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Prologue

Something wrong was unfolding before my eyes and I could  
not help feeling badly about it. The party intended to cele-
brate my return was not going as expected. I had been look-
ing forward to that night for weeks. For many years, I had 
been doing fieldwork with a group of post- Soviet women 
employed as care workers in the northern Italian city I call 
Alpinetown. I had subsequently spent quite a bit of time 
abroad, staying in touch with “the women,” as the set had 
been known, only through Skype and occasional emails. I 
was looking forward to a great reunion.

I had pestered some of them to organize a welcome back 
party. Dasha had eventually given in. Some years before, 
she had married Gianfranco, the son of the old woman for 
whom she had done care work for many years. Small en-
trepreneurs of some means, they lived in a beautiful chalet 
with a view onto the entire town encircled by chains of 
mountain peaks. She had been adamant, however, in invit-
ing only a small number of them, justifying this by saying 
that “A large bunch of people is no fun, Martushka.” We 
decided to invite the women who had become the main 
subjects of my ethnographic project in the early 2000s; they 
had been the collective core of Eastern European women  
pioneers in Alpinetown.

Late Sunday, Iryna, my closest friend in the group, ar-
rived to pick me up in her car. She was already in full rega-
lia, with heavy makeup, high heels, skinny black jeans, a 
white lace see- through shirt, and a large red belt. As always, 
even before greeting me, she scolded me for my sloppy, 
unfeminine dress.
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After a short drive, we entered the gate of the chalet and parked the 
car. We were in a pleasant garden overlooking the river. The weather was 
warm, and the smell of a delicious borscht emanated from the kitchen.

Dasha was waiting for us on the patio. She was radiant, elegantly 
dressed, with short hair, little makeup, and no heels. Although like Iryna 
she was in her midfifties, she definitely looked younger. Dasha was proud 
to show off her wealth; Iryna was equally happy to constantly remind 
her about the origins of it. The gross humor, the constant bickering, and 
the blatantly invidious comparisons: that was precisely what I had grown  
to appreciate and enjoy as a token of friendship. I felt at home.

A bottle of wine later, I asked when the other guests would arrive. 
Dasha smiled and replied that the “Ukrainians, as usual,” would be late. 
Iryna did not laugh.

Other women arrived. One of them quickly noticed that there was no 
vodka available. Dasha replied that Gianfranco did not like it. As some of 
his friends were among the best winemakers in the region, she explained, 
she was giving the women a chance to try out some of the very best 
Italian wines. It was at that moment that I started feeling some creep-
ing uneasiness. I suddenly felt that the party was not something that  
would have happened without my pressure.

I asked what the women were planning to do during the summer. 
Dasha was proud to state that they would go to an Italian resort on a 
Mediterranean island, where they would be able to relax. When you go 
back to your hometown, she said, there is no rest. “Everybody wants to 
drink with you. Nobody minds his business.” Some other women said 
they were planning to spend a few days in a working- class holiday desti-
nation on the Adriatic coast. In recent years, they had found it increas-
ingly difficult to persuade their adolescent sons and daughters to travel 
back to Ukraine or Moldova. The kids would complain that “nothing 
ever happens there.”

Iryna, who planned to spend her holidays in the house she had 
slowly built in her Ukrainian hometown, decided it was time to draw 
a clear line against all the others. She said the kids needed to go back 
as much as possible, to practice their language and to stay with their 
own. She declared proudly that Lena, her daughter, had always spent 
all her holidays with her grandmother. To prove the effectiveness of her 
educational strategy, she claimed Lena’s boyfriend was Ukrainian, not 
Italian. Another woman immediately retorted: “Good luck! You will be 
happy the first time he gets drunk and beats her!” Other women nodded 
and laughed. Iryna, who was one of the very few women in the group 
who had an Eastern European partner, felt isolated and on the verge of 
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defeat. She suddenly shifted registers, trying to recast her trips home as 
a patriotic duty. Pointing a finger at Dasha and the other women, she 
said they would be sunbathing among Italians while the Russians oc-
cupied their homeland. “You have already forgotten Maidan,” she said 
despairingly.1

A few minutes later, I entered the kitchen precisely as Iryna was ac-
cusing Dasha of living as a “signora,” having married “an idiot who de -
spises us all.” Dasha retorted that Gianfranco had not been an idiot when 
he had hired “that drunkard.” She was opening an old wound that had 
laid dormant for a long time. Some years before, Iryna had asked for  
Dasha’s help in finding a job for Andriy, a newly arrived cousin who 
could not find a job and was unable to repay his many debts.

Iryna started shouting that she had no reason to be grateful to Gian -
franco. “Should I thank him for treating Andriy like an African? For giv-
ing him a hard job, paying him as a Moroccan?” I was accustomed to 
the deep ambivalence the women felt toward signore, those immigrant 
women who had attained, usually through marriage, what they consid-
ered a middle- class status. It was the first time, however, in which the 
difference between the “women” and the signore had been presented as 
so wide as to be unredeemable.

The bell rang and another batch of women arrived. Dasha rushed to 
open the gate, and Iryna whispered it was time to return to the garden to 
the “old Italian prick.” In a swift change of temperament, she had gone 
back to the usual teasing mood. Speaking in a low voice, she said that 
Dasha, at least, “has a nice house now . . . she does not need to wash old 
asses anymore. Only the ass of her old husband!” I laughed and hoped 
for the best.

The arrival of the other women improved the climate considerably. 
We had some more drinks, we started eating, and we exchanged further 
rounds of salacious jokes. I could not help feeling we had matured to-
gether. I had met the women when most of them were in their thirties 
and a few in their forties. Nearly all of them were now in their fifties, 
and a few of them were in their sixties.

Suddenly, Maria asked Sofia if she had thought about her proposal to 
buy a flat that Sofia owned in their hometown. Maria’s daughter lived in 
an adjacent unit, was pregnant with her second child, and had sought 
to expand her living space by buying Sofia’s unit. Sofia lived in Alpine-
town; no one occupied the flat.

In Alpinetown, Maria and Sofia had been practicing very different 
lifestyles. Maria had been among the most involved in the life of a local 
Romanian Orthodox Church. She defined herself above all as a mother. 
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She was a critic of women of “loose morals.” Sofia was single and largely 
uninterested in religion or family ideology. Still, they had always been 
very close and had helped each other on many occasions.

But Sofia thought that she could surely gain more from selling it later. 
Maria was furious. “Sofia does not even have children,” Maria moralized,  
as if this fact disqualified her from wishing to keep her flat.

Iryna supported Sofia. After all, she had also earned it with her many 
years of work as a lavaculi. Others rushed to Sofia’s defense. They had 
emigrated to Italy, worked in demeaning jobs, and supported their par-
ents and children. “The flat is hers, and she can let it rot if she wants,” 
one woman said defiantly. I could see the widening gulf between those 
women who still thought of themselves only as sacrificing mothers and 
those who now thought of themselves in a different way.

Dasha sided with Maria and delivered a final blow by saying that 
Sofia did not need money because “all she needs is at the bus station!” 
She was referring to the waiting room of the bus station in Alpinetown, 
where we had congregated during the many years in which the women 
had no other place to meet and where many casual affairs had some-
times been consummated. As everybody understood perfectly, Dasha 
was accusing Sofia of having remained the same person as in the most 
destitute days, to have failed— maybe not even to have really tried— to 
gain a new, respectable self. It was the last time all of these women 
would have a party together.

I had thought my presence in town would have made everything as  
I remembered in the beginning, when we met for the first time and be -
came friends. I suddenly realized that I could well be the only person 
who remembered those years fondly. I had always known that my initial 
fieldnotes contained a detailed chronicle of the very formation of the 
group. I had recorded how the group had slowly emerged out of random 
encounters in the streets among women who had recently migrated 
alone and independently to the town. Now, I realized that my last years 
of fieldnotes also contained a chronicle of its dissolution.

When we arrived back at my place I invited Iryna to come in. We sat 
at the table and opened a bottle of vodka, and I told her how badly I felt 
about what had happened. After a while, Iryna gave me the usual look 
she reserved for what she regarded as my naïveté. “Martushka, as usual 
you do not understand anything. We are not the same people anymore. 
We have just become different people now. We have learned to think in 
a different way.”


