven, here to bless our lives.’


Bianca is surprised to hear such simple, affectionate words when just a moment earlier, in speaking to the children, she had used such a different tone. With newfound respect, Bianca watches as the elderly lady leaves.
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The following evening he joins them at dinner. At last. He looks elegant, dressed in a light grey waistcoat. His face, in the candlelight, is no longer ghostlike. Actually, he looks like a truly healthy man who spends much of his time outdoors. He extends his hand to her in a modern half-bow. The children sit very still, delighted by their father’s presence, and keep shooting him reverential glances. Donna Clara stares at her son feverishly, as if to keep him from disappearing again, turning away only to oversee the servants. Even Donna Julie seems more serene than usual and for once she stays at the table from the beginning to the end of the meal, without running off to take care of someone. Her charges are all present. She has fair skin, a braided bun of thick brown hair, and a long, delicate neck. Every so often she rests her elbow on the tablecloth in a childish, coy manner, before resuming her composed posture again as if it were a bad habit.


They have potato and leek soup, cold chicken in aspic, and a medley of shredded carrots and courgettes, all of which are truly pleasing to the eye. The meal ends with a blancmange with wild strawberry sauce. It is a meal for convalescents. Or for kings. Or for convalescent kings.


‘The children picked the strawberries. They got incredibly dirty but it made them happy doing it,’ says the young mother, rolling her Rs in the French way with charm.


He eats voraciously in a silence that is more intimate than solemn. He stares straight ahead, absorbed in his own thoughts.


‘I have been toying with the idea of letting the children have a small vegetable garden,’ he says finally. ‘Beyond the shed, by the well, so that it’s easy for watering. It is important that the children have a garden.’


‘But the season is almost over. What could you plant? And really, Titta, next to the well? I think it’s dangerous.’ Donna Clara speaks assertively, pressing her napkin to her lips. ‘I think I’ll have another helping of dessert,’ she adds. Her empty plate disappears and a new portion of blancmange arrives instantly.


‘Your mother is right,’ says Donna Julie. ‘The girls barely know how to swim yet. And they’re so fragile.’


‘I hope you’re not worried that they might get too much sun. At least they would look a little healthier. They’re as pale as linen,’ the master of the house says. ‘And you, signorina, do you have freckles? I imagine you were raised in the English manner.’


Bianca, addressed for the first time, wipes her mouth delicately on her napkin while thinking of her reply.


‘In the English manner? I wouldn’t know. I’d say I was raised rather rigorously. My father always had clear opinions when it came to children. I learned to swim when I was three years old. Everyone knew how to swim at the lake. My brothers and I spent all our time outside, in every season. During the winter they would dress me like a boy in leggings and trousers, to keep me warm and comfortable.’


Donna Clara raises her eyebrows while swallowing her last pink and white spoonful of blancmange. She licks her lips as a cat would its whiskers.


‘My mother didn’t entirely agree with his approach,’ Bianca adds, looking at the older lady. ‘But then she gave up arguing.’


‘Is your mother English as well?’ Donna Clara asks, her plump hands resting at either side of her plate.


‘No, she was Italian,’ answers Bianca.


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


‘We had an English tutor,’ Bianca offers, to fill the silence.


Donna Clara glows with approval.


‘Just like our own Innes! He’s away now, taking the waters in the Venetian countryside. He took a break from us, so to speak.’


‘Did your tutor take an interest in plants?’ Don Titta asks her. ‘Or did you start to botanize on your own?’


His eyes are animated and observant. His tone soft and worldly. It occurs to Bianca that the forest ghost she has previously encountered could have been his crazy twin brother. Their physical appearance is the only trait that connects them. She pauses for a moment before answering, weighing that verb in her mind – to botanize. She likes it tremendously.


‘I started out on my own, when and where I could,’ she explains. ‘I would ask the names of flowers and trees, and then compare the leaves with images in books, and learn the scientific nomenclature. I used to own a herbal encyclopaedia. I did the kinds of things that all children do. And then, a dear family friend helped me learn a great deal more.’


She lapses momentarily into silence, distracted by the recollection of afternoons spent at Conte Rizzardi’s home, with that smell of dust, old paper and tanned leather, a smell that would forever remind her of her fondness for study. The large estate and its domesticated wonders lay outside; theory was separated from practice by just a pane of glass. There were countless volumes of books – she used to call them the diaries of flowers – and they were ready to spill their knowledge and complex terminology.


‘The flowers are not shown in the manner in which they truly exist,’ the count had explained. ‘It is only a representation. There is always a slight margin of difference between the way the eye sees and the hand draws.’


She recalls the old man’s patience, the way he’d take her by the hand out to the vegetable and flower garden to see the originals.


Don Titta’s voice brings her back to reality.


‘If you could come by my study tomorrow morning after ten, we can discuss the tasks I would like to entrust to you.’


He then pushes his chair aside and stands.


‘Would you please excuse me,’ he says, and leaves the room.


The two boys wait for him to disappear down the corridor before imitating him and running off in the opposite direction, towards the French window, which opens onto the darkness.


The girls and the women remain seated. The younger lady is surprisingly animated, her cheeks flushed.


Donna Clara observes, ‘Julie, my dear, you look quite rosy this evening. Have you started to follow my very own wine treatment? A nice glass of Marsala after a meal will have you wanting more, to be sure. You should try it too, Miss Bianca,’ she says, turning to Bianca. ‘It won’t do you any harm. I’ll call for some.’


The maid appears with a tray, decanter and tiny glasses. The liquid looks like aged gold in the crystal. As it touches Bianca’s lips, it releases a burst of sun and almonds. It is heavy, full-bodied.


Donna Julie raises her glass to look at it through the light.


‘What a lovely colour. Like an ancient coin,’ she says, but puts it down. ‘I apologize, Mother, but I just can’t tonight. I don’t need it. I am so pleased that he’s doing better that I don’t need it to feel well.’


Donna Clara flashes a piercing glare in her direction, as if to quiet her. Then she looks down and, without waiting for the maid to do so, pours herself some more wine.
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Donna Clara advises that Minna will serve as Bianca’s personal maid.


‘She’s too delicate for heavy labour and needs to learn a trade,’ she says, holding the girl’s arm and forcing her to bow clumsily in front of her, intimating that Minna can learn her trade at Bianca’s expense as Bianca herself is young and probably doesn’t know any better. And with that she leaves the room.


Minna is just a young girl. She has pink cheeks and dark brown hair, which she wears in a bun with a few loose curls. Her mouth is sealed shut with shyness. Bianca tries to meet the child’s gaze, but it is as if a dark force keeps her chin glued to her chest. Bianca pretends not to notice. She continues to organize her clothes, something she hates doing because it reminds her of their inadequacy. Minna approaches her timidly, aware of her duties as maid, and begins to help put away her freshly laundered undergarments. Someone knocks at the door. Minna hurries forward to open it.


‘Oh, it’s you!’ she says, glowing with happiness.


‘May I come in?’


The person at the door is another young girl whom Bianca has noticed before, out walking with the governess. She is older, taller, but must be twelve or thirteen at the most, with lively grey-green eyes and freckles on her cheeks.


‘I’m Pia, signorina, here to serve you,’ she says.


There is nothing really for her to do. However, Bianca soon realizes that she has only come up out of curiosity. Pia looks around the room, peeking into the half-closed wardrobe as if hoping to uncover a mystery. Then she looks over at Minna, who has shrunk into a corner.


‘You’re a lucky one, aren’t you?’ she says with unabashed envy, running over to hug her tightly. Minna lets herself be hugged without moving her arms or altering her expression. ‘You deserve kisses! That’s what you deserve.’ Pia plants one on her cheek. ‘There, there, what good are kisses if we don’t give them?’


The little one continues to stare at the floor, without smiling. Pia, satisfied, curtseys, offers her respects, and then leaves.


What a strange household, Bianca thinks to herself, where maids have such independence, but the scene has cheered her up.


Minna, meanwhile, comes back to her senses, stands up straight, and gives a deep curtsey, holding up each side of her skirt as the little girls have been taught to do by their governess.


‘I am Minna, my lady, here to serve you. What would you like me to do? Shall I brush your hair? Shall I organize your clothes? Shall I put your hairbrushes in order?’


Bianca smiles.


‘For now, nothing. You’re free to go. I need to get my things ready and I like doing that myself. I will expect you tomorrow morning at seven, at the door to the garden.’


Minna looks at her, disappointed.


‘But . . .’


‘Go downstairs now. I’m sure they will have something for you to do in the kitchen.’


Minna mumbles something then turns and walks away, no further bows or farewells – insulted.
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Bianca’s meeting couldn’t have gone any better. He ushered her into his study; a room of modest size, lined with books. There was no pale green, antique-rose or peacock-blue wallpaper here, as in the rest of the house. Instead, there were several ox-blood leather straight-backed chairs. A sombre pattern of brown rhombuses lined the walls and a black crucifix hung above the empty fireplace. He sat behind a large desk. She took a seat in front of him. They talked. They talked about botany, classifications, colours and chemistry. Bianca noticed right away that he was knowledgeable, passionate and precise. He only spoke of things of which he was certain. She could tell he was progressive on account of his ideas and the way he spoke about implementing them.


‘Some people here think I’m crazy. I’m the stereotype of a city gentleman obsessed with foreign ideas and with domesticating nature. But we mustn’t ever stop. We mustn’t rest. The countryside hasn’t changed for centuries, and yet progress affects it just as much as it affects all of us. And it is precisely for this reason that I feel it is my duty to experiment.’ Then, as though he had been too solemn, he added with a furtive smile, ‘It’s also a lot of fun. It helps keep my mind on something. Otherwise, things get too stirred up in here.’ He motioned towards his temple before brushing back a strand of hair from his forehead. His hands were elegant, she noticed: he had long fingers, delicate wrists, and manicured nails. ‘I’m no theoretician, don’t be fooled,’ he said, trying to read Bianca’s stare. ‘But I know what soap and water are for, I know it is proper to wash and be clean.’


They shared a brief laugh, and then, somewhat more seriously, they passed on to more concrete topics of discussion: numbers, deadlines and her fee. They discussed everything that had been previously written out in black ink on white paper. There were still some wrinkles that needed smoothing out. He addressed each clause of their agreement carefully, as if he was worried he might offend her. She thought it might be disagreeable for him to discuss such topics with a woman. But she proceeded calmly and agreed a deal which, at least in premise, would be profitable for both parties. Except for one, rather important, detail.


‘Sir, it’s almost summer. This year the season is extraordinarily hot and it seems that the heat will last. You have called me here now yet you are hiring me for a task that will only be completed next spring. This means that I will need to be here for an entire year and possibly longer. Am I correct in my understanding?’


He gave a quick smile.


‘Everything has been taken into consideration. The winter will offer you the perfect time to reflect and draw. When the family returns to Milan you can enjoy a bit of the city with us, if you like, as I hope you will, while we wait for the pleasant weather to return. I am keen for you to be able to experience these subjects in all their states: life, dying, death and resurrection. It’s quite crucial to really understand what you will be portraying. Time is secondary. Don’t you agree?’


‘I see,’ she said, nodding. She had never before been so far from the house she had grown up in for such a long period of time. But the place she had once called home no longer belonged to her.


He jotted down a sum on a piece of paper and handed it to her. The figure was so incredibly high that she could not refuse it. A year it would be.


And so she stood up and shook his hand. It was the right moment, before either of them was at a loss for words, before the silence between the two strangers became as deep as a well. Bianca didn’t want to find herself in any complicated situations. All she wanted was to be at ease in the house. If she encountered Don Titta in the garden again, with his long beard and dirty shirt, she would once more pretend not to see him. She would imagine it was his restless twin, a harmless creature, a village madman. This estate was almost a village, was it not? She would ignore him, like everyone else did, either out of respect or because he was the lord of the house and a poet. And, Bianca thought as she left his study, everyone knows that poets are unlike ordinary men.
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‘It’s a simple task. You’re smart and you’ll do it well. Of course, there’s the chance that you might get bored with the environment and the people. It’s a test of patience for you. A form of discipline. It will do you good. Accept the offer.’


Bianca is thinking back to her final conversation with her father, many months prior, after she received the letter. It was a long yet concise missive; the penmanship was pointed and oblique, the paper ruled and heavy. There was a wax seal on the verso of the envelope, which she kept touching with the tip of her finger.


‘Why me, Father?’ she asked him.


‘Because there’s no one like you. Not here. Because you’re unique, darling.’


‘But to be so far away for so long . . .’


‘It was bound to happen sooner or later. It’s what you’ve chosen to do. You didn’t think you’d be here your whole life, did you? I didn’t raise you that way. You are perfectly able to take care of yourself. You have seen some of the world. My only concern is that you might bury yourself in the countryside. Personally, I would prefer that you went to the city. But on the other hand, you need to be where your subjects are. Follow them. This is an important commission. It could mark the beginning of a career . . .’


She did as he bade. She was already buried in the countryside after all; the difference would be the company.


The letter proposed a commissioned project in a tone that Bianca couldn’t define. It was both serious and vague. Or perhaps it was just the unfamiliar nature of the idea itself and what it implied that confused her. The sender of the letter had seen and appreciated some of her watercolours of landscapes and botanical subjects, it seemed – the ones she had sold on the insistence of her neighbour and long-time friend Count Rizzardi to an illustrious guest.


The intended project was to depict every flower and plant on a specific estate in Lombardy.


‘I would like to bequeath to posterity not only my compositions in verse and prose, as is my craft, but also my flowers and my plants, which are no less significant to me. I am inclined to spend much of my time with them and desire to capture their perfection in order to have them forever with me, even in winter, even if they might never flower or bloom again. A large part of my culture is experiment, chance, failed attempts. As an amateur, the pleasure is as great as the risk.’


He’s a gambler, Bianca thought. She liked the idea. She wrote back herself. Perhaps the sender was expecting a letter from her father; at the time she was no more than eighteen years old. But the letter was addressed to her, was it not? Don Titta was clearly a man of liberal ideals with a modern point of view. He was widely seen as a worldly man too. But it was also known that he had chosen a sober and secluded existence for himself.


‘You will live within our family,’ he specified in the letter. ‘Ours is a simple life, far from everyday distractions.’


‘Sounds like an interesting fellow,’ her father added. ‘It seems as though he understands what he needs and despite his profession has managed to free himself from the lures of fame. It’s admirable, I’d say. See it as a great adventure, Bianca. And I will be here, waiting for you, if you don’t take a different path along the way. Though, of course, I will be happy either way.’


‘What other paths?’ she protested. ‘The only right path is the one that will bring me back here.’


‘Anything can happen,’ he said solemnly.


And like that, they made up their minds.
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Anything can happen.


His disease arrived swiftly. They had been out on one of their favourite walks, at La Rocca. As always, the lake looked different from so high up. She wished she could fly over it and see their little white house, the details of their garden, and the winding, rocky path that disappeared into the shadows of the parkland.


‘Look at the lake, Papa,’ she had said. ‘It looks like it’s made of turquoise.’


She turned back and saw him bent over, speechless with pain, deathly pale. Bianca knelt down beside him, overcome with fear. And yet, amazingly, she managed to contain it. They waited together for the pain to subside a little and then set out homewards. He leaned on her out of caution. She was his walking stick in flesh and blood.


‘It’s nothing,’ he said reassuringly at the dinner table that night, still quite pale but stronger now. ‘It’s just a sign that I’m growing old, Bianca. I’m not made for La Rocca any more.’


‘Then we will simply have to take our walks at the Cavalla,’ she answered, relieved. ‘There’s a nest of baby geese near Villa Canossa. I will show it to you tomorrow. The goslings are about to hatch.’


Instead, she went alone. He chose to stay at home and rest. The baby geese had just been born and were grey, damp and snug. The mother’s beak was red, ready to cut into something. Bianca kept her distance and sketched them on the pad she always carried with her. On her return trip, she saw the doctor’s carriage from a distance. Her father died two days later, seized by another attack, this time fatal.


Everything had been decided far in advance: the property was entrusted to Bartolomeo, some of the money went to Zeno to finance his military career, and some went to Bianca, who was granted lifetime occupancy of her own little quarter of the household. Thank heavens Bianca still had somewhere of her own. Bartolomeo, who had filled out after his successful nuptials, and his pregnant wife quickly started eyeing the home and the garden with the cynicism of new proprietors. To watch them wander about the beloved rooms talking about carpets and decorations made her unbearably sad. They had agreed that Bianca’s rooms would remain locked and intact until her return, but it was still torture for her to say goodbye to her collection of silhouettes and miniatures, her small rosewood desk, and her balcony that looked out onto the lake. It had been torture but also a relief, because it was evident that the spirit of the home had departed with their father. Her leaving had come at the right moment.


Her neighbour Count Rizzardi was, as ever, a gentleman.


‘Remember,’ he said, ‘there will always be a room for you in my home.’


But all of a sudden he had seemed so old to her, as if her father’s death had forced him, too, closer to that threshold.


Zeno had his own opinion about work and women.


‘You’re a girl, for heaven’s sake.’


‘So what?’


‘So it isn’t right that you go prancing off alone, waving that letter around. It’s a passport to trouble, I’m telling you.’


‘What should I do then, according to you?’


‘You could get married. Girls tend to do that, you know.’


‘Not all of us.’


‘But you’re pretty.’


‘And I have no dowry. My only asset is this,’ she said, waving her fingers in his face. He took hold of her hand, pretended to bite it, and then hugged her tightly.


‘You’re going to get yourself into a sticky situation, Bianca. You could always live with me, you know. You could be my manservant.’


‘Oh, sure,’ laughed Bianca. ‘I could cut my hair, wear boy’s clothing and sleep on a cot outside your room.’


‘When you were younger you could easily have passed for a boy. And you bossed us both around.’


They smiled in recollection.


Bartolomeo, on the other hand, seemed relieved at the prospect of her departure. Until then, he had been living in discomfort in his wife’s home and waiting for his inheritance. It was evident that he now wanted to enjoy his new circumstances to the full, without any obstacles.


‘Come home whenever you want,’ he said, because he had to, because a brother should say that. She pursed her lips into a smile, trying to remember the boy with stars in his eyes, the boy he was, before becoming the rotund dandy now standing in front of her.
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‘There’s something I’d like to show you, if you’ll follow me?’


Bianca wipes her hands on a rag. Donna Clara leads the way. She uses a highly varnished black cane, but is incredibly quick for a woman of her small stature. She crosses the lawn, goes into the house, up the stairs, and down a hall that Bianca has not yet explored. As she moves, Donna Clara’s starched clothes crackle and whine. Bianca wonders whether she still wears a whalebone corset, as was the vogue in her youth, and if so, who tightens it for her each morning.


She stops in front of a small painting, near a row of nymph statuettes. It is a portrait of a mother and child. Positioned right in front of a window, it soaks up all the natural light. Bianca studies the work with the eye of a professional. The dark background allows the two heads to float out of time and space. One has curly brown hair, while the other’s is straight and blond. The mother has a frivolous, somewhat disquieting look, perhaps due to her curls or the glow in her eyes. Bianca notices a resemblance between the little boy and the girls who play outside: the same curve in the cheek, round eyes and colouring. She understands.


‘I was pretty, wasn’t I?’ says Donna Clara, leaning on the pomegranate-shaped handle of her walking stick. ‘That’s my boy . . . he was five years old there. Then I sent him to boarding school and left for Paris with my Carlo, and I didn’t see him for a long time. An eternity, it seemed. But when Titta grew older, our paths crossed again. He came to Paris when he was twenty and we’ve never been apart since.’


And then, as though fearing she has revealed too much, she wraps her shawl around her, turns around and walks away, leaving Bianca to contemplate the painting on her own. She notices other details now: the boy’s gaze seems restrained and distracted, as if there is a dog somewhere beyond the picture frame, barking and inviting him to play. She notices his mother’s sharp expression, like that of a fox, with her slight, coy smile. The pair are positioned closely within the frame, but it is clear that each one anxiously wants to be elsewhere.
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Bianca starts her work. Following the generous instructions of her master – it makes her smile to think of him as her master, and yet that is his role – she takes all the time she needs. Each morning she carries out her box and easel and a large, somewhat frayed, straw hat. Soon, hampered by all the trappings, she decides to leave the more bulky props behind. Feeling light and reckless, she goes off to where domesticated nature ends and wild nature begins. Wild is perhaps an exaggeration, for in fact, she and Minna – who follows her like a shadow – are never entirely alone. There is always some gardener snipping, pruning, collecting and carrying away dry branches. The men don’t look up from their work, nor do they speak to the ladies. Bianca constantly gets the feeling that she is being watched. But each time she turns around, the man nearby will be looking elsewhere and seems interested only in his pruning tool, his axe, or the clutch of weeds he holds in his clenched fist, raising them to examine the naked roots. It feels like wandering in a forest full of Indians: eyes and blades everywhere. But this is the only fear that the women allow themselves. Though, in fact, Minna is also afraid of insects, which is strange for a girl who has grown up in the countryside. She runs away from bumblebees, horseflies and praying mantises.


‘They won’t harm you,’ Bianca says, picking up an insect in the palm of her hand to examine its big eyes before placing it back on a leaf, which it grips like a castaway at sea. But the girl keeps far away, and stares in admiration at Miss, who isn’t afraid of anything. Maybe it is because she is English. The English are strange, Minna thinks.


Insects, children, flowers: how limited Bianca’s new world is and yet, at the same time, how incredibly full of potential ideas. Insects and children: Pietro has the malicious insistence of a hornet. Enrico, on the other hand, has the feeble blandness of a caterpillar that knows only its own mouth. The girls are like grasshoppers, green, lilac, baby blue, all eyes, never at a standstill. Minna looks like a young beetle: the tiny, iridescent kind that never knows where to perch, and is capable only of short flights.


Bianca sketches and captures specific moments, sensations, gestures and movements. She speaks the plants’ names out loud. She is drawn to the plants and flowers whose names she doesn’t know. The estate at Brusuglio offers an unlimited variety of new species. There is the Liquidambar, rooted into the earth, and pointing to the sky as if it is an arrow. There is the little green cloud, a Sophora. There is Sassafras albidum with leaves that look like gloved hands. There is the Catalpa tree, known as ‘the hippopotamus’ because it is so large. And then there are the shrubs: the Genista, the Coronilla, the Hamamelis, with its dishevelled and fading flowers, and the Mahonia, which smells like honey. And then the plants with modern names like Benthamia or Phlomis, names which often sound too lofty in comparison to their humble appearance.


It doesn’t feel like work. It isn’t that different from her ardent childhood and adolescent pastime, except for the absence of the person dearest to her. A gracious but inadequate group of strangers has taken his place. As a unit, they only make her long for her own family even more.
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Everyone in the household is very devout. A small parish church has been built near the estate by Carlo, Donna Clara’s deceased lover and the previous master of the house. The pungent smell of its recent construction blends with the overpowering scent of incense. The priest, a burly old man with a kind face, entrusts the censer to a young altar boy. Bianca lets herself become distracted by the trails of light blue smoke. She contemplates the Good Shepherd, who gazes out at everyone, one by one, from beside the apse. She feels surrounded by lambs. The children sit in the second row with their governess. Pietro takes something out of his pocket and shows it to Enrico, covering it with his other hand like a shield, so his sisters cannot glimpse it. Of course, they stretch out their necks to see and, in so doing, miss echoing the psalm. Their grandmother turns around from the front row with a threatening scowl. The girls fall back into line and the object disappears into Pietro’s pocket once more. Enrico sighs. The children’s mother and father are two composed backs of solid mass.


Bianca’s gaze wanders. Several old women sit in another row. Not many country folk could allow themselves the luxury of attending two services a day, morning and evening. Since Bianca is not a believer, she wonders how she would cope with these rituals.


It is Don Dionisio, the elderly priest, who surprises her. She is wandering in the park one day when he approaches with a timid bow. He holds out his arms towards hers.


‘Come with me,’ he says, opening his hands to her and taking a few steps backwards. She raises her arms and makes to move forward. He stops and drops his hands by his side, as if he has asked too much of her too soon; hers are left hanging in air. She doesn’t really know how to behave with Catholic priests, or with priests in general, but she senses that obedience is appreciated so she hurries to catch up to him. They walk on, both lifting their skirts from the ground in strange unison. He stops in front of a small door to the side of the church, which has, it seems, been built for a dwarf. ‘Here we are.’ He pushes it open, bends forward, blocks the passageway for a moment, and then disappears inside. She follows him in, head bowed. She finds herself inside a simple, bare vestry, where a crucifix hangs between two tall, narrow windows of light brown glass, which create an amber light. ‘That door is always open,’ he says. ‘Prayer doesn’t always happen on a schedule. It’s not a postal carriage. God comes to us when we least expect him. And you can do the same.’


From that moment on, Bianca doesn’t enter the realm of the kingdom of God on a twice-daily schedule. She doesn’t have to explain herself to anyone and no one asks her a thing about it. Donna Clara seems perplexed but not altogether amazed.


The governess whispers to her in confidence and with a hint of envy, ‘Innes doesn’t come to service either, you know.’


But prayer occurs within the home, too, and without any forewarning. Donna Clara keeps a jet rosary on her at all times, wrapped around her wrist like a bracelet, a Christ figurine dangling from it like a strange sort of charm. Whenever the conversation turns into an appeal to the saints and Mary, she slips it off and clings to those beads that reconcile the heavens and earth. Donna Julie follows her example. The children mumble their Hail Marys in a distracted singsong. Don Titta, on the other hand, doesn’t pray. When he is present, he simply lowers his head and folds his hands together, as if prayer is just another opportunity to leave this world and get lost in another. Bianca takes advantage of those moments to study them all. She is the only one to keep her eyes open.
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Innes, the English tutor who doesn’t attend Mass, returns from his salubrious holiday. The little girls, who have been anxiously awaiting his arrival since morning, dash towards him as soon as he descends from the carriage, screaming with glee. The boys look up silently from their game – a complex construction made up of small pieces of wood – but only when their governess tells them to, do they stand to greet their tutor, taking their time to brush away the sawdust from their trousers. Innes sweeps Giulietta up while the other girls hug him tightly around his knees. He is very tall, Bianca thinks, enormous, even for an Englishman. She is sitting in the shade of the portico with a book in her lap. Innes laughs and stumbles forward, the little girls still clinging to him. When Donna Clara comes out, everything resumes its order. The sisters let go and line up. The boys join the group so that the family formation is complete. Bianca stands with the others while the servants, Berto and Barba, unload a worn suitcase and an incongruous carpet bag embroidered with purple flowers. When the carriage departs, the governess runs to shut the gates, too excited to leave it to the valet, before taking her place at the end of the line and staring intently at the new arrival.


‘Dear, dear, dear Innes!’ Donna Clara exclaims, opening her arms to him and clutching him briefly. Her face only reaches to his chest. ‘I trust you are well rested and fortified. You must tell me everything about the Paduan spas. I, too, would like to take the waters there one day . . . when I find time to leave the family!’
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