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In memory of my grandmothers,

Rose DeMarzo and Anna Diliberto,

seamstresses both



        
            
                Prologue

            

            
                Instead
                        of dying, I learned to sew.

                I was nine, ill with my first bout of consumption, and the
                        nuns at Saint Foy, the convent school in Agen, where I’d lived for a year,
                        had sent me home with a high fever and a horrific cough, not expecting me to
                        return. For two months I lay in bed while my grandmother cared for me.
                        Despite her ministrations, I grew steadily thinner and weaker, until one day
                        she placed on my quilt a stack of white silk squares and a pincushion spiked
                        with a threaded needle. “Here, dear, let me show you,” she said, lifting my
                        limp body from the pillows. Holding me upright, she supported the needle in
                        my fingers and guided it through the silk. Over the next weeks, as she
                        taught me how to baste and overcast, how to turn hems and cut bias strips
                        for binding, and how to patch holes, my fever and cough subsided, and my
                        strength returned. I sewed my initials, IV, in the bottom right-hand corner
                        of each square, and my grandmother tacked them to the walls—monuments of my
                        survival. Determination was in the stitches and also hope. I still feel the
                        bloom of possibility when I put needle and thread to silk.

                Another grandmother would have given a sick girl a new doll or
                        a kitten. But I come from a long line of seamstresses for whom stitching is
                        the same as breathing. My namesake, the first Isabelle Varlet, worked at the
                        court of Louis XVI, and, according to family lore, was imprisoned with Marie
                        Antoinette in the Tuileries. I have a gold locket, dulled with age, that
                        belonged to this Isabelle. Inside is an oil miniature of a lovely young girl
                        whose fine straight hair is the same reddish-gold color as mine.

                In those years before the first great war, my grandmother and
                        I lived in a two-story cottage on a hill overlooking the road to Timbaut, a
                        little medieval village a mile outside Agen. Our house had an attic and a
                        wine cellar, shuttered windows, a giant oak in front and a vegetable garden
                        in back. Chickens scratched in the yard, where a little goat tethered to the
                        fence gave us milk each morning. Beyond, lay undulating fields of sunflowers
                        and purple heather starred with marguerites. I lacked only
                    parents.

                My father, who made hats at a factory in Agen, suffered a
                        heart attack several months before I was born, the event that cost my mother
                        her life. Neither of my parents had siblings. My grandmother, though, had
                        three sisters with whom she once owned a dressmaking shop. They were old
                        ladies by the time I came along, and I never saw them in anything but heavy
                        black dresses. Every day at four, the aunts came to our house for tea,
                        drenched in black, their faces covered by black veils trailing the floor,
                        and carrying little round hat boxes. When they stepped inside, they removed
                        their veils and pinned black caps to their white hair. I asked them once why
                        they dressed like death, and one of them answered, “So everyone will know we
                        are widows!” It was their proudest accomplishment.

                After my recovery, my grandmother, in consultation with the
                        aunts, decided to tutor me at home rather than return me to Saint Foy. Over
                        the course of the next eight years, I suffered repeated relapses and was
                        confined for long periods to bed. My grandmother and the aunts worried and
                        hovered over me; my every cough and sniffle sparked grave concern. Because
                        they feared they could lose me at any time, they indulged my smallest whim,
                        and I grew up convinced that life would give me what I asked of
                    it.

                My favorite pastime was drawing fashion sketches, inspired by
                        illustrations in the Parisian magazines my grandmother collected. I occupied
                        hours copying clothes from the glossy pages into my sketchbook and then
                        inventing outfits to wear while playing dress-up. For fabric, I used scraps
                        of serge, wool, bombazine, and cotton twill, remnants from my grandmother’s
                        shop that I kept in a large box on top of my wardrobe. Most of the pieces
                        were musty and stained, but the box held a few treasures: a square of lush
                        black velvet, some pink organdy, a triangle of beaded white satin, and a
                        baguette-sized strip of mink. I often spread these gems across my bed to
                        examine them, imagining that some day, when I was older and lived in Paris,
                        I would incorporate them into a grown-up gown.

                In the August of my tenth year, my grandmother would not let
                        me outside due to a typhoid epidemic that had swept through our region with
                        a wave of severe heat. I couldn’t swim in the lake or go to the village to
                        join the other children for games under the thatched roof of the old stone
                            marché. I couldn’t even go to
                        church. One morning, I pulled out my fabric remnants and began piecing them
                        together, carefully stitching them into a child-sized dress.

                Beyond my window, the fields burned, and the sky was white and
                        empty. Cows herded themselves under trees and dogs hid below porches. The
                        whole world seemed to stop moving, and every day was like every other. All I
                        had for company were my grandmother, the aunts, and Jacques Beloit, whose
                        parents owned the patisserie in Agen and who lived up the road. Jacques was
                        a year younger than me, a small, serious boy who often arrived at teatime
                        with treats from his parents’ shop.

                On the day I squandered my fabric treasures, my grandmother
                        and the aunts went to a funeral for one of their elderly cousins. At four
                        o’clock I heard the door open and close and voices in the front of the
                        house. One of them was Jacques’ squeaky soprano. I thought I heard him say
                        something about lemon tarts, a favorite of mine, so I slipped into my
                        gown.

                It had a long skirt of gray cotton that I’d taken from an old
                        dress of my grandmother’s. I used the black velvet for a bodice and the pink
                        organdy for puffy sleeves. The triangle of white satin fit nicely into the
                        neckline, and the strip of mink made a perfect collar.

                I twirled into the parlor. Jacques was sitting on an armchair
                        near the fireplace, munching a lemon tart and swinging his skinny white legs
                        with the scabby knees that looked like burnt toast. He was still too young
                        for long pants, but his wetted-down black hair, severely parted on the
                        right, and his thick spectacles gave him the air of a little man.

                I ignored him and glided over to the sofa where the aunts were
                        perched like three blackbirds. The twins, Aunts Hélène and Marie, wore
                        ordinary mourning, but Aunt Virginie, the eldest and wealthiest sister, sat
                        between them in her flashiest black satin gown with the broad weepers’
                        cuffs. Jet chandeliers hung from her ears to her collarbones; ropes of jet
                        glittered around her neck. “It is 1868, and I am lady-in-waiting to Empress
                        Eugénie,” I announced in a grand tone.

                The aunts were busy arguing, and they didn’t notice me. Aunt
                        Hélène rattled her teacup and glared at Aunt Virginie. “You needn’t have
                        piled on the mourning,” she said. “Cousin Caterine was a silly little
                        nobody.”

                “You just want an excuse to wear your jet earrings and
                        necklaces,” added Aunt Marie.

                Aunt Virginie sat erect and unsmiling and looked down her nose
                        at her sisters. “I can wear my jet jewelry whenever I want,” she said. “I am
                            always in high mourning for my
                        Henri.”

                Henri, her husband, had been dead for decades. A prosperous
                        doctor, he built the spacious stone house where she lived now with Aunts
                        Hélène and Marie. Their husbands, mere barbers, also had been dead for
                        years.

                “You shouldn’t drag them out for Caterine then,” hissed Aunt
                        Hélène. “It makes us look bad.”

                “It’s not my fault your husbands couldn’t afford to buy good
                        jewelry,” said Aunt Virginie.

                I pirouetted dramatically. “I’m going to a ball tonight, and
                        this is what I’ll wear.”

                They ignored me still. “My carriage will be here soon. If you
                        want to see my dress, you have to look now!”

                Finally, the aunts laid down their teacups and considered me.
                        No one said anything for the longest time. Then Aunt Virginie spoke.
                        “Isabelle, ma chère, you must have
                        been having a nightmare when you thought that up. It is not at all
                        becoming.”

                “Not at all becoming,” echoed Jacques. “Why don’t you wear
                        your burgundy velvet? You look pretty in that.”

                “What do you know about dresses?” I said, glaring at him.
                        Then, turning my gaze to the aunts, “I copied this gown from Les Élégances Parisiennes. I can show
                        you the picture.”

                “I don’t care where you copied it from,” said Aunt Virginie.
                        “It’s a mess.”

                Just then my grandmother entered the parlor carrying a fresh
                        pot of tea. She was a small, fine-boned woman with kind hazel eyes and a
                        pink, finely lined face. Her cottony hair was arranged in a neat chignon,
                        and she wore a blue flowered apron over her unadorned black dress. Her
                        husband had been a carpenter, and he couldn’t afford fancy jewelry either.
                        “I think it’s lovely, Isabelle,” she said. “You have a real flair with your
                        needle.”

                Aunt Virginie shot her an exasperated look. “Don’t lie to the
                        child, Berthe. Do you want her to learn about elegance or not?”

                “She has plenty of time to learn about elegance. She’s not in
                        Paris yet,” said my grandmother.

                “I’ve been to Paris!” cried Jacques.

                I whipped around. “I don’t care!”

                Jacques swallowed the last bite of his lemon tart and pushed
                        his glasses in place with a small sticky hand. “Maybe you can come with us
                        the next time.”

                “Maybe you can go home,” I said coldly.

                “Isabelle! That’s no way to talk,” said my grandmother. “I
                        want you to apologize to Jacques.”

                He looked at me with a hurt expression and waited. But I
                        couldn’t apologize.

                I fled to my bedroom on the second floor. It was furnished
                        simply with blue cotton curtains, a desk, a chair, a small bookcase, and a
                        wood bureau painted white. Over the iron bed, a Victorian artist’s idea of
                        Jesus, handsome and blue-eyed with flowing brown hair, gazed heavenward,
                        and, above it, a plaster crucifix. I said my prayers here every night,
                        watched by my grandmother.

                I took my best doll from the bureau and sat with her on the
                        bed. She was made by Jumeau, the most prestigious doll company in France, so
                        I called her Mademoiselle Jumeau. She had large blue eyes and slightly
                        parted pink lips painted on a porcelain face. Her abundant blond hair was
                        arranged in a towering pouf. Mademoiselle Jumeau had arrived on Christmas
                        morning the previous year dressed like a princess in a décolleté white gown
                        with an échelle of perky bows on the bodice and a billowing satin skirt.
                        Gold high-heeled slippers glittered on her dainty feet, a purple ostrich
                        plume frothed from her wide brimmed hat, and she carried a little beaded
                        purse. But what delighted me most was her full set of undergarments:
                        camisole, corset, chemise, pantaloons, tulle petticoats, stockings, and
                        garters, all trimmed with pink ribbons and white lace.

                I’d sat on the floor by the Christmas tree, dazed with
                        happiness, absorbing the beauty of the doll, feeling it seep into my marrow,
                        giving me strength. Whenever I was ill or sad, it made me feel better to
                        hold Mademoiselle Jumeau and conjure up her charmed life of parties, opera
                        performances, grand houses, and carriage rides in the Bois de
                        Boulogne.

                Now, I took off my play gown and changed into an old brown
                        cotton dress. Then I sat on my bed with Mademoiselle Jumeau. I was in the
                        middle of fantasizing about riding with her in a gold-and-glass landau on
                        the way to a ball, when there was a soft knock on the door. I opened it, and
                        there stood Jacques.

                “Let’s play something,” he said.

                I left Jacques in the doorway and flopped on my bed. “I
                        thought you were going home.”

                “Your grandmother said I could stay.” Jacques stepped into the
                        room. “What do you want to do?”

                “I don’t know,” I said. “Make a new dress for Mademoiselle
                        Jumeau, I guess. Do you want to help?”

                “Sewing is for girls.” Jacques took a volume of fairy tales
                        from my bookcase and sat on the hooked rug in front of my bed with crossed
                        legs.

                “Then you can just sit there and look stupid, you stupid
                        boy.”

                “You’re stupid,” said
                        Jacques.

                I took the unbecoming play dress out of my wardrobe and began
                        undoing the seams with a pair of scissors that had belonged to my father. My
                        grandmother said that each time the scissors clicked my father smiled down
                        at me from heaven, and as I worked, I felt bolstered by this unseen love.
                        When I’d finished, I stripped Mademoiselle Jumeau to her camisole and
                        pantaloons. Then I fitted the piece of beaded white satin around her waist,
                        pinning it into a skirt. Next, I cut a piece of the black velvet to make a
                        bodice, keeping the rest for a cape, which I trimmed in mink.

                An hour went by. When I’d completed the gown and had it on
                        Mademoiselle Jumeau, I showed it to Jacques. “Isn’t she pretty?”

                He studied her for a moment, then looked at me with a
                        wondering expression. “She looks just like you,” he said.

                 

                Two weeks later, the heat broke. A driving rain
                        pounded the village, and the days turned gray and cool, killing the germs
                        that hid in the trees, or so my grandmother said. It was safe now for me to
                        go outside, and my first excursion was to Sunday mass. “I’m so happy to see
                        you, Isabelle. It’s been a while,” said the gentle old priest, as he greeted
                        me after the service.

                I’d brought Mademoiselle Jumeau and held her up for the priest
                        to admire. “We’ve been cooped up for weeks, and we’re very happy to be out,”
                        I said.

                I followed my grandmother and the aunts down the stone steps
                        of the church and across the village square to a small shaded park. My
                        relatives settled on benches to gossip with their friends, and I wandered to
                        the old thatched-roof marché where two teams of children, separated by a
                        white chalk line, were about to start a game of prisoners’ base.

                My eyes were drawn to the handsome boy standing in the square
                        at the marché’s far end. All sinewy legs and arms, summer freckles in a riot
                        on his face, he looked to be about twelve and had wavy auburn hair and pale,
                        even features. He stood absolutely still as a whistle pierced the air,
                        followed by shouts and the scrape of leather shoes on stone. It took only a
                        few minutes for one of his teammates to scramble through the crowd to him.
                        Then, with a swiftness that startled me, he ran to his team with fists shot
                        triumphantly in the air.

                Suddenly, on the sidelines a beautiful little girl appeared in
                        a white organdy frock with a blue moiré sash tied around her waist. A
                        smaller ribbon the same color was tied in her curly dark hair. The boy
                        called to her, inviting her into the game. She hesitated a moment, then
                        darted in, taking her place beside him. The sun bounced around them as they
                        ran, filling their hair with light and bleaching out the boy’s freckles. I
                        felt a stab of jealousy and hung back.

                “Why don’t you play with them?” said a voice behind
                    me.

                I turned around to face a tall, slender man with a black
                        mustache and thick gray hair. “My dress is ugly,” I said, pointing my chin
                        toward the beautiful girl. “It is not as pretty as her dress.”

                The man laughed. “That is, indeed, a very pretty dress,” he
                        said finally. “But it is a city dress. It is not for the country. She is
                        wicked to show off by wearing it here and making you feel badly.”

                I thought I wouldn’t mind being wicked if I could have such a
                        dress.

                The following Sunday, I convinced my grandmother to let me
                        wear my best dress—a burgundy velvet with a crocheted white collar. After
                        mass, I went to the marché to look for the handsome boy and was pleased to
                        see him. A game of prisoners’ base was under way, and I prayed to God that
                        the boy would notice me, just see
                        me. A minute later, he ran up to me. “My team is short one,” he said. “Do
                        you want to play?”

                Carefully, I stood Mademoiselle Jumeau against a stone post
                        and followed the boy into the game. I got only halfway across our court,
                        when a child from the other team tagged me. “Don’t worry, you’ll do better
                        next time,” called the boy from the far end of the marché.

                That afternoon at tea, Jacques announced, “Isabelle is in
                        love.”

                “I am not!” I cried.

                “Love is for grown-ups,” said my grandmother, as she stirred a
                        cube of sugar into her tea.

                “She’s in love with the tall boy with freckles,” said Jacques.
                        He held his pain au chocolat with
                        both hands and took a large bite.

                “That’s Daniel Blank. Madame Duval’s nephew. He lives in Paris
                        and is staying with her for the summer,” said Aunt Virginie. Then, turning
                        to me, “I don’t blame you, Isabelle. He’s a very handsome boy.”

                At the mention of the boy’s name, my face turned scarlet. “I’m
                        not in love with anybody.”

                But I lived for Sundays. During our games, when I thought
                        Daniel wasn’t looking, I stole glances at him, my heart swelling at the
                        sight of his narrow, fine-boned face. I loved the lock of auburn hair that
                        flopped across his forehead and how he pushed it aside with the back of his
                        hand. He was a head taller than the tallest of the village children and
                        their natural leader. He dominated our games with his quick, graceful
                        footwork, but Jacques and the other boys didn’t seem to resent him. He never
                        made them feel inferior. In addition to being the handsomest boy in the
                        world, he also was the kindest.

                I decided to sew him a shirt. I found two yards of blue calico
                        in a trunk in the attic and made a pattern based on an old shirt of my
                        grandfather’s. I fit it on Jacques, though allowing for Daniel’s larger
                        proportions. I told Jacques that Daniel, admiring the dress I’d made for
                        Mademoiselle Jumeau, had asked me to make it, but that it was a secret. No
                        one was supposed to know, especially my grandmother and the aunts. “You
                        never made me a shirt,” said
                        Jacques. His eyes were big and moist behind his glasses.

                “You’re only nine,” I said.

                “I’d still like a new shirt.”

                “When you’re older.”

                I worked on Daniel’s shirt for a week, and when I finished, I
                        spent another week worrying about how to give it to him. I decided the only
                        way was for Jacques to wear it to church and afterward take it off and
                        present it to Daniel in the marché.

                “What am I supposed to tell him?” asked Jacques.

                “You don’t have to tell him anything,” I said. “I’ll write a
                        note and pin it to the sleeve.”

                I agonized over the note for hours. Finally, I wrote simply,
                        “Please accept this gift from the needle of Isabelle Varlet.”

                I gave the shirt to Jacques on Saturday. He told his mother
                        that I had made it for him (even though it was several sizes too big) and
                        that he had promised me he’d wear it to church, that it would break my heart
                        if he didn’t.

                On Sunday I awoke with a foggy head and scratchy throat, but I
                        said nothing. If my grandmother thought I was coming down with something,
                        she never would have let me out of the house.

                In church, I was relieved to see the blue calico peeking from
                        Jacques’ brown serge jacket, and after the service, he ducked behind a tree
                        to remove Daniel’s shirt. Children ran about the marché, shouting and
                        squealing. Fall was in the air, and leaves blew across the ground with
                        pebbles and wads of debris. My eyes darted around for Daniel, but he was
                        nowhere in sight. “He’s not here!” I moaned, flopping onto the cold
                        stone.

                Jacques dropped down next to me. “What do we do now?” he
                        asked.

                “Wait. Maybe he’ll show up.”

                “He’s probably gone back to Paris.”

                I was contemplating this dreadful thought, when I felt a
                        presence behind us. Madame Beloit, Jacques’ mother. “Why did you take off
                        your shirt? You’ll catch your death,” she scolded.

                I started to cough, first quietly, then with great convulsive
                        hacks. “Look, Isabelle is sick already,” Madame Beloit said. “You foolish,
                        foolish children.”

                Madame Beloit ran off to fetch my grandmother and the aunts,
                        who put me to bed as soon as we reached home. I slept for a long time, and
                        it was only when I awoke and reached for Mademoiselle Jumeau that I realized
                        I’d left her behind in the marché.

                Jacques went back for her the next day, but all he found was
                        Mademoiselle Jumeau’s battered wood body. She looked like the victim of a
                        toy guillotine. In addition to her beautiful porcelain head, her dress and
                        shoes were missing, and mud smeared her undergarments. “I looked everywhere
                        for the head,” said Jacques. “A dog probably chewed it off.”

                Immediately, my grandmother sent away to Paris for a new
                        Jumeau doll. I didn’t forget about the first one, though, and when I was
                        feeling better, we had a funeral for her. I sewed a simple shroud for the
                        body and used the blue silk-lined box she’d come in as a coffin. Jacques dug
                        a hole under the oak in the front yard, and the aunts arrived for the
                        ceremony huddled in mourning coats against the fall chill. Aunt Virginie had
                        draped fox pieces over her shoulders and also donned her best jewelry. My
                        grandmother read from the Bible, and we all sang “Heart of Jesus, Meek and
                        Mild,” as Jacques laid the coffin in the ground and shoveled dirt over
                        it.

                The late afternoon had arrived, throwing long gray shadows
                        across the yard. Aunt Hélène had scowled at Aunt Virginie’s furs and jet
                        jewelry throughout the service, and as we walked back to the house, she
                        said, “It is one thing to pile on the mourning for cousin Caterine, and
                        quite another to do it for a doll.”

                 

                After that summer, Jacques started boarding school in
                        Bordeaux. For a while I saw him when he came home on holidays, but as the
                        years passed, he visited me less and less. During the rest of my time in
                        Timbaut, I never saw Daniel again, though I got to know his aunt, a tall,
                        efficient dressmaker named Marie-France Duval. When I was seventeen my
                        grandmother sent me to Agen to become her apprentice, and it is because of
                        her I have a story to tell.

            

        

    
        
            
                One

            

            
                Madame
                        Duval’s shop sat in the middle of Avenue de la République, where a blue
                        canvas awning above the door announced her name in black paint. In front of
                        the store, a small reception area held glass cases with scarves, handbags,
                        and shoes carefully chosen by Madame Duval from Paris suppliers on her
                        twice-yearly trips to the city. The sewing was done at the back of the shop
                        in a small, windowless room, where our clients stood for their fittings
                        behind a flowered curtain.

                We served coffee in the morning and red wine at five in the
                        afternoon. A black spaniel named Marat lounged on the heating grate, a
                        couple of cats perched on the counters. A few of our clients stopped in
                        every day after doing their marketing to see if we had put out anything new,
                        to gossip, to discuss outfits they fantasized about having made but could
                        never afford and had no occasion to wear.

                When I went to work for Madame Duval, she showed me how to
                        translate the fashion drawings in my sketchbook into actual garments by
                        draping fabric and cutting a pattern. The results sparked in me cataclysms
                        of pleasure; I loved nothing more than taking a raw bolt of cloth and
                        spinning it into a dress. While I worked, Madame Duval chattered nonstop
                        about her life. I’d only been with her for a few days, when she told me
                        about working in Deauville for Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel, a young milliner
                        whom Madame Duval called “a genius.”

                After marrying a horse trainer in late middle age, Madame
                        Duval moved to the fashionable racing resort and got a job at the Chanel
                        shop on rue Gontaut Biron. Mademoiselle, as her employees always called her,
                        began designing clothes when her hat customers demanded outfits like she
                        herself wore. But her adolescent workers knew little about fine sewing. Only
                        Madame Duval was experienced in couture techniques—she’d taught herself by
                        dissecting Paris garments she’d found in thrift shops—and under her
                        tutelage, the inexperienced seamstresses turned out slouchy belted jackets,
                        jersey dresses, crisp white blouses, and straight skirts with pleats and
                        pockets.

                “It wasn’t easy working for Mademoiselle,” recalled Madame
                        Duval. “She has the worst temper of anyone I’ve ever known, and the most
                        scandalous private life. She’d been set up in business by her lover, a rich
                        Englishman whom she hoped to wed, but he had lots of ladies and could be
                        faithful to none.”

                By Madame Duval’s account, the briny air in Deauville made
                        everyone a little randy, including her own husband. One day, while strolling
                        the pier during her lunch break, she caught him kissing a waitress from a
                        local café. Almost immediately, Madame Duval packed her bags and returned to
                        Agen.

                Later, after Mademoiselle became a couturière in Paris, she invited Madame Duval
                        to run one of her workrooms. By then, though, the older woman had settled
                        into a quiet routine, making dresses for provincial housewives and tending
                        to the roses in the terraced garden behind her house. She’d long ago given
                        up on her youthful dreams, but she encouraged me to go to Paris. “Isabelle,
                        you have a real eye for color and line, and you handle fabric so well. Only
                        Mademoiselle has more supple hands. You’re young, and your talent is wasted
                        here.”

                I wanted to believe her. I began dreaming of making ball gowns
                        for duchesses and living in a grand apartment on one of Haussmann’s
                        boulevards. Madame Duval nourished this fantasy, though not the part about
                        the grand apartment—she warned me that Parisian seamstresses were as poorly
                        paid as seamstresses everywhere.

                As we worked, Madame Duval and I often discussed Chanel’s
                        techniques and style, her high standards and artistic eye. Mademoiselle was
                        Madame Duval’s dressmaking God, and over time the couturière became mine,
                        too. I sewed in homage to this distant Parisian deity and dreamed of someday
                        meeting her.

                My clothes were not terribly original. They mimicked the city
                        outfits I saw in the magazines, and for the most part, they were too
                        flamboyant for the thick-legged country matrons who patronized our shop.
                        Still, Madame Duval displayed my creations on wood mannequins in the front
                        window. The idea that she had a protégé ignited in her a blaze of pride.
                        “Look at what my talented assistant has done now!” she’d say to anyone who
                        stepped through the door.

                Not all, however, were dazzled by my work. My grandmother and
                        aunts didn’t understand the new fashions. When they came to the shop every
                        Thursday morning after visiting their bank, they sniffed the clothes on
                        display, held the fabric in their gloved hands, and looked down their noses
                        at the frothy silk and lace garments that had come from my needle. “This
                        dress looks like a nightgown,” my grandmother complained of a pretty pink
                        silk I’d copied from Les modes
                            élégantes. Though the aunts said nothing, I could tell by
                        their shocked expressions that they thought the dress indecent.

                When war broke out, the shop became a refuge for worried
                        wives, sisters, mothers, and sweethearts. Women gathered at the counters and
                        in front of the display cases, ignoring the clothes and accessories, their
                        faces smears of pain. When the bodies of their loved ones began coming home
                        in coffins, they ordered dresses made up in black serge and other dark
                        fabrics.

                One of the few young men who hadn’t gone to war was Jacques
                        Beloit, my childhood friend. After the deaths of his parents in 1915, he’d
                        left school and returned to Agen to run his family’s patisserie. It sat directly across the street
                        from Madame Duval’s shop, and on his first day back, I stood by the window
                        during slow periods and watched as he worked behind the counter. He’d grown
                        into a tall, slim young man whose only resemblance to the skinny child I’d
                        known was his shiny black hair and thick spectacles. His wretched eyesight,
                        plus a rugby injury that had left him deaf in one ear, had kept him out of
                        the army, to his great regret.

                The next morning, I went into the patisserie to say hello and
                        found him alone sweeping the floor. He looked up at me with a warm, wide
                        smile, and that one tender glance changed everything.

                “Hello, Isabelle,” he said.

                “Hello, Jacques,” I answered. “A croissant,
                    please.”

                “The brioche is better this morning,” Jacques
                        suggested.

                “All right. I’ll take two.”

                The next day, the half-witted old man who ran errands for the
                        shopkeepers in exchange for a few francs delivered a box of lemon tarts to
                        our door. Three days later, he brought over a tray of cookies, and the
                        following morning, a small almond cake. “I think you have an admirer across
                        the street,” said Madame Duval, cocking her head in the direction of the
                            patisserie.

                One day, when Madame Duval was out, Jacques delivered the
                        pastry box himself. When he walked into the shop, jangling the front door
                        bell and causing Marat to bark a greeting, I was standing behind the
                        accessories counter. He had shed his long white apron, and I noticed that
                        his hair was neatly combed. Without saying a word, he set the box on the
                        counter. Then he leaned across the glass case and kissed me on the
                        lips.

                After that I stopped dreaming about Paris. I began planning a
                        trousseau and mooning over babies who accompanied their mothers to Madame
                        Duval’s shop. Soon Jacques and I were spending all of our free time
                        together—lunch breaks on a bench in the town square, evenings in one of the
                        local cafés, Sundays at my house. My grandmother and the aunts loved having
                        Jacques around again (and the sweets he brought them every Sunday, balancing
                        the pastry box on the handlebars of his bicycle). Once, after he’d escorted
                        us to church, my grandmother announced gravely, “Jacques was always such a
                        good boy.”

                “A wonderful boy,” the aunts echoed.

                Madame Duval, on the other hand, disapproved. Jacques was not
                        the man she would have chosen for me. “He is just a baker, and he is so
                        quiet,” she warned one morning, as she looked askance at a chocolate cake he
                        had sent over. “It never turns out well when the woman is more clever than
                        the man.”

                Indeed, Jacques had little to say. He’d never been a
                        loquacious child, but as a young man, he was downright untalkative. He was a
                        good listener, though; he loved my stories and opinions. If anything,
                        Jacques’ reticence enhanced my interest—it was a refreshing change from the
                        female nattering I heard all day. I do not believe that a taciturn nature is
                        evidence of a sluggish mind, and I did not feel more clever than Jacques. He
                        had his own kind of genius, which Madame Duval, not liking sweets, couldn’t
                        see.

                Ever since he’d visited the Eiffel Tower as a child, Jacques
                        had dreamed of being an engineer. When his parents died, he gave up those
                        plans for the patisserie. Jacques had no interest in baking, but he couldn’t
                        bear to close the shop, which his grandfather had opened in 1860 during
                        Louis-Napoleon’s Second Empire. So he applied himself to éclairs and tarts,
                        to galettes and choux à la crème
                        with the same energy and diligence that he would have bestowed on the
                        bridges and railroads he never had a chance to build.

                The result produced pastries that were themselves feats of
                        engineering: cookies in the shape of birds and animals, tarts topped with
                        fruit topiaries; galettes that looked like Picasso paintings. For the window
                        at Christmas, Jacques baked a yule tree frosted with chocolate buttercream
                        made to look like bark. Meringue mushrooms sprouted at its base; candy birds
                        of paradise sat on branches that were dusted with snowy sugar.

                People began flocking from surrounding towns to Beloit’s.
                        Jacques hired two assistants to help him fill orders, but he refused to
                        expand the shop, and he often turned down requests for weddings and large
                        parties. He had all the work he wanted. He was not ambitious, except to
                        spend time with me.

                One of our great pleasures was dancing. We taught ourselves
                        the fox-trot and the tango by watching Vernon and Irene Castle in a newsreel
                        demonstration at the cinema in Agen. Often after the patisserie closed, we
                        flung closed the curtains on the front windows and played records on the
                        Victrola Jacques kept in back. No one bothered us, and for hours we
                        practiced the steps we’d seen on screen. I loved the feel of Jacques’ arm
                        around my waist, his hand in mine. The click and snap of heels on the dark
                        wood floor seemed to swell the music, obliterating the glass display cases,
                        the old cash register, the cake stands, and dusty aprons on hooks. We could
                        have been in Paris dancing at the Ritz.

                As I became more preoccupied with Jacques, Madame Duval pushed
                        me harder at work. One morning she arrived with a copy of the American
                        magazine Harper’s Bazaar under her
                        arm and excitedly pointed out an illustration of a Chanel outfit, the first
                        time one of Mademoiselle’s designs had appeared in a magazine. The dress was
                        a loose fitting silk chemise with a deep V neck and long narrow sleeves
                        ending in lace cuffs. There was no bodice or waist; a long scarf glided
                        seductively along the hips. The mannequin also wore a broad-brimmed hat with
                        a flat piece of sable twisted along one side of the close-fitting crown,
                        echoing the sable muff she held in her right hand. The dress’s unstructured
                        shape, its low waist and raised hem, its skin-baring neckline and simple
                        accessories were in sharp contrast to the fussy models from the other
                        couturiers. “Look at this! With one outfit Mademoiselle has done away with
                        the entire Belle Époque!” pronounced Madame Duval. “Leave it to the
                        Americans to have the courage to print it.”

                She rummaged in the back of the shop for some blue silk and
                        white lace and asked me to duplicate the dress. I managed as best I could
                        with the old fabric, though the result didn’t much resemble the Harper’s Bazaar illustration. Still,
                        Madame Duval enthusiastically praised my effort and displayed the dress on a
                        wire form in the window with a sign underneath reading, “A charming Chanel
                        design as interpreted by Isabelle Varlet.”

                Jacques proposed at Christmas in 1916, and we planned to marry
                        in June. But the following May he finally was drafted; the army by this time
                        was desperate for men, no matter how weak-eyed and deaf. Whenever anyone
                        mentioned the war—as people did all the time—a cold terror gripped my chest,
                        and I tried to focus my attention on something pleasant, like choosing lace
                        for my wedding gown.

                On his last night in Timbaut, before he was to report for
                        duty, Jacques brought me a box of lemon tarts. We were too sick at heart to
                        eat them, and we sat opposite each other at the kitchen table, the untouched
                        tarts between us. Jacques reached his arm across the table to take my hand,
                        and we sat there for the longest time, not saying anything and me trying not
                        to cry. Finally, at midnight, Jacques said, “I’ll be going now.”

                He kissed me, and I told him to be careful. Those were the
                        last words I ever said to him. As he rode his bicycle home from my house, he
                        was struck by a car and killed. I didn’t learn of it until the next morning,
                        when I found my grandmother and the aunts weeping in the parlor. I ran
                        sobbing from the house, finally collapsing under a tree in a field of
                        heather. Though it began to rain, and I could hear my grandmother calling
                        for me, I shivered on the cold ground until it grew dark.

                In the following days, I occupied myself making a burial suit
                        for Jacques. I cut the pattern from an old jacket and pants that one of his
                        cousins had brought me, and I sewed it entirely by hand, staying up all
                        night the evening before the funeral. Sewing his suit made me feel close to
                        him, and it staved off the terrible emptiness that overwhelmed me once I’d
                        delivered the clothes to the undertaker.

                I did not have a catalogue of regrets, only one, that we had
                        not yet married. Nevertheless, everyone treated me as Jacques’ widow. The
                        next day, when I entered the funeral parlor, dimly lit by candles and heavy
                        with the perfume of carnations, the other mourners stepped aside, forming a
                        wide aisle for me to pass. Jacques looked small and pale against the tufted
                        gray satin lining of his coffin. Before the lid was shut, I kissed him on
                        the forehead (I couldn’t bear to touch his dead lips), and placed in his
                        hands the rosary he had given me the previous Christmas.

                The gathered mourners wept ferociously, as much for their own
                        dead as for Jacques. Nearly everyone in our village had lost a loved one in
                        the war. No doubt the presence of the mayor of Timbaut sparked some of this
                        inconsolable crying. It was his job to notify the families of fallen
                        soldiers, and the mere sight of this kindly old man was enough to start the
                        wailing.

                Perhaps because he’d been spared his grim task for Jacques,
                        the mayor had a special place in his heart for the boy who’d died riding his
                        bicycle, innocent of the horrors of battle. Three years later, after the
                        armistice, no one objected when the mayor announced that Jacques’ name would
                        be engraved on the village war memorial and called out each year during the
                        Day of Remembrance with the names of the Enfants
                                de Timbaut who’d died for France.

                When the war finally ended, there was great rejoicing in the
                        village, but it did not last long. Soon an influenza epidemic swept through
                        our region along with the winter storms. Despite my bad lungs, my poor body
                        that wants to break down, that looks for any excuse to do so, I survived.
                        Luck, perhaps, or some coarse strength has kept me alive all these
                        years.

                My grandmother and the aunts were among the first to fall ill.
                        Now it was my turn to care for them, and I hardly left their bedsides. The
                        aunts’ house was a mile from ours, and I used Jacques’ battered but workable
                        bicycle—a gift from one of his uncles—to ride back and forth between the two
                        households. I cooked for my relatives, wiped their brows, changed their
                        bedding, and sat with them through their fevered nights. I remained hopeful
                        until the end, but they were old women, and they were ready to
                    die.

                “At our age it is obscene to stay alive with so many boys in
                        the ground,” said my grandmother.

                “We will see you in heaven,” the aunts told me.

                Aunt Hélène had a vision of the afterlife in which God had
                        given her a sacred task: caring for heaven’s never-to-be born babies, the
                        children of young men who had died before they could become
                    fathers.

                I asked her if she would recognize the child that Jacques and
                        I were going to have. “Of course,” Aunt Hélène answered without hesitation.
                        “I would know it anywhere. It would be blond, and it would be the only one
                        not crying.”

                This mythical child had inherited something from each of us—my
                        fine gold hair and Jacques’ quietness.

                All four sisters died within a week. They went peacefully. I
                        thought I was prepared for their deaths, so it was a shock how hard they hit
                        me, especially the loss of my grandmother. I cried so uncontrollably the
                        doctor had to give me a sedative. He reminded me that I had my whole life
                        ahead of me, and that my grandmother in heaven wanted me to be happy. “Let
                        her joy in your survival give you strength to endure your loss,” he
                        said.

                I knew nothing would disappoint my grandmother more than to
                        see me in heaven prematurely, and over the years I’ve felt my subsequent
                        bouts of illnesses not just as failures of my body, but also of my
                        will.

                The death of my family settled my future as far as Madame
                        Duval was concerned. “It’s time now for you to go to Paris,” she told
                        me.

                Getting away seemed like a good idea to me, too. After my
                        relatives’ funerals in the little graveyard behind the ancient village
                        church, I returned to the house, climbing the hill in the gray chilly
                        morning, past the fields where I had played as a child. In the tiled-roof
                        cottage, I packed a few clothes, some trinkets Jacques had given me, and my
                        lucky scissors that had belonged to the father I’d never known. Then I left,
                        locking the door and turning my back on provincial life.

                In Agen, I boarded a train for Paris. As it sputtered out of
                        the station, I turned over in my hand the letter Madame Duval had written on
                        my behalf to Madame Georges, a friend of hers who was the house manager at
                        Chanel Modes et Coutures. Madame Duval had sealed the envelope lightly with
                        a small spot of wax on the point of the flap, and I contemplated opening it.
                        I felt gripped by a need to know the contents, as if they might give me
                        clues to my future. Ignoring the guilt prickling my conscience, I loosened
                        the wax on the envelope with my fingernail and pulled out the creamy paper.
                        “Dear Madame Georges,” the letter began, in Madame Duval’s neat, round
                        handwriting:

                
                    This will
                                    introduce to you Isabelle Varlet, one of the most talented
                                    seamstresses I’ve ever known. Though Isabelle is young in years,
                                    she already has surpassed me in her skill with needle and
                                    thread.

                    She is relocating to
                                    Paris, which has been a dream of hers for some time. If she
                                    seems a bit sad, it is not because she has a mournful
                                    temperament (she is by nature, in fact, a cheerful person), but
                                    because she has suffered much. Recently she lost to influenza
                                    the few relatives who remained to her. She also still mourns her
                                    fiancé, a young man who died in a bicycle accident. Though he
                                    was a perfectly decent individual, frankly I thought him beneath
                                    Isabelle. He did not have her intelligence, her spirit or her
                                    ambition.

                    Of course, his death was
                                    a tragedy, and I would never give a hint of this to her. But I
                                    can tell you, the poor boy’s demise has saved Isabelle from what
                                    I am sure would have been a stifled and unsatisfying marriage.
                                    Her future now is in Paris, in couture. I hope you can find a
                                    place for her at Chanel, and, if that is impossible, steer her
                                    toward one of the better houses.

                

                I folded the letter and returned it to the envelope. Did
                        Madame Duval invent that part about my “spirit” and “ambition,” or did she
                        see in me something I had not yet recognized in myself? Was Jacques really
                        “beneath” me in intelligence? Had he lived and we’d married, would I have
                        ended up stifled and unsatisfied?

                As the brown fields and little stone villages raced by the
                        window, my heart pounded. I was afraid and anxious, wondering if in Paris I
                        would feel the deaths of my family and Jacques as crushingly as I did at
                        that moment. Madame Duval was certainly right about one thing: living in
                        Paris had once been my great dream. Outside, the countryside gave way to the
                        white luminous city, and I felt an unexpected spike of hope. By the time the
                        train had chugged into Paris under the dirty glass dome of Gare
                        d’Austerlitz, I convinced myself that working for Mademoiselle would offer a
                        kind of salvation.

                I grabbed my bags from the metal rack and joined the swarm of
                        provincial French as they trudged through the cavernous station, dodging
                        trees that had been planted in boxes to collect soot and freshen the air,
                        redolent of sweat, river, smoke, and perfume. It was my first whiff of
                        Parisian smells, and I sensed glamour in the fragrant mixture, hints of
                        grand apartments, expensive restaurants, rich cars, and beautiful
                        clothes.
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