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When she was fourteen, Helena Frith Powell had no idea she was half-Italian. In that year she received out of the blue a letter from a man who, her mother told her, was her real father. In the letter he invited her to go on a Grand Tour of his native county – Italy. Running along Rimini beach looking for him, he caught her in his arms and said: ‘Ciao bella’


Through trips to Rome, Florence,Venice, Capri and other Italian cities, as well as memories, Helena rediscovers in Ciao Bella the enchanted country she first saw through the eyes of her Lothario father. On the way she recites Dante, discusses sex and food, while trying on Italian fashion and revisiting her father and numerous other outrageous characters – many of them her own relatives. In this updated edition her family bonds…
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Prologue


My first memory is of walking across Piazza di Spagna with my parents. I am almost three years old. They are arguing. I try to make things better by putting their hands together. My father seems keen on the idea. My mother less so. She rejects the gesture and instead crosses her arms. A month later my mother and I leave Rome to start a new life in England with a different man.


As soon as we leave Italy, my memory of Rome and my real father fades. I start to believe my father is an English artist. He brings me up in the British autocratic tradition. This involves being punished regularly and having to sit in my bedroom with the same meal (usually fish, which I hate) for days on end until I finish it. But he has many good sides. He is imaginative and spends hours entertaining me. In his studio, which smells of oil paint and smoke, he has three tiny magic wooden birds whose job it is to find me hidden presents on my birthday.


But neither my mother nor I are happy. My stepfather is demanding and spoilt. When he wants coffee in the morning, he bangs on the floor from his bedroom. My mother and I both dread taking it up to him. Any encounter with him can lead to an argument which you will have to concede before you’re allowed to leave the room.


One day soon after my ninth birthday my stepfather travels to Morocco, apparently to find himself. “Hopefully he’ll lose himself,” jokes my mother.


I dread him coming back. The house is so peaceful without him. One night I go to sleep clutching my magic wishing troll.


“Please make mummy and daddy get divorced,” I whisper in its ear.


Two days later a car lands in our garden. Inside the car is a drunken driver. But it wouldn’t have mattered to my mother if there had been an alien inside it. Whatever landed on her doorstep was good enough to get her out of the relationship with my stepfather.


Inside the car is not an alien but something worse: a man with a red beard called Barry. He is short and wears flares with platform shoes. Not a great look. But, to begin with, he is funny and a light relief after the intensity of my stepfather.


My mother begins an affair with the red-haired man almost immediately. The first I know of anything is when we move in with him. My stepfather comes back from Morocco with a bag full of dirty washing and is furious to find no one at home.


Over the next few years we move house several times with Barry as he is careless about paying the rent. I nickname him Psycho because of his violent temper. The last place we live is a farmer’s cottage. To escape the tension inside the house I have made myself a den in a barn. I hide in the middle of four walls made up of several bales of hay, reading or playing with an imaginary friend. One wet April morning I am hidden behind the bales. It has rained so much the smell of the hay is damp and strong. I find it a comforting smell. From above the bales I can see the farm buildings and our cottage, but no one can see me. My mother comes out to find me. She alone knows my hiding place; Psycho is not allowed anywhere near it.


“Your real father has asked if he can write to you,” she says. “He’s called Benedetto Benedetti.”


My whole world changes. As an only child I have spent a lot of time wondering if I am in fact a princess who has been kidnapped into this miserable existence of constant fighting and poverty. This is surely proof? I feel special and wanted. I have a real father and there is a chance he may actually be relatively normal. Even if he has a silly-sounding name.


My Italian father writes to me. He sends me photographs of himself, his house and his horses. He is good-looking, the house impressive, but the thing that makes me happiest is the horses. I am in my early teens, that age before girls discover boys and when they find horses fascinating. I write back to him. He is a good pen pal. We decide it is now too late for him to be called Daddy, so he signs his letters Biologico. He always starts them with Ciao bella, which makes me feel exotic and special.


A year or so on from our first correspondence, life with Barry has become unbearable. My mother decides it is time to leave England before he kills us both. I am now fourteen years old. Our only problem is lack of money. So my mother writes to my father asking for help. He promises to send us enough to get us to Italy.


The weeks before the escape are tense. We can’t risk telling anyone, or even packing anything. I am told to choose three things I want to take. I pick my Girl Guide diary, a little fur dog I have had since I was a baby and my copy of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. These three items sit on the table in my room ready to leave.


I am getting ready for school one Tuesday morning when my mother tells me today is the day. I cycle to school as normal and lock my bike. I tell my friends I am leaving. I give my bike key to my best friend Estelle. I also tell my English teacher about the plan. She thinks it’s another one of my stories.


Half-way through my English lesson I see my mother rush past the window. I raise my hand and ask to be excused. The whole class looks on in amazement as I leave. Some of my friends rush out to wave me off. My mother and I get into her purple Ford Cortina and drive towards the coast.


We navigate with the help of the map of Europe in my Girl Guide diary. This has its disadvantages. At one stage, when we think we are about to hit the Italian border, we see a sign saying: Welcome to Switzerland.


After three days’ driving we arrive in the Adriatic town of Rimini. This is the ancestral home of my new Italian family. We arrange to meet my father on the beach. We are early, or he is late, I no longer remember which. I go for a swim but when I come out I realise I am lost. Rimini beach is divided into numbered sections but they all look the same. I am now terrified I will never see my mother again, but more importantly that I will miss my appointment with my father. I start running on the beach, looking for something I will recognise. Suddenly I feel two strong arms around me. I look up into eyes that are shockingly similar to mine.


“Ciao bella,” says my father. “I recognised you by your legs.”
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Two Hundred and Forty Steps


It is a Tuesday in the middle of November. I am in the Via Ricasoli, a road in Florence next to the famous Duomo. The sun is shining but the air is cold. This hasn’t deterred the tourists, who have come from all over the world to gaze at the Baptistry doors and drink expensive cappuccinos in the Piazza della Signoria. But once you get away from the tourist trail, Florence is deserted. I am practically alone in this small road. I am surprised that I found it so quickly; I haven’t been here for over twenty years. As I start to walk up the road, I have to move off the pavement to avoid some scaffolding. It’s an odd thing about Italy: everything is in a permanent state of rebuilding.


I arrived this morning from my home in France on the overnight train. I have travelled to Italy to try to write a book about Italian women and to discover what makes them so glamorous. My previous book was about French women who appear superior to every other woman. But I discovered that the one thing they’re scared of (apart from putting on weight and chipping their nails) is Italian women. So I am here to work out the reasons for this fear—and hopefully end up going back to France fully equipped to take on even the meanest Parisian. Fear of Italian women is nothing new. In the 18th century the Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau warned James Boswell before he set off on a Grand Tour of Italy to “Watch out for Italian girls—for several reasons.”


 


My journey begins on a sunny morning at Montpellier railway station, where I am accosted by two American missionaries spreading the word. They do this in broken French until they realise I speak their language. They are sweet girls, from Carolina, probably about twenty, who explain that they have decided to base themselves in France to convince people to join the Church of Jesus Christ. They tell me it feels like the right thing to do. They have been lucky enough to find God and they want other people to enjoy the same benefits.


“You are not alone,” the taller and more confident one says, looking at me earnestly. In fact it’s lucky I’m not. I have far too many bags to carry and the good thing about these religious types is that they’re very helpful. They see me into my seat on the train and push a leaflet into my hand before going to find more lost souls to convert. It is only when I look at the piece of paper I realise they are Mormons.


“If you ever feel like you need to talk, just call us,” says my saviour, sounding like Vivien Leigh in A Streetcar Named Desire.


“I sure will,” I smile, wondering how I am going to get my bags off the train without these angels of mercy. The carriage looks like it was designed by Coco Chanel. It is all cream. The seats are beige leather. Big enough for two of me and soft as a duvet. The carpet is thick as Devon milk and the walls are painted the same colour. An SNCF representative walks up and down offering drinks and snacks. Around me French people read or sleep; the atmosphere is as calm as the decor.


The train to Italy which I board at Nice couldn’t be more different. There are people everywhere, standing, sitting, talking, pushing to get past. I have booked a sleeper but instead of a medley of calm cream and serenity I am shown into a drab carriage that is older than me. In fact it is probably older than my grandmother. There is a bed, neatly made up, with the Ferrovie dello Stato (Italian railways) logo on it. Above the bed is a faded black and white print of the Colosseum. Underneath someone has thoughtfully written Il Colosseo—Roma, just in case you were in any doubt. Underneath the window is one of the first phrases I ever learnt in Italian—È pericoloso sporgersi: it is dangerous to lean out of the window.


The neatly dressed guard is efficient but stressed. He has a lot of noisy people to look after. But oddly enough I feel at home. I love the Italian voices, Italian faces and Italian chaos. I can’t wait to get there, although I am relieved I have booked a cabin to myself when I see the others all crammed with four people in them. The thought of sleeping with three strangers might be exciting in certain circumstances, but not this one.


As I am the only person with a cabin to myself, the Italian guard treats me like royalty. He knocks on my door with offers of wine and food, coffee and water at regular intervals. I eat some bread and Parma ham and try my best to drink the wine, which is from Lazio and totally undrinkable. At 9.30 I lie down in my bunk with E.M. Forster’s A Room with a View. My bookmark is a photograph my mother took of my father and me on the beach at Rimini that first summer. He has his arm around me and is smiling at the camera. He is much taller than me and well built. His hair is thick and brown and slightly wavy. He has a moustache. But rather than make him look ridiculous, which I have always thought moustaches do, it makes him look even more like an Italian film star. He looks intelligent—which is part of his attraction—if a little out of place, fully clothed and clutching a 1920s Fedora hat among all the half-naked sun-worshippers. I had never seen anyone on a beach wearing a 1920s Fedora hat. In fact I had never seen anyone wearing a Fedora hat before. I am skinny and gawky-looking with long brown hair. My purple bikini is slightly too big for me. I am totally flat-chested under my bikini top. I am also looking at the camera and smiling; our eyes are almost identical; brown and slightly almond-shaped with thick black eyelashes.
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I think about our first embrace. He was wearing a white silk shirt, and my hair, wet from the sea, left a mark on it. I felt secure in his arms. His voice was loud and strong. With my head resting on his chest I heard it reverberate through his ribcage.


“Well,” he said looking down at me. “At least in terms of looks I can’t deny you’re my daughter.”


He stroked my cheek and I started crying, for no particular reason. He smiled as he put his arm around me and we walked towards my mother: “I must be some disappointment, but please, try to hide your grief. I am a sensitive man and easily hurt.” This was the first time he made me laugh.


My parents embraced and we all sat down on the sun-loungers.


“Still smoking I see?” he said to my mother.


“Yes, aren’t you?”


“No, never. Especially not in Rimini. The mayor has forbidden it.”


My mother laughed and raised her cigarette to her lips. Her hand was shaking slightly. I don’t know if it was nerves at seeing my father again. She told me she bore him no animosity and that they had always behaved in a relatively civilised manner. But still it must have been odd seeing him after so many years. Actually, the shaking was something I had got used to seeing. Over the last few years she had acted like a frightened animal, always looking around the corner for the next disaster, her pretty face permanently worried. She would even frown in her sleep.


“But it is true,” said my father. “There is a law. Anyone caught smoking will be tied up in the main square and flogged.”


“I see you’re still wearing that ridiculous hat,” returned my mother.


My father tilted his hat and smiled. “Brava, you still have your legendary sense of humour.”


It was an odd sensation seeing my parents together. It was difficult to digest that this man was my father. I had got so used to pretending other people were. But here he was; the truth, my real father. The idea was overwhelming. I couldn’t stop looking at him, listening to his voice and examining his face. He really did look like me. Everyone had always told me I looked like my mother. But now I saw that they were wrong. I was the spitting image of this man I didn’t know.


We left the beach and walked towards his car. I walked behind my parents, enjoying seeing them together. A group of boys standing on the other side of the street whistled at me. “Ciao bella,” one of them shouted. I was amazed. It was only my father who called me that.


“Don’t be alarmed,” said my father, turning around to talk to me. “This is the normal mating call of the Italian male. All over Italy you will hear it. But of course when I say it to you, it is different.”


We drove in his cream open-top Mercedes with red leather seats towards the city centre of Rimini. I had never been anywhere so hot and was glad of the breeze created by the movement of the car. We drove past large villas close to the sea. My father told me that when he was a child they had a house here as well as one in town. Rimini seemed very glamorous to me. First of all the sun was shining, a rarity in Berkshire where I had lived until now. There were poplars, palm trees and bright flowers planted alongside the road. Young people whizzed up and down on scooters, their hair blowing in the wind. On street corners people chatted and gesticulated wildly. As we drove past Rimini’s famous Tempio Malatestiano, its bell rang out signalling midday. This was a sound I had only ever heard in films.


We were headed to my grandmother’s house on the Via IV Novembre. It seemed odd to me that a street should be named after a date, but I was told it was to commemorate the end of the war in 1918.


We walked through the stone entrance hall to the building. I pressed the buzzer as instructed by my father. The door opened with a deep buzz. We got into an old wooden lift with steel doors. When we got out, we were greeted at the door by a woman who was dressed completely in black except for a green apron and looked about ninety. She was barely my height and was carrying a broom. She nodded curtly and led us into the house, telling us to wait in the hall. I looked around. The entrance was large, the floor was marble and there was a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. It was lit although it was mid-afternoon, the pieces of glass reflecting the light. It was one of the grandest things I had ever seen, although it didn’t give out much light. I peeped through an open door to the drawing room. Along one wall there were French windows with all the shutters drawn. I was wondering why they had the lights on and the shutters down in the middle of the day when the woman in black returned and motioned for us to follow her. My father walked into the drawing room and my mother and I followed the woman down a long hall to my grandmother’s bedroom. The door was open and on a chair in the middle of the room sat my grandmother smiling and clutching a string of Hail Mary beads.
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La nonna








 My grandmother was so small that she made everything around her look outsized. For the first time in my life I felt gigantic. She was sitting on the chair, wrapped in a shawl that would have looked normal on anyone else but had the effect of drowning her to the extent that it was difficult to see where she ended and the chair started.


“La mia bambina,” she said, reaching her arms out for me as she got up from the chair. I approached her and she hugged me with a strength I would have thought impossible for a woman her age and size. She was at least eighty. She sat down again, overcome with emotion, and motioned for me to kneel in front of her. She caressed my head and covered me with kisses, all the time crying and repeating the words “La mia bambina è tornata. My baby has come back.”


It was difficult to know what to do or how to feel. I had no idea that my being there would mean so much to her. I hugged her back and tried desperately to remember her. It seemed so sad that I meant so much to this woman I just didn’t recognise. Her smell was alien, a mixture of moth-balls and soap, her face kind and her eyes the same brown as those of my father and mine. I felt almost uncomfortable with the attention she was lavishing on me. Partly because during my English upbringing we were never allowed to show such emotions, but really more because she was crushing me to her chest right into a large silver cross she had hanging from a necklace. This was one of my first, and more painful encounters with catholicism. She smiled and cried and caressed my face again and again. Eventually she looked at my mother.


“She’s a lovely girl,” she said.


My mother nodded and gave her a hug. They both cried a little in between talking and hugging. I was amazed at how upset my grandmother was; she didn’t stop crying for about an hour and clutching me. When I called her “nonna”, which I’d been told was the Italian for grandmother, she said she had waited twelve years to hear that word and not a day had gone by without her thinking about me.


 


I sleep well on trains and wake up ready to be reunited with Florence. Unfortunately, I discover I am in Rome. My travel agent has messed up my booking. The train whizzed past Florence about two and a half hours ago while I was still fast asleep. It seems incredible that I am unable to arrive in Italy without some major mess-up. I suppose though the wrong city is an improvement on the wrong country. Maybe next time I’ll finally crack it.


It is eight o’clock in the morning but Roma Termini is already packed with people. The noise is deafening. One can hardly hear the train announcements over the chatter from the Romans. The place smells of cigarettes and coffee. Even though I generally don’t like either, the combination is strangely familiar and reassuring. I lug my bags out into the main station to find the ticket office. There doesn’t seem to be one. But there are machines everywhere purporting to do the same job. A friendly passer-by shows me how to work the buttons. Within seconds I have a ticket to Florence with a seat booked.


The journey is fine, except that I have never heard so many mobile phones ring. Every passenger in the packed carriage has at least one phone, which rings an average of four times during the trip. I take my phone out to see if it’s switched on. What’s wrong with me? Why is no one calling me? I haven’t even had a text message for goodness sake. I notice there are even plugs by the seats where one can charge one’s mobile phone, should the battery get dangerously low. Not much risk of that with mine. My fellow passengers are all Italian as far as I can make out. The man sitting next to me is reading the Italian newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore. I crane my neck to see what the news is but understand next to nothing. Opposite me is a young woman with a bare (and quite ample) mid-riff and long dark curly hair. You can tell she’s Italian straight away, or rather you can tell she’s not French. She is far too voluptuous, she is also wearing shocking red lipstick and it’s not even breakfast time. I think she looks great. There is a flamboyance and a sensuality about Italian women I have always liked. A kind of daring that other nationalities lack.


We arrive at the Santa Maria Novella station. The contrast with Rome is immediately apparent. There are about half as many people milling about and the air is cleaner. I take a taxi towards the Pensione Annalena where I will spend the next two days. It feels great to be back in Italy after so long. The sun is shining and Florence is bright and welcoming. After France the people here seem very lively. I always thought it odd that joie de vivre is a French expression. Italians seem less uptight. I’m sure it’s something to do with the language. Just struggling to pronounce French words makes me tense; whereas with Italian the words are rich and forceful. They can withstand bad pronunciation. You just need emotion to express yourself.


The sun feels hot through the window of the taxi. We drive over the river. There are lovers on the bridge gazing at each other and the Ponte Vecchio. The driver takes a narrow street heading south; he drives so fast I fear some of the pedestrians who have opted to walk in the road to avoid the scaffolding will be mowed down, but they all seem to jump out of the way just in time.


The pensione is housed in an old palazzo on the Via Romana. The taxi driver pulls up on the kerb just outside it. The building is huge. There is a shiny brass bell outside with Pensione Annalena written on it. I ring it and the large wooden door opens with a deep buzzing sound. A vast marble staircase leads up to the first floor. (Where are those missionaries when I need them?)


The pensione is a mixture of smart and shabby. Flamboyant statues guard the entrance, but inside the furniture is drab. The floors are terracotta and the ceilings high. I am greeted by a young blonde Italian receptionist who is, guess what, gossiping to a friend on the phone. She is slim and petite, wearing a cream shirt and black skirt. In fact she is dressed more like a fifty-year old than a twenty-five year old but maybe that’s the Pensione uniform. She tells her friend to hold on while she checks me in and shows me to my room. Phone bills are obviously not an issue in Italy.


My room looks like it has been furnished entirely from an auction of bric-a-brac nobody else wanted. Nothing matches. The wardrobe is dark wood and rickety. Inside are a couple of misshapen wire hangers. The table is plastic and the rugs frayed. But the double bed is comfortable and it is clean. The bathroom is smaller than my loo at home. The shower was put in as an afterthought and soaks the whole room when used. After a quick shower I go back outside, armed with a map. I have arranged my first meetings with Italian women later on in the day, but as I have some spare time I decide to try to find my father’s old apartment. I want to see how it makes me feel to be there again after so many years. It feels odd to be wandering around alone. I have had three children within five years and have got used to carting one or more of them around with me. It is a strangely liberating feeling to have only myself to worry about.


I remember it was at the beginning of the Via Ricasoli, maybe number three, or even seven. I walk backwards and forwards a couple of times. Two women come out of number seven; I dart in through the door before it shuts. The entrance hall is vaulted and to the right is a marble staircase. It looks very familiar. But then again one marble staircase is very much like another. I walk up; my father’s flat was right at the top, and there were two hundred and forty steps. We used to count them in Italian. In fact he would take two at a time so he would count in twos. That was beyond my Italian. The first time, I got to about twenty before lapsing into English. By the end of my week in Florence I could count all the way to the top. As a method of learning foreign numbers it can’t be beaten.


 


After a couple of days in Rimini together my mother decided to go home and start organising a new life for us. She wanted to find a job, somewhere to live and a school for me. My father offered to keep me in Italy and take me on a Grand Tour of the country.


“It’s bad enough that she can’t speak the language,” he boomed. “But she’s never seen her fatherland. I will show everything she needs to see.”


I think my mother was relieved that he showed an interest in me, maybe it made her feel less guilty about the whole saga. She had made some pretty stupid decisions, most of them involving marriages, but now my father and I were finally reunited.


My father had started to teach me Italian on the drive from Rimini to Florence that first summer. He told me more about our Grand Tour of Italy, which would be starting with Florence.


“You English aren’t so stupid,” he said. “Already in the early eighteenth century you knew the best places in Italy to go to. And you even learnt to speak the language, insufferably of course.”


He could never say something nice about the English without adding a criticism.


“All you need to speak Italian is Dante, or an Italian lover, or possibly both,” he continued.


He recited the canto of Paolo and Francesca with considerably more skill than he drove his vintage Mercedes. I hung onto the red leather seat and wished there were a seat belt. The motorway was particularly scary, with huge lorries pulling out in front of us and my father more focused on poetry than the traffic. He told me to recite each line after him.


“Nessun maggior dolore che ricordarsi del tempo felice ne la miseria.”


“What does it mean?”


“There is no greater sadness than remembering happy times in misery. Francesca is telling Dante about how they loved each other in life and for her it is a terrible thing to remember now they are in hell. Repeat.”


I tried my best.


“No, we’ll start with the kiss instead, it’s easier to remember. Listen carefully:


 


Quando leggemmo il disiato riso


esser basciato da cotanto amante,


questi, che mai da me non fia diviso


la bocca mi baciò tutto tremante.


 


It means: when we read that the longed-for smile was kissed by so great a lover, he who never shall be parted from me, kissed my mouth all trembling.”


“La bocca mi baciò tutto tremante,” I repeated.


“No, no. You sound like an English matron who has never been kissed because she has a face like a goat. He is kissing her mouth, all trembling. Use the rrrr. Trrremante, not traemante. Madonna. Try again.”


“La bocca mi baciò tutto trrremante.”


“Brava. Better. Think passion, think love. Imagine you are kissing your lover for the first time. That way you won’t forget. Da capo.”


 


By the time we got to his flat in the Via Ricasoli, I was reciting it like an Italian, partly because we almost crashed every time I let out an English vowel sound.


My father’s apartment had very large rooms, high ceilings and almost no furniture. It was full of books, tapes and records. There were books piled up to the ceiling in all the rooms except the bathroom and the kitchen.


That first time in Florence we arrived on a hot summer’s day. My father showed me into a spare room, with nothing in it except a big bed, a wardrobe, which stretched along one whole wall, and piles of books. I walked over to the far wall and opened the shutters. The entire view was of Florence’s famous Duomo. It felt as if I could reach out and touch it. The sun made the tiles tingle and I longed to go out and explore. My father said he had work to do, handed me a guidebook and 200,000 lire and told me to have fun.


I ran down the two hundred and forty steps and out onto the street. Florence was buzzing with Italian sounds and the air was warm. I walked all the way round the Duomo and wandered along to the Piazza della Signoria. I stood in the middle, turning around slowly to take in the Uffizi, the Palazzo Vecchio and the gallery of statues, among them a reproduction of Michelangelo’s David. Beautiful, serene, a perfect man. My guidebook quoted D.H. Lawrence. “He may be ugly, too naturalistic, too big, and anything else you like. But the David in the Piazza della Signoria there under the dark great palace, in the position Michelangelo chose for him, there, standing forward stripped and exposed and eternally half-shrinking, half-wishing to expose himself, he is the genius of Florence.” I felt intellectual for the first time in my life and decided to go and buy a Lawrence novel immediately.


I wandered towards the Ponte Vecchio through streets bathed in afternoon sun and crowded with tourists. My guidebook informed me it meant old bridge. Around every corner there was a church or palazzo. I felt like I was in a film about Italy. It didn’t seem possible that a city could be so beautiful. Every building I saw would have been a national monument in Newbury which was mostly made up of supermarkets and car parks. Here they were just there, one after another, practically unnoticed. It was hard to take it all in; I felt like someone who hadn’t eaten for days faced with a vast feast and unsure of where to begin. The Ponte Vecchio itself was alive with small shops, traders and tourists. From both sides of the bridge tourists were encouraged by those selling their wares to come and browse. There were portrait painters and people selling beads and watercolours of famous views of Florence. I walked onto its parapet and looked out towards the green hills surrounding the city dotted with villas and cypress trees.


It was almost impossible to get lost, however small and windy the cobbled streets got. To get back to my father’s flat, all I had to do was look for the Duomo and walk in that direction. And if I lost sight of the famous cupola, my Italian was good enough by now to ask where it was, although there was no guarantee I would understand the reply. Unless of course it was from the fifth canto of Dante’s Inferno.


I walked into the church of Orsanmichele. It was one of the few things I had read about in my guidebook. It was almost dark inside; the only lighting came from the Gothic stained glass windows, and compared with the temperature outside it was freezing. I moved as silently as I could past the worshippers and looked for the Gothic tabernacle my guidebook recommended. The congregation was made up mainly of women who looked and dressed like my grandmother. That is, tiny and dressed entirely in black. I wondered what or who they were praying for, and remembered my grandmother warning me before I left Rimini not to become like my father.


“He is a lost soul,” she said. “Without God, we are nothing.” I stood in front of the altar in Orsanmichele, made the sign of the cross as she had taught me and tried to find religion.


I got back to the flat to find my father listening to an opera. When he saw me, he stood up and walked towards me. I had discovered that when my father had something to tell me he would grab my cheek between his thumb and forefinger and gently shake my head. It drove me insane but there was no escape.


This is what he did now. “We are going,” he announced in his loud voice, “to the best restaurant in Florence.” He told me to go and get dressed “with a lot of attention” and meet him by the door in an hour. He told me I could choose any clothes I wanted from the wardrobe in my bedroom. I went into my room and lay on my bed. The sounds of the street came in through the window. I had opened it to let some air in but closed the shutter to keep the hot sun out. I heard voices, footsteps and, of course, scooters. They sounded like furious wasps whizzing up and down the street. From the next door room I could hear my father on the phone to someone. I wondered how he felt about having me here. He wasn’t like my grandmother; it was hard to tell if my being here meant anything to him at all. He never expressed his feelings or showed me any affection, but I supposed that if he was willing to spend time with me he must be vaguely interested in me.


I got up and walked over to the wardrobe. I felt like a child in a sweet shop. Whoever had stayed here had expensive and good taste in clothes. There were dresses, skirts, shirts and trousers, all much smarter than anything my mother or I would ever wear. In fact my mother only ever wore jeans. I remember my father saying once that the first time she wore a dress my grandmother had asked her if she’d had them surgically removed. But my mother always looked elegant in her jeans. In fact it made me uncomfortable to see her dressed up. It normally meant she was about to get married.


The trousers in the wardrobe were all too long for me but there was a small black skirt that fitted well. I found a top that went with it, although it was practically see-through. I threw off my old purple cords and yellow t-shirt, which seemed terribly unsophisticated and put on my new outfit. My grandmother would not have approved. “La bambina è tutta nuda,” she would have said. The child is totally naked.


“Brava, you look like a high-class hooker,” was my father’s verdict. And although I took this as an insult, he assured me it was a compliment. He looked dashing in some cream linen trousers and a pale green shirt. He had momentarily swapped his Fedora hat for a Panama which completed the look.


As we walked arm in arm through the cobbled streets to the restaurant, I told him how I had spent my first day.


“I loved the David in the Piazza,” I said. “He’s such a perfect specimen of a man, so beautiful.”


“Yes, but how can you have such admiration for a copy?” said my father.


“A copy?”


“Yes, the real one is in the Galleria dell’Accademia, in the street I live in.”


“What’s the difference between them?”


My father stopped and looked at me. “The real one has an erection every Wednesday at six p.m. precisely. The tourists love it, especially the Americans. You should see the way they gaze at it. They queue for hours to get in.”


I blushed.


“Surely you’re not so English that you have to be embarrassed about an erection?”


“No, I just…”


“How many lovers have you got?”


“None.”


“Well you’re still a bit young. But you should think about the future.”


I didn’t answer; instead I pretended to look at a church we were passing.


“Cara, don’t get offended. Sex is like any other bodily function. You are hungry, you eat. You are thirsty, you drink. What is the problem?” He laughed.


“Today I read the most wonderful thing,” he continued. “I was doing some research into the British psyche, so as to better understand you bella, and I found this passage, written by a young British subject over one hundred years ago while visiting Florence. Listen!”


He stopped walking, took off his black hat and began reciting in a high-pitched voice in an attempt to imitate a young Victorian girl. “I often half envy the happy life of an Italian free from care and brought up so as to be almost devoid of conscience, indulging in every inclination natural to man, loving to be loved, and all without restraint. Yes I sigh after such happiness.”


“All I want is for you not to sigh after it, but to have it,” said my father. “So. Andiamo.” He took my hand for the first time ever and marched me towards the restaurant. It was as if the strident action compensated for the tender one.


The restaurant was tiny, a total of five tables in a dimly lit interior. The tables were low and the chairs small, making it seem very intimate. The walls were painted red, which increased the cosy atmosphere. We were shown to a table by a large window, overlooking the river and the Ponte Vecchio in the distance. My father chatted to the waiters, who were delighted to meet la signorina Benedetti, if slightly amazed that there was one. I was proud to be introduced as his daughter; it made me feel like I belonged.


A waiter came and explained the menu to us in flowing Italian. I had absolutely no idea of what he said and asked my father to order something for me.


The wine arrived and I drank quickly. I still didn’t feel completely comfortable with this man. It was so difficult to know how to treat him. We were close relations, but it was hard to feel familiar with a person I hardly knew. I couldn’t help feeling shy, which was ridiculous. This was my father; biologically I was at least half of him.


“Why did you never marry again?” I asked after drinking a glass of Chianti.


“Why would I want to do a thing like that?”


“Well you did it once.”


“Twice actually.”


“What?”


“I was married before your mother. To a woman obsessed with fur and jewels called Franca.”


“What happened to her?”


“She was a stupid woman. And I threw all her jewels and furs out of the window to the poor of Rome.”


“Did you get a divorce?”


“Of course,” he laughed. “It wasn’t easy; we had to go to the Vatican court. My lawyer said the only way to get it over with quickly was to pretend I was a communist and sterile and this good catholic girl had to be given a chance to live again and raise the family she wanted. She had to be saved from this monster.”


“So what did you do?”


“I didn’t shave for five days and went to court wearing a full-length leather coat and a Russian hat with a huge Lenin badge on it. That was all it took. They said I was a monster and Franca was free.”


“What happened to her?”


“I have no idea. I never spoke to her again. I expect she found some rich fool to replace her furs and diamonds.”


“And then my mother?”


“No bella. There were several hundred before your mother. You have no idea how easy it is to get women if you have youth and money. Especially money. The number of women that have said to me ‘Oh that Onassis is such an attractive man.’ I tell you, it’s impressive. He looks like a goat. But they all want him.”


“Several hundred?”


“Don’t look so shocked, I didn’t have anything else to do.”


“Why did you and my mother split up?”


“She told me she was going to die if she stayed with me,” he said. “Obviously I couldn’t be held responsible for the death of such a beautiful young girl so I let her go.”
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 “Was she very beautiful?”


“She was lovely with delicate features, big lips and those amazing eyes of hers. She was the most lovely girl I had ever seen, and totally natural, almost like an animal from the wild. She reminded me of a gazelle; slim and flighty. She had a perfect body and a face that would stop you in the street. And she had the most wonderful technique for keeping me interested. When she wasn’t wearing her jeans she was naked, almost all the time. Formidable! You my cara have my looks and, as far as I can make out, her brain. This is the wrong way round.”


I ignored the insult and continued questioning him.


“Did you fall in love at first sight?”


My father laughed. “No, of course I thought I’d like to take her to bed at first sight, but love, no.”


“So when did you fall in love?”


“What happened was that she was the first woman ever to say no to me. And that drove me mad.”


“Why did she say no?”


“A German secretary I had working for me warned her about me. ‘He beds everyone,’ she told her. ‘I’ve only been here a few weeks and I’ve seen fifty come and go. If you want him to take you seriously then say no.’ So that’s what she did. I was amazed. I took her to see the moon in Capri, to the opera at La Scala and dinner at the Cipriani in Venice. And still she said no. It drove me to distraction. Then she even had the cheek to leave the country and go to Sweden for the summer. Your aunt Piera had to go and get her, I was in Rome tearing my hair out. Formidable!”


“What’s this?” I asked, staring down at something unrecognisable the waiter had brought me.


“Testicles,” replied my father.


“Oh yes, and I suppose there are breasts for pudding?”


“If you wish my dear, I know a very good lesbian bar.” My father roared with laughter. “But these are bull’s testicles. I thought if you acquired a taste for animals’ testicles, you might develop one for humans’.”


“I’m not eating these.”


“Go on bella, just try one mouthful. And if you don’t like it, you can have anything else you like on the menu.”


I circled the food with my knife and fork, prodding here and there, trying to work out which would be the least disgusting place to start. Finally I opted for a rather overcooked-looking part. It tasted like liver and I swallowed it quickly with the help of some wine.


“No, I hate it.”


“Very well,” said my father, beckoning the waiter. “I know what you will like.”


What arrived was a tiramisu, a pudding made of coffee, cream, sponge, mascarpone and sugar put together in a miraculous way. It made my hitherto apex of puddings, a Knickerbocker Glory, seem like a stale cucumber sandwich.


After dinner we walked through the streets and squares I had explored earlier. In Piazza della Signoria he told me the history of Girolamo Savonarola, the fanatical monk who urged the people of Florence to burn any luxuries, such as books, paintings and other “blasphemous” belongings.


“Finally the corrupt pope and cardinals of Rome had enough of his influence and had him beaten, strangled and burned at the stake here in the piazza. Let that be a warning to your grandmother next time she decides to preach to us.”


We walked past Dante’s house and the small church in which he was married to Gemma Donati, a woman he had been promised to at the age of twelve, although some say he was already in love with his muse Beatrice by then. My father recited the whole of the fifth canto, leaving me to fill in the bits I had learnt.


“You know his love for Beatrice was really only a tool for his own creativity,” my father told me. “It had nothing to do with her as a person. The fact that she died aged twenty-four was no bad thing for Dante; that way she was able to remain ideal for ever.”


We stopped and looked at the Ponte Vecchio. The night air was warm and there was a full moon over the Arno.


“It’s lovely,” I said.


“I ordered it just for you,” said my father. “It cost a lot of money, but it was worth it.”


We walked on towards his flat. In front of the Duomo we stopped again.


“Bella, you have to choose your lovers carefully. The important thing when you choose a lover is not how big his penis is or how well he uses it, but that he speaks five languages.”


“Where am I ever going to find a man who speaks five languages?”


“When you speak five languages,” he said grabbing hold of my cheek, “this won’t be a problem.”


 


Finally I get to the top of the stairs. There are two hundred and forty. This must be it, although I don’t recognise the door. It feels odd to be back here after such a long time, but strangely comforting. I wonder when he last lived here. I am happy to have found it but his presence is missing.


As soon as I get here and start remembering my first summer with my father twenty years ago I realise that a book about Italian women isn’t the book I want to write.


Instead of spending my time interviewing Italian women in an effort to discover their secrets, I decide to recreate my first summer in Italy, to go to the places I went to when I met my father and see how I feel about the country and its people. I also want to understand my father and my relationship with him. He was maddening. And my Italian family—being so rich (then)—led such a different life from the one I was used to. Yet the odd thing is that here I feel instantly at ease; bizarrely more so than anywhere else. Until now I had never even given Italy much thought. My first contact with my father happened so late and things faded when my grandmother died when I was in my twenties.


I was raised in England but am also clearly half Italian. My English side I know. I may not eat Marmite, but I can understand cricket and enjoy a warm beer in the rain as much as the next man. It is my Italian side that is a mystery. Could I be more Italian than I ever thought? Is it purely a coincidence that I have given my three children silly Italian names?


Standing at the door of my father’s old apartment, I decide to embark on my own version of the Grand Tour of Italy, following in the footsteps of the eighteenth-century aristocrats who visited Florence, Naples, Rome and Venice. But instead of antiques and Renaissance masterpieces I am in search of my Italian roots. Do they really mean anything to me? When I first came here all those years ago I felt a sense of belonging in Italy. Now I feel I belong in England. And to a certain extent in France which my husband and I have made our home. But it is still a home filled with English culture. I read Beatrix Potter to the children, we watch English television and eat toast and marmalade for breakfast. All those years ago when I was desperate for another life, any other life than the one I had, Italy seemed like a perfect option. How will I view it now?


The last time I was in his apartment, I was going through his belongings. I was so curious about this man whom I hardly knew and I wanted to know more. I’m not sure what I thought I would find but I started in his bedroom. Like the rest of the flat his bedroom was sparsely furnished. There was a huge bed, a bedside table and some shelves that were free-standing and formed a sort of curve at one end of the room. The floor was made of light wood and there was a director’s chair with his name printed on the back of it. I walked over to the shelves and began to look through the books. They were divided into languages. Italian, French, Spanish, Latin, German and English. There were works by Goethe, Shakespeare and Voltaire. And of course Dante.


I looked down the shelves to the bottom one where the outsize books were kept. There were large dictionaries in every language. Next to them were five photograph albums. I pulled them out and settled down on the bed to take a look. I opened the first one a little nervously, not quite knowing what to expect and also worried that my father might come back.
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To my amazement, the first picture I saw was of me when I was around two, in Rome with a dummy in my mouth. The photograph was black and white and filled the whole page. My mother was drying my hair. My hair was being blown around and I was laughing. I turned over the page and there were another six pictures, obviously from the same day. In one of them my mother was just visible. It surprised me that he had bothered to take so many; he seemed so detached from me. He was so against any human emotion, which he automatically condemned as sentimental and not worthy of a real Benedetti.


On the next page were photographs taken before they split up. There were photos of my cousins, my mother; and there was even one of the three of us together. This shocked me the most of all. I couldn’t imagine that the three of us had ever been together like a proper family. We were sitting on a sofa next to my mother’s sister, my father is holding me in his arms and I look like I’m trying to get back to my mother. I must have been about three months old.


I picked up another album. This one was filled with pictures from the hospital I was born in and the days following my birth. I looked strangely old compared to the other children with my black hair and thick eyelashes. My mother is in some of the pictures, looking very pretty, like some sixties film star with her hair blonde and piled high up on her head.
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The other albums were more of the same thing: me in Rimini, me in Rome, me by the seaside somewhere, Florence. I wondered if he would ever have shown them to me.


I walk back down the two hundred and forty steps to the street. The tourists are still there; even the Via Ricasoli is busier. I decide to walk back towards the river and find a place to eat lunch. I have never known a city like Florence to inspire me to walk so much. I go to the Ponte Vecchio purely out of curiosity. To me it always seems prettier from a distance, but it’s just one of those things you have to do. I am accosted five times before I reach the relative safety of the other side. People are either trying to sell things or just asking for money.


The goods on sale are not tempting. The fake bag vendors display all their wares on a sheet that they quickly pick up and drag to another spot should a policeman come along. I see one of them pick up his entire collection and follow an indecisive client until she gives in. There are Asian women selling shawls; men are selling a plastic toy that makes bubbles. Then there are all the artists and caricature painters. I remember them from before. They at least don’t seem to have changed at all since I was here last. They occupy the same spot between the Uffizi and the Lungarno Acciaioli. They sit in a long line waiting for people who think the one thing they need is a caricature of themselves. I can’t imagine why anyone would want such a thing. Business must be slow.


I pick a restaurant for lunch in a small street called Borgo San Jacopo. It is called Camillo’s and looks like just the sort of place my father would have taken me to. I am shocked, and a little ashamed, to discover that I am relieved to be on my own.


I have been to lunch before in Florence, but never alone. Never without my father telling me what to eat and more often than not how to eat it. The last time my father and I ate spaghetti with basil and tomato together, I mopped up the remains of the sauce with a piece of bread.


“What are you? Some kind of peasant?” he yelled. “You don’t need to clean your plate.” I have never been able to do it since without remembering his rage.


I arrive at Camillo’s starving. I have had no breakfast. I had no dinner last night. The restaurant is just what I want: white tablecloths, lots of waiters running around looking busy, a dresser full of wine, a Madonna praying in the far corner and lots of happy Italians. I ask for a table for one and a waiter shows me where to sit.


I love eating alone. I sit and read and sip my wine slowly and enjoy the sense of freedom, of not having to talk. When I worked as a financial journalist, I would travel to Eastern Europe every month and one of the things I enjoyed most was eating out alone. I would dread anyone coming to talk to me, or asking me to join them. Being alone was such a luxury. Here in Florence at two o’clock on a Tuesday in mid-November I have that sensation many times over. There is no booming voice to tell me what to order. I am paying for this myself and can have anything I like. If I want to, I can even start with risotto and go on to pasta. But I’m not that much of a rebel.


Before I even walk into Camillo’s, I know what I want: a rocket salad with parmesan followed by pasta with tomato and basil sauce. The latter is not on the menu. But one thing I learnt from my father is that if you’re Italian you ignore menus. You simply go in and tell them what you want to eat. When the waiter arrives, I do just that.


“Of course,” he says. “Straight away.”


The salad arrives. The rocket is peppery and the parmesan much tastier than the parmesan you get outside Italy. I mix it with the olive oil; it is so fresh it almost melts. I can hear a conversation behind me. An Italian family is discussing what to eat with the waiter. They talk at great length about the benefits of one meat sauce versus another, and what sort of pasta to have. The waiter suggests he bring the food for the two girls straight away, so they don’t get too hungry. The grown-ups agree. They order the pasta and say they will think about the second course after it. This is also something I remember my father doing a lot. Ordering a starter and then seeing how he felt afterwards; deciding then whether he wanted to eat anything else and if so, what he wanted to eat.


My pasta arrives soon after I have eaten my salad. It is linguine: thin, flat pieces of pasta, handmade with eggs and flour. The tomato sauce is so fresh it tastes sweet. After almost twenty-four hours without food it is one of the best lunches I have ever eaten. And when the waiter comes to take the plate away, there is not a drop of sauce left on it nor bread left in the bread basket. My father would be horrified.


I leave Camillo’s feeling light-hearted and walk over the Santa Trinità bridge towards the Lungarno Amerigo Vespucci. I am going to the house of a lady called Mariella Pallavicini. She is a close friend of the mother of a friend of mine who suggested I interview her.


“She’s such a character,” my mother’s friend told me. “You have to meet her.”


In fact my friend finds her rather scary as she has a glass eye. Her mother defends Mariella. “She can’t help it,” she says. “She lost an eye in a car accident when she was eighteen.”


Meeting Mariella now becomes part of the book I want to write about my father. Maybe I will find I relate to Italian women in a way I don’t relate to women from other countries. Perhaps I will change into an Italian woman with incredible ease, almost like responding to a calling I never knew I had, and then stay that way for ever. I will live out my days blissfully making homemade pasta in the style of Sophia Loren who, I am amazed to discover, has written several cookbooks. You’d think with all her money and fame she would just get someone else to cook for her. She once said “Everything you see I owe to pasta.” Maybe that’s why she insists on making it herself. Sophia Loren is for me the epitome of an Italian woman; fun, voluptuous and beautiful. She has a kind of style you don’t get with French women. She is more natural than, say, Catherine Deneuve, but not quite as drastically natural (or a victim of nature) as Brigitte Bardot. The contemporary Italian icon is Monica Bellucci. A sexier woman is hard to imagine.


I stop in the middle of the bridge to look at the Ponte Vecchio. Its colours are bright in the afternoon sun and the crowds less troublesome. Either side of the three arches in the middle of the bridge there are collections of hut-like buildings, almost higgledy-piggledy in their arrangement. The colours are orange, yellow and brown. The buildings look so ramshackle it’s a miracle they have survived since the fourteenth century and not fallen into the water below. Through the arches you can see the Arno continuing to the Ponte alle Grazie. I remember my father telling me the Ponte Vecchio was the only bridge in Florence not to be destroyed during the war. The others were all bombed by the Germans in 1944 in an attempt to halt the Allies’ advance.


Mariella lives just around the corner from the Grand Hotel. The road is broad and elegant, the houses tall and imposing. I am already primed for something extraordinarily glamorous as the friend who made the introduction knows almost no normal people at all. All her acquaintances are minor royals, or at least counts or lords or something aristocratic. I have also spoken to Mariella and she sounds suitably eccentric.


“There are two buttons with Pallavicini written on them,” she tells me. “Ring them both, there’s no point in waiting outside longer than you have to. The servant will let you in.”


I don’t think I have ever heard anyone outside Africa refer to a servant. I am intrigued to see what he or she will look like. A kind of Roman slave perhaps? Or some Sicilian peasant brought in to work for a pittance? I ring both bells as instructed. Once I am inside, I have to wait for the front door to close behind me before the wrought-iron gate leading to the interior of the palazzo will open. I cross a courtyard decorated with large plant pots and walk up a wide stone staircase to the first floor. As I reach the top of the stairs, the door opens.


I almost fall over with the shock. Forget the Sicilian peasant and the Roman slave: I am standing in front of Max from Sunset Boulevard. He is short and sturdy, wearing an old-fashioned uniform and white gloves. His hair is dark and cut very short, his face expressionless. He nods as he lets me in and takes my coat.


“Madame is on the telephone,” he says slowly. “I will show you into the drawing room.” The man even sounds like Max. This is uncanny. I am desperate to ask his name. Or if he had a previous life as a movie star. Or maybe it actually is Erich von Stroheim, the actor/director who played Max, and he’s just incredibly well preserved.


Max shows me into the drawing room, which is also like something out of Sunset Boulevard. There is a chandelier and a grand piano, obligatory props for the aristocracy. The carpet is thick and cream-coloured. There are two over-sized sofas in the middle of the room covered with material with elaborate floral patterns. On the glass coffee table there are several outsized art books that look too heavy to pick up. In the middle is a silver vase holding a bouquet of mixed flowers. There are faded black and white photographs of beautiful and elegant women in backless evening dresses on the grand piano. Another vast bouquet of flowers, mainly lilies, stands on an inlaid table along one of the walls. I walk over to look at them. Their perfume is strong and good. Elsewhere the room smells slightly of old smoke and expensive scent. The walls are covered with large gilt-framed paintings. The ceiling is almost as high as my entire house.


I walk over to the window and look at the view of the Arno and its bridges. This has to be one of the best addresses in the world. I touch the curtains; they are a deep blue colour, silky and as thick as a sheepskin. Scarlett O’Hara could make a great dress from them.


Max offers me a coffee. I decline and he walks away slowly. Suddenly there is the sound of music. It’s an opera I think; I vaguely recognise it. Whatever it is, it’s dramatic. And very loud.


A woman comes out of a room adjoining the drawing room. When I say she comes out, she sort of dances out. She moves like a predatory tiger, arms high, hands like claws, legs lifted high with each step she takes towards me. I watch in amazement as she approaches. What will she do next? Jump on me? She is wearing the uniform of the classic Italian grande dame; black Chanel suit and diamond earrings. Her hair is thick and blonde, stylishly cut. Her lipstick red. She is a little shorter than me, so around five foot six. She is slim. Her face is attractive, her eyes large and blue, her smile slightly mischievous. The music stops and she takes my hand.


“I could make love to Rossini, even at my age,” she announces. I don’t know how old Mariella is, but she has a daughter who has just turned fifty so she must be at least seventy.
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