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Author’s Note


I have always been sure of what I had to do and, in the end, that’s exactly what I did. I have at last managed to write what you are about to read, which, more than a book, is a message that is not even too hard to understand.


This is the story of a never-ending love that began at the age of 10. A love that I have fought for staunchly, even when I thought I would never be able to go on, even when I thought I had lost it. But I never gave in.


It took me six long months just to think about where to start before I actually sat down at the keyboard to free myself of this burning sensation that I just could not let everything fly away into emptiness, like dry leaves in the autumn. And so, I began to describe all those extraordinary emotions and adventures that have left their marks on my life.


I wrote, in novel style, about things that really happened, such as the great flood in Florence in 1966, the illegal importation of forbidden vaccines in Egypt, the friendship that bound Ernest Hemingway to my family and inspired him to write The Good Lion for me, the only children’s story he ever wrote.


But above all, I wrote a love story, or rather, the love story. A story that time has not changed, not when the leading lady was aware of it, nor when life caused the lovers to go their separate ways.


This book is a tribute to her and to all those who, disillusioned and tired, have yet to feel and know that love, true love, really does exist.


The important thing is never to surrender!





“How a woman would like her man to see her.”


Fernanda Pivano


To Sarah, Amy’s mother, with love.





Mexico City, April 1998


Dearest Sarah,


when I disembarked in 1972 from the Italian navy destroyer Impavido, which had been my home for almost two years, I made an important decision. I decided to write you a letter.


As I walked down the long, wooden gangplank, I knew that I just had to tell you the marvellous and incredible story that I had experienced with Amy, your daughter, so that such extraordinary emotions would never be lost and so that you would know how very much she meant to me.


What I had set my heart on writing was bound to be the longest letter of my life, but it would also allow me to seize the chance to remember and to reflect on how our meeting affected both our lives.


However, getting my ideas together did not take me weeks or months, but more like twenty-six years. On the other hand, all that time was necessary, even indispensable, in order to recount things with a detached and objective spirit, if speaking of objectivity is legitimate when talking of feelings.


The memory of some moments is so real that they only seem like yesterday, and what I wanted to tell you just came gushing out by itself. Others, however, may seem more faded or perhaps even too concise, but I know you will forgive me for the occasional lack of precision or the odd, rather hasty, passage.


Of course, you will be wondering about the reason behind this letter, and I understand that. It isn’t every day that a young man from the past sends a long letter to a lady who is almost a Great-grandmother. I wrote it because I don’t want certain things to disappear, and so that one day, others might be able to reflect, and perhaps even benefit. But mostly, I wrote it because you, Sarah, are her mother, and without you, I would never have met her.


Do you remember that evening in July 1964 when I met you for the first time? We were on Bagno Pejani’s round terrace overlooking the sea at Ardenza. Amy and I were dancing, rather awkwardly, to the sound of a jukebox.


I was watching you from a distance as you looked on, trying to read in your face anything that could be taken as an amenable tenderness towards us two 15-year-olds. Perhaps I was mistaken, but I sensed your silent complicity. It is a memory that has accompanied me my whole life through.


This story began in a time when Italy was awakening from the misfortunes of the Second World War, when adults were bent on enjoying themselves, motor cars began to be beautiful as well as functional and when music from overseas began to mix in with San Remo songs.


It was also a time when juvenile conflict was still a long way off, and nobody knew what pollution was. Children had heard about the difficulties of the past and the pain of war, but they did not know exactly what they were. America, although far away, was still a dream, a myth for almost everyone.


I would like nothing to be lost from that magical era, which provided the setting for our rather special teenage story.


Our path will unfold into four main stages as it travels through the wondrous love that existed between your daughter and me and continues with the story of my life spent searching for her and how that search also led me to self-discovery. You will not find the words The End at the bottom of these pages because this story has no end. It goes beyond life itself.


Just one more thing: I wanted to dedicate these pages to you because you were the unconscious creator of this story. You were the spark that started everything. You are her mother. Without you, Amy would never have existed, and for this, Sarah, I will be eternally grateful.


With love,
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Part One





In September 1959, at San Filippo al Tagliamento, in an old country house surrounded by corn fields that had miraculously escaped the World War II bombings, a party was being held for my sister’s friend, Francesca Piccolomini, to which many children from the area had been invited.


It was a traditional children’s party full of fun and games, races and prizes, held under the secular plane trees in the big garden.


I was ten years old, and I certainly had no idea that that simple and carefree party was going to affect the rest of my life.


Although many Septembers have passed since then, I remember everything as if it were yesterday. September was a particular moment: the blistering summer heat had mellowed, the time for swimming and obligatory afternoon naps was over, but luckily, the holidays were not, and the nightmare of school was still hovering in the distant shadows.


About halfway through the party, there was a moment of huge commotion, which was nothing out of the ordinary for little girls and especially for boys, who, on that day, were more excited than usual. I well remember being the most excited, the one running about the most, totally unrestrained, and I know exactly why.


Among the many familiar faces, I had noticed a young girl whom I did not know. I liked her face; there was something different about her, although I could never have said what it was.


This new girl was not one of our gangs; she had to be an outsider. She looked a bit shy and out of place and was silently taking in her surroundings. She seemed terribly alone. It was as if she were trying to convince herself, even before the others, that she existed too.


That lonely way of looking around captured my curiosity, as did her manner of seeking what she seemed not to be able to grasp. I was fascinated by her, even if nobody else seemed to have realised she was there. For my part, I was sure she would be the queen of the ball.


She must have been about the same age as me and had short, almost straight, reddish hair. There was something about her that the other girls lacked. But what was it, I asked myself? Was my over-excited and berserk behaviour just a bid to get myself noticed?


I ran outside in the garden and then around the large rooms in the old house. I zigzagged through the legs of the waiters in their white jackets and between several sets of parents, not caring whether I bothered them or not.


At one point, I even started a game of pretending to punch a confused Sandrino Kechler, a boy of my age, in the head. He had no idea what I was doing, but the reason was clear: I wanted that sweet creature to see that I was the strongest.


And all my hyperactivity actually worked: after a while, I sensed her watching me. Of course, the effect, happiness and emotion made me even more excited.


Then all the children, myself included, calmed down when it was time for a game of bingo. We all gathered in a large room set up for the purpose. It was the first and last time in my life that I ever won anything: I had all the numbers! It must have been my lucky day.


My prize was a huge box of Baci Perugina chocolates. I immediately removed the cellophane wrapper, but it never entered my head to offer the chocolates around. The win gave me a subtle but clear sensation of omnipotence, which weakened my crippling shyness and strengthened my desire to dare. I was not sure how, but I knew I had to do something. The wind was blowing in the right direction.


The silent child had seen my small triumph. I had to take advantage of the situation and approach her. I could show off my prize, offer her the first chocolate, perhaps I could even speak to her. With a manoeuvre that was as awkward as it was fortunate, I managed to steer her onto the terrace overlooking the now deserted garden.


She followed me without saying a word. We made our way from the terrace with its cement wall into the garden, side by side, in silence, with only the sound of the gravel beneath our feet as we walked. To be honest, there was another noise, but only I could hear it: the beat of my pounding heart.


We began to speak, almost in a whisper. I discovered that she only spoke English. I had only a vague memory of the language inherited from an Australian babysitter six years earlier, and I struggled to make myself understood. I did not know her name, and I did not ask her; we tried to understand each other through our eyes.


Alone with her, I was even more agitated, but instinct told me I had to pretend to be in control of the situation. After our walk, we went back to the cement terrace, its sides covered in climbing roses.


The sun was setting and losing its warmth, the days were becoming shorter, and I knew I did not have much time. Our parents would soon be calling us; the party was almost over. Who knew if I would see that lonely and mysterious girl, who so set my emotions whirling, ever again? I wondered, and sensed that this important moment might never return.


I had to do something; I had to leave a mark. I was still holding the box of Baci Perugina, and so I offered her one without thinking twice. I knew we were alone on the terrace. Perhaps it was the right moment, so I summoned up all my courage and told her, all in one breath, ignoring reason:


“I like you very much.”


She was surprised and looked me straight in the eye: it was then that I realised how blue they were, almost grey. It was an instant, and I was overwhelmed with emotion.


To hide my embarrassment and flushed cheeks, I lifted the chocolate box and covered my face, placing it between us. The box, however, was open and all the chocolates fell out onto the ground. She began to laugh, amused by my awkwardness, and I felt fatally wounded.


My embarrassment was short-lived as I was about to receive yet another surprise. She, although highly amused, understood my situation. She bent down and started picking up the chocolates. Giving them to me one by one, gently and with a radiant smile. Her gesture struck me. Despite the incident, she was not making fun of me, she did not take advantage of my injured pride, and she did not abandon me in that difficult moment.


Later on, while driving home with my parents in that red, late-September dusk, I was curled up on the back seat of the Fiat 1100 as it raced along the road by the river. I was perfectly calm and particularly quiet despite the emotions I had experienced just a few moments earlier.


I looked out of the closed windows at the flat countryside and the row of plane trees lining the road without actually seeing them. My mind was reliving all the details of my encounter that had already become fixed in my memory.


I was filled with a pleasant sensation, like waking up on Christmas morning, knowing that all the gifts and new toys were there but not knowing exactly what they would be. This feeling gave me an enormous sense of completeness, something that, from that moment on, would never leave me.
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Where the chocolates fell.











Livorno, July 1964


The imposing and slightly dated Naval Academy in Livorno extends among symmetrical avenues of shrubs and secular maritime pines, dotted with cadets in blue uniforms. It was there, in the palatial setting of those old Italian navy grounds, that my father took me and my good friend, Giuseppe Notarbartolo. That year, sailing courses were being held for the sons of navy officers, and the time had come for us to become big boys.


We were not there only to learn how to sail. Our respective fathers wanted us to discover the old and glorious Naval Academy world in the hope that, one day, we would want to follow in their footsteps and become the navy officers.


My father had had a brilliant military career. He had served his country from just after the Armistice to the end of the Sixties. Giuseppe’s father, on the other hand, was called “captain” because he had been in command of the battlecruiser Attilio Regolo. After the sinking of the battleship Roma, in order not to fall short of his oath of faithfulness to the king, he had left the rest of the Italian fleet that was about to be handed over to the Anglo-Americans in Malta.


We were the offspring of these parents, who, with the pretence of sailing, wanted us to find out what the navy world and the sea meant.


Although we had no stars, we lived just like naval cadets at the Naval Academy. The air was suffocating within those walls, and silence reigned supreme. There were continual assemblies and the ever-present fear of making a mistake.


A week into the course, I met an old friend and playmate of mine that I used to hang around with in Friuli. He lived in San Filippo al Tagliamento, seven kilometres from my home, which meant a twenty-minute pedal at sustained speed. His name was Manfredi Piccolomini, and he was attending the Naval Academy for the same reason as I. In fact, his father had been a Temporary Naval officer.


A few days later, Manfredi suggested that, instead of spending my leave time just gallivanting around Livorno, I should accompany him to a place called Ardenza.


His father, mother, an aunt and some cousins were staying there for a while.


I was not very keen on the idea since paying social visits was not exactly my scene, but I immediately changed my mind when he mentioned, quite fortuitously, “Do you remember that American cousin of mine? The one with red hair who was at my sister’s party some years back? Well, she’ll be there too.”


I had no idea that the girl I had met at that party was his cousin, but I certainly remembered her, even though a good five years had gone by. How could I ever forget her?


All of a sudden, that sensation of so many years earlier when I had watched her pick the chocolates up from the gravel overwhelmed me. All those hidden feelings suddenly came to the surface.


I did not hesitate for a moment and answered:


“Of course, I’ll come with you. When are we leaving?”


As I sat next to Giuseppe in the blue Volkswagen driven by Manfredi’s father, I found it impossible to imagine what would happen, and subconsciously, a new sensation arose: it was like the union of two different elements, the nervousness of the imminent re-encounter and the unknown factors that I would come across along the way. From that moment on, everything would happen inside me, while time and the final destination would be outside.


This feeling would unfailingly resurface every time that, in one way or another—whether on foot or by bicycle, hitch-hiking or by motorbike—I set off in her direction.


We arrived in Ardenza at an old, late nineteenth-century villa that still retained the charm of a home from days gone by. It stood amidst many other, more modern buildings of poor architectural value. Once there, I discreetly began looking for the red-haired girl I remembered, but, despite all my efforts, I could not see her.


My badly-concealed nervousness was beginning to turn into annoyance when, on the steps that came from the garden towards the house, Manfredi approached and said, in English, “Do you remember my cousin Amy?”


So that was her name: Amy! I liked it immediately.


Standing next to him was a girl with long, straight, brown hair. She was looking at me inquisitively, without saying a word.


Was it her? I would never have recognised her. Was it perhaps someone else? I saw that light in her eyes, that grey-blue. Yes, it really was her.


Over the next few days, whenever I was able, I never missed the chance to leave the academy and go to Ardenza to see her. My English was rusty, her Italian non-existent, but we understood each other anyhow.


During those days, we spent many moments in silence in that garden of hydrangeas and maritime pines and just as many gesticulating to explain the things that seemed to be simple. Despite our lack of communication, we must have had a series of precious information to transmit in some kind of secret code; otherwise, why stay in that garden instead of going to the beach or cinema?


Bit by bit, I managed to understand that she remembered me, too. But how was that possible? I had never set eyes on her again since that faraway September of five years earlier, a third of our lives ago! In any case, what really pleased me was the impression that she enjoyed my company.


I really liked sailing. I was good at it and enjoyed it immensely, but I soon realised that, day by day, I just could not wait to go back to the old villa in Via Pacinotti. What was happening to me?


Perhaps I was fooling myself, but Amy’s behaviour seemed cautiously encouraging, and this illusion was enough to give me an energy that I was unaware of possessing.


Meanwhile, the clock was ticking, and I was not able to find a way to overcome the language barrier.


Then, one evening, we were all together: my friend Giuseppe, his sisters, his Aunt Fedy and you, Sarah.


After sunset, we all went to eat ice cream on that seafront terrace next to the Bagno Pejani beach area. The heat of the day was still hanging in the air, but we were pleasantly comforted by a light breeze from the sea. I can still see the smoke from your infernal Kool cigarette as it wound its way into the distance while a jukebox played the song of the moment sung by Fred Bongusto: Una rotonda sul mare, the perfect background music to that particular evening.


At one point, you and Fedy sat at a table, clumsy Giuseppe and your other younger daughter, Gioconda—who was always getting in the way, were in front of the jukebox—while the baby sister, Francesca, wandered about aimlessly. Nothing seemed to be happening. What were we doing there? The situation seemed to be right somehow, and so, ignoring my shyness, I took Amy by the hand and invited her to dance.


She accepted quite naturally, as if she hardly expected anything else. How foolish I had been not to have done it earlier!


It was the first time that we had touched, and it was electrifying. As we danced, I felt her close, extremely close. She was beautiful, and I could have lost myself completely in her and forgotten everything else around us, despite my insecurity and inexperience, but somehow, I managed to stay alert. I was watching you, Sarah, out of the corner of my eye.


The thought that you were keeping guard weighed like a boulder. I had no idea how you would react. Would you approve or disapprove? I had no way of knowing, but I absolutely had to find out. Every now and then, I looked fearfully in your direction and carefully scrutinised you. It almost appeared as if neither you nor Fedy had even noticed us dancing.


You just carried on talking as if nothing were happening, which heightened my nervousness even further, and I was afraid that something would go wrong. Then, after another turn of the dancefloor, I realised that I had been mistaken. I understood from the expression on your face, Sarah.


Of course, you knew that I was dancing with Amy. You were pretending not to see, but you had seen us very well indeed. I knew it from your eyes, from that unperceivable smile, from the calm sensation that you were transmitting to the person next to you.


I became heartened and relaxed. Now I could dedicate all my attention to Amy and wallow in the delight of those moments full of words that had yet to be spoken.


From that moment on, and until this very day, I have always held on to that feeling, captured from a glance and never uttered: your approval, your tacit complicity.


From that evening, and forever since, I have thought of you as more than just Amy’s loving mother.


Despite the bizarre situation and my shyness, I did not feel out of place, even if I might have asked myself why I was always at Via Pacinotti.


Nobody had, in fact, ever encouraged me to go to the places where Amy was, just as nobody had ever told me not to. However, I still had to be careful and try not to overdo it.


Although I knew nothing of life, I somehow understood that those moments would never return.


In the meantime, I began to get used to a different way of life, that American lifestyle that was totally new to me.


Amy represented a faraway reality that I was not familiar with, but which I had heard my father speak of when I was a child. I began to notice how things were different in that New World.: everything, from daily objects like shoes or toothpaste, to the fact of being able to drive at 16 years of age, to the way of seeing the world.


Inevitably, the last day of that strange period, full of discovery and emotion and where everything was suspended and laden with imperceptible significance, arrived. The stifling afternoon heat, the smell of the sea, the lilt of the Livorno accent, the agaves growing along the roadsides, the dry grass in the gardens, the smoke from scooter exhausts.


The day came Via Pacinotti one evening, as soon as I appeared at the door.


Gioconda, in the way as usual, seemed to find my arrival amusing. There were several things that made me suspect that the sisters spoke among themselves, which I saw as positive.


After walking in silence with Amy in the garden, we made our way towards the house up the steps that led to the first floor.


The house was in the care of a couple of custodians who had made dinner just for us youngsters because neither you nor Aunt Fedy were at home that evening. When we finished eating, we trooped to the television room with a few other people, the two younger sisters and the custodians. I took advantage of the others’ focus on the programme being broadcast to position myself so that I could, just by chance, be next to Amy.


Strangely, she did not seem too surprised by this coincidence. I was really beginning to enjoy the situation, and even more so when she had the brilliant idea of half-closing the window in order to get a clearer view of the television. Destiny seemed to be on my side.


I shifted a little closer and, for the second time, I had the feeling that this was no surprise to her. I would even say that she expected it with an absent-minded air of indifference. However, despite everything, she kept her composure, which otherwise might have quashed every initiative of someone as shy as me.


But I knew that the stakes were high; I knew, deep down, that I was nearing the moment in which I could discover the truth about Amy. My heart began to pound, stronger and stronger…but I could not give up, I thought. I might not get another chance.


And so, slowly, with my heart seemingly about to explode in my chest, I nonchalantly let my right-hand swing down along the chair. It could not have been far from Amy’s. Then, with the tiniest of movements and still keeping my eyes on the television, I began to search for her hand.


I found it and brushed against it for an instant, then withdrew it almost as if I had made a mistake. No, it could not end that way, I thought again. I plucked up courage and made another attempt. I found her hand a second time; it was still in the same place. It was waiting for me. I took a deep breath and took her hand in mine, and she returned the grip.


July 1964 was, therefore, the beginning of my new life in search of the mysterious feelings evoked by someone who was not within my family nucleus. The mere presence of this person reduced me to a state of delicious confusion, and I felt her absence was just a waste of time.


Who was this girl who was having such an effect on my existence? Who was the person whose hand I had managed to hold in the dark while watching television and who, in all honesty, I knew almost nothing about?


The other Italian girls who had already begun to arouse my interest had nothing in common with Amy. She was different, she thought differently, she acted differently, she dressed differently. It was true, she really did seem to come from another world.


That July was magical. It represented a huge change and a sudden and pleasant point of no return. Something new and unknown had appeared on my horizon, going beyond the hedge in my little garden. The memory of the touch of that hand in front of the television still made my heartbeat quicken.


The secret was all there, but I still did not know what it was.
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Via Pacinotti 54











Sovicille Castle, September 1964


When the sailing course ended, my parents and I changed location and went to Giglio Island, a place we were discovering for the first time, but which was to become a cornerstone in our lives.


It was where we were later to have a house built by the sea.


At the time, only a few rather unconventional regulars went to Giglio Island, people who disliked traditional seaside resorts and, as pioneers, had discovered a fascinating and almost unknown venue.


However, something about me had obviously changed, and my father, as discerning as he was, had noticed. Every now and then, with poorly hidden casualness, he would ask me if anything had happened in Livorno.


I was so eager to be able to talk about Amy that it was only a short time before I could hold back no longer, and I told him that I had met a very lovely and extremely special girl with whom I was head over heels in love.


He asked if we planned to see each other again. Proud and self-confident, I said that we had, and I was looking forward to it. To be honest, I had no idea how or where or when, but deep inside, I was convinced that our roads would cross.


And so, when our holidays on Giglio Island were over, all the family was ushered back to San Michele, travelling by car from Porto Santo Stefano, past Siena via Roccastrada. My father had a diabolical plan in his head, a plan that I could never have imagined. On that early morning at the beginning of September, totally unaware of my destination, I was sitting happily in the car looking out of the window.


Once past Roccastrada, the car sped along through the twisting hills of southern Tuscany. The dark green vegetation was dense and wild, providing the ideal hiding place for pheasants and boars. The road stretched ahead, sometimes without passing a house for miles. Traffic was sparse, and my father was unusually focused on driving.


All of a sudden, after a fork in the road in the middle of nowhere and just beyond a bend, we saw a sign. On reading it, my father made a sharp right onto a dirt road, churning up gravel and a cloud of white dust. The road wound upwards among the cypress, oak and holm trees.


I had seen the writing on the blue road sign.


My heart skipped a beat. It was the name of the place where Amy had told me she would be spending the rest of the summer before going back to the United States.


I remembered that it was in Tuscany, but I did not know exactly where, so I had not been able to work out how my father had managed to find it and why we were going there. But before I had time to even think about those questions, I found myself faced with a new realisation that needed all my skills of adaptation: in a few minutes, I would probably be seeing Amy again!


As the car climbed amid the low vegetation on that road that I still like to define as white as salt, I continued to look out of the window, taking in every detail and all the feelings that the place was evoking in me. At the same time, I had become totally mute. From that time on, whenever I was just about to meet Amy, I would always fall into total silence.


The road crawled its way up for a couple of kilometres, passing through open spaces with a view over the bottom of the valley and through the undergrowth, bordering on old stone walls covered in moss. It was a beautiful place, unlike anything I had ever seen: wild and imposing, mystical and silent.


I could possibly know then how many times, over the years, I would take that road, how many memories would be inextricably linked to that dust, how many emotions I would experience and how much I would dream of being able to return.


My excitement was too powerful to do anything other than wait, motionless, in anticipation of events to come. All my senses were alert, taking in everything around me and trying to perceive what was about to happen.


At the end of that road made of bends and dust clouds, we came to an open gate leading to a forecourt beyond which lay a building that looked like something between a large country house and a castle with an embattled tower.


We parked the car in front of the stone steps at the entrance between a stone-walled flowerbed and a lawn that bordered the gravel. The noise of the tyres on the stones was the only familiar sound; all the rest was a new universe unfolding before my eyes for the very first time.


Once out of the car, I began to move slowly, watchful of the tiniest variation in my surroundings. We had arrived in the middle of a scorching-hot summer’s day. The heat was stifling and sticky, and everything was still and silent without even the hint of a breeze.


Two people appeared at the top of the steps: a tanned man with thinning hair and a white moustache, and a tall, slim and rather lanky lady whom I recognised immediately.


“It was you, Sarah!”


The appearance of a familiar face did nothing to ease my tension. If anything, it made it worse.


Then they were joined by a hesitant and shy figure. I felt her rather than saw her. There she was. Amy!


And all around, the world suddenly changed. Nothing seemed important anymore; everything took on a different aspect.


Your daughter was exactly as I remembered. I had pictured her so many times in my mind’s eye that her image, unlike an old, time-consumed photograph, had never faded.


After our respective parents had made their slightly awkward introductions, I was extremely grateful to my father, who, with a shrewd and timely move, broke the ice by asking the hosts for a glass of wine.


Everyone relaxed, and Amy was sent to the kitchen to fetch the wine. It was a perfect opportunity, and I certainly had no intention of letting it slip through my hands, so I trotted behind her like a puppy dog.


We went through a dining room, then another room and emerged into an enormous kitchen.


She picked up a bottle of red wine and a glass, and I started talking to her. I have no recollection of what I said, but I was overwhelmed by a disarming happiness. Even without saying much and being close to her, I had the feeling that I was communicating with her and she was communicating with me.


I did not really know what I was doing in that place, but I tried to be alone with her as much as possible.


Surprisingly, our parents appeared not to notice us. It was obviously intentional, and I thank them now, years later, for that kind and seemingly casual disregard. Amy, on the other hand, acted unaware and, taking advantage of their distraction, led me into the garden.


The memory of holding hands in the dark was still tangible; we needed nothing else. We managed to talk to each other in that special language—a series of looks, gestures, and the odd word—that we did not even know we had.


I tried to make her understand that I would really like to see her again, even though I had no idea if it would be possible. The important thing was that she knew. Being with her was an unexpected gift; I had to exploit it as best I could.


But like all good things, even those dream moments came to an end when our parents emerged to look for us. It was time to leave. We had a long drive ahead to San Michele up north, in the Bassa Friulano, the low-lying area of the Friuli region. And when I realised that I had to go, I was overcome by a deep and dull pain of the likes I had never felt before.


A sensation that would return every time we were to separate in the future. Painful and excruciating.


I left her, looking her straight in the eyes. Her face was expressionless, and she was trying to smile but unsuccessfully.


She seemed to be telling me, “Ciao, it was lovely to see you again. Tell me we will meet again.”


The car sped down the white-as-salt road, among the cypress and oak trees, shooting stones and raising clouds of dust, turning the bushes white. I looked out of the window. The sun had weakened, and I watched that landscape thinking that it was hers. That was her world.


I was lost for words throughout the journey. Everything seemed to have turned to nothing, and I felt gloomily sad. And yet, I also felt that I had gained something new and precious and that something had a name, a face and two blue-grey eyes that had looked into mine. It was a feeling of wonder and fulfilment, just like the day we met when we were only ten years old.


“Would we meet again?” I asked myself, with a fear that felt heavy in my chest. “What if we never did?”





[image: Black and white image of a vineyard with rows of vines in the foreground, set against a distant hill with a historic stone fortress and trees.

]


Sovicille Castle











San Michele, September 1965


In the Bassa Friulano, where the flat countryside has a rather particular charm as the end of summer approaches and the days begin to shorten and the air becomes cooler in the evening, it is easy for thoughts to wander off by themselves. A person might find himself looking westwards, where the day ends, and recall to mind what he may have missed during the day.


That September, I was in the beautiful and majestic garden in San Michele, on the banks of the Tagliamento river, the only construction of any significance in the area, surrounded by mosquitoes and flat fields of clay.


There were two sixteenth-century barchesse (open storage buildings) in the middle of that vast park. A large villa, designed by the architect Baldassare Longhena, destroyed by the Anglo-American bombings in the Second World War, stood next to them.


The writer Ernest Hemingway stayed at nearby Fossalta di Piave when he was injured during the First World War. An episode that triggered the spark for his marvellous A Farewell to Arms.


After 1945, Hemingway returned to those areas to hunt ducks in the shallow waters of the lagoon at Bibione and Grado. It was during one of those sessions that he met my mother’s sister, Aunt Adriana, and fell hopelessly in love with her, even though he was no longer a boy and she was just eighteen. That meeting led to a great romance, which was to become the inspiration for another of his famous novels entitled Across the River and Into the Trees.





[image: A black-and-white photo of an old villa with an ornate facade featuring arches and columns. Ivy climbs the walls, and trees surround the building.
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The barchesse by architect Longhena at San Michele


That title was just perfect, a few words that perfectly described the situation that arose in the years just after 1945, when the writer was staying with friends on an estate on the other side of the Tagliamento River, dreaming of my Aunt Adriana in the garden in San Michele, just across the river and into the trees.


Meeting Hemingway changed our family’s story forever. The writer found a setting in San Michele to suit his watchful eye. The ruins of the old sixteenth-century building had instilled a fascination for that mysterious and rundown place, although what obviously attracted him most was Aunt Adriana.


Another person that Hemingway found interesting was my uncle Gianfranco, a highly cultured and sensitive man who had never worked a day in his life and had managed to squander the conspicuous fortune left to him by his grandparents. Over the course of one generation, he lost a large residence in Venice along with everything in it, two more on the Grand Canal and a large farming estate near San Michele.


My uncle lived in his world of drinking binges, the exquisite charm of the garden at San Michele, gallant adventures that drained him of his money and, above all, expeditions to Africa that cost a fortune. He and Hemingway got along like a house on fire, of course, the only difference being that the writer had a lifestyle that also allowed him to make money.


When the great writer, who was already famous by then, came to San Michele and the house in Venice, I was too young to realise who he was. I saw him through the fascinated eyes of a child: a large, good and generous adult. Although I was only four years old, I still have a precise image of him.


I remember the time when we were in my aunt’s private sitting room in Venice. Hemingway picked me up, perhaps to please my aunt, and started to tease me, brushing his rough white beard against my tender cheeks, telling me, in English, lots of things that Nelly, my Australian babysitter, had never said:


“You look like a little girl.”


At that age, I did, in fact, have long hair just like a girl, yet nobody had ever said anything of the sort to me.


So, answering what seemed quite offensive to my young mind, I immediately said, “I’m not a little girl!” and moved away from his prickly beard.


Ernest must have been extremely amused by my instinctive reaction and said, “If you’re not, then hit me here,” indicating his beard-covered jaw.


My childhood virility, having been offended, needed no further instigation, and I punched him with all my might.


I believe that punch hit the mark because Ernest rubbed his cheek and Aunt Adriana rushed to apologise, giving me a good telling off.


But there was no need because Hemingway smiled, saying, “You certainly aren’t a little girl!”


That first innocent reaction must have affected that white-bearded gentleman with such a strange way of speaking English, and who was always so kind to my aunt.


From that moment on, the writer began to show fondness and concern towards me. His underlying machismo had probably found a worthy disciple in Aunt Adriana’s nephew, despite the long, girlish hair.


After that, he never forgot me every time he returned to Venice from Africa or America. Once, he brought me some banknotes from Kenya, which he enjoyed showing me because they had jaguars and African faces on them. But I, ignorant of their value, swapped them at school for a large number of Ferrero chocolate stickers.


Other times, however, I was more fortunate: for example, he once brought me a complete cowboy suit from America with cow skin on the shoulders and fringed trousers. I would go to school at carnival time in that costume. Nobody would have one like it, and all my classmates, who, at the time, could only wear makeshift costumes slapped together at home, would be put to shame.


Despite not knowing that he was a famous writer, I liked that man, maybe because her brought me gifts or perhaps because he was different to other grown-ups. My mother, on the other hand, knew exactly who he was and, one day, in Harry’s Bar, while sipping a drink in his company, she spoke to him about me.


It was then that she provoked him by saying, “Ernest, you’re so good at writing intriguing stories for adults…I bet you can’t write a story for a child like him so that he could read something written by you, too.”


Perhaps she should not have said it! He did not like her words at all and became thoughtful. When he finished his drink, he politely excused himself and quietly left Harry’s Bar.


On that particular occasion, Ernest was lodging at Hotel Gritti, where he shut himself in all evening and all night to appear at our house the following morning. When he saw my mother, his face took on a challenging expression as he handed her a folder.


“Now let’s see if you still think me incapable of writing a children’s story!” he said.


At first, my mother was bewildered, but she had no time to question him as Ernest made his way straight to my Aunt Adriana, leaving her to open the folder she was holding in her hands.


Inside were about ten typewritten sheets of paper with several corrections in pen or pencil, under the title The Good Lion.


It would be the only children’s story that Ernest Hemingway ever wrote.


In pen, above the title, he had written To My Good Friend Gherardo and had made a correction to my surname.


My mother read it and was enchanted. It really was a children’s story, but it was also funny and suitable for adult readers. The style was unlike that of children’s story writers and had nothing at all to do with sickly-sweet fairy tales.


The Good Lion is the adventure of a young, winged lion, the son of the legendary St. Mark’s lion, the symbol of Venice and the powerful maritime Republic of days gone by.


One day, the young feline decides to travel the world until he happens to be flying over Africa, where he sees lions just like himself but without wings. He decides to land and get to know them. The African lions, intent on filling their bellies, greeted him angrily, not because they were afraid that he might want a share of their feast, but because they thought he was different due to the wings. They were wary of him and threatened to claw him.


Surprised by this reaction, the young, winged lion decided to leave and return to Venice.


And where could the winged lion go to lick his wounds on his return from Africa? Harry’s Bar, of course!


As soon as he recovered from his long flight, he started chatting to Giuseppe Cipriani, the historic founder of Harry’s Bar, who, as the wise man that he was, advised the lion to forget about travels and adventures—reminding him that his destiny was to replace his venerable father when he became too old to keep overseeing Venice from the Clock Tower. While waiting for this to happen, he advised the lion to stay at Harry’s Bar, drinking a Martini.


I was raised in this fascinating, history-imbibed environment, where everything seemed about to announce something important.


A few decades later, an ancient ritual was to be repeated: a young descendant of Italian nobility was to meet a young American girl there, where a young Italian noblewoman had met a more elderly and legendary American writer.


In those September days, in the medieval village of Cordovado, not far from San Michele, a marriage was about to be celebrated. The bride, one of the many Piccolomini Adami women, was the daughter of my parents’ friends. They lived a few kilometres from us in a large seventeenth-century villa built on the ruins of the old Cordovado Castle.


One morning, I was in the garden, exploring an old barchessa storage building as usual. The air was still warm even though summer was coming to an end. It was a day like any other, but suddenly, I heard the sound of tyres on gravel.


I saw a car come through the entrance gates and stop in the boxwood driveway. It was a Fiat 1100 family saloon with a Siena number plate. The Piccolomini’s car belonged to the family branch that lived in San Filippo.


Flaminia, my friend Manfredi’s aunt, got out, obviously intent on visiting my parents. She was followed by some other people. I took a good look to see if I recognised anyone, and my heart skipped a beat. The last person to get out of the car looked familiar. I watched her take in her surroundings cautiously. She looked slightly bewildered and uneasy: it was Amy!


I could hardly believe it! It was all I could do to stop myself from running to her.


I wanted to shout, but I refrained, my heart pounding in my chest. Trying hard to hide my feelings, which I feared everyone would be able to read on my face, I set off to join the group that, in the meantime, had started up a conversation.


Amy had come to the wedding to represent the Bellucci family, and her arrival was an extraordinary surprise. I could not wait to be alone with her; I absolutely had to invent something.


The first thing to do was to rescue her from the pleasantries and formalities of the gathering, so I politely and nonchalantly stole her away from the adults. I was beginning to feel a strong sense of protection towards her. She liked my initiative and immediately became more relaxed as soon as she silently began to follow me.


Even when we had last seen each other the year before, our conversation had not been exactly brilliant. The language barrier still prevented us from saying what we might have wanted. Nevertheless, we were still able to communicate almost perfectly beyond actual language and, without realising, we instinctively exchanged innumerable messages through gestures.


We distanced ourselves from the others more and more, heading towards the paths bordered by dwarf boxwood, further and further into the garden, whose vastness was a helpful accomplice in that moment.


We eventually came to a huge secular oak tree next to one of the two derelict barchesse. A few steps more and we would finally be out of sight of indiscreet eyes in the place where, as a boy, I had built my secret headquarters at the top of a pile of ruins. A hideout made of imaginary places, space stations and Never-Never Lands.


Alone at last, I knew that I would be going to the famous wedding with my San Filippo Piccolomini relations later on. We would be seeing each other again there shortly. It was a splendid prospect.


It was only when we heard her name being called from afar that I realised that we had reached the bottom of the garden. We had to turn back. Aunt Flaminia was waiting for us. Although I was over the moon at the thought of seeing Amy again soon, a fine veil of sadness overwhelmed me. It was a feeling that was still quite unknown to me, but one that I would have to learn to live with in the future.


Sitting in the back of the car as my father drove along the old provincial road, I watched the plane trees along the roadside flash by. The flat and silent countryside no longer had the feeling of static summer heat. When August yielded to the first September coolness, the damp earth, still ripe with solid rural tradition, began to take on a melancholy charm.


Everything seemed to slow down or become practically motionless, almost as if it wanted to encourage introspection. On the crest of these sensations, in those moments, I was sure that nature was on my side, like a silent partner. Was there something different in the air that evening? What was waiting for me beyond the summer’s end? I had the feeling that something new was about to appear on the horizon.


When we arrived at Cordovado, I got out of the car, trying to hide my frenzy. The typical atmosphere of sumptuous country weddings hung in the air in that grand and vast country house, which spoke of the remains of a wealthy bygone age. I saw a lot of beautiful people, all ultra-elegant and in good spirits. It was a feast for the eyes and an extremely inviting scenario.


I immediately drifted away from my parents to sneak among the guests in search of Amy. I just had to find her. I went to inspect the immense garden. I knew a lot of people who, on seeing me, greeted me heartily, attempting to engage me in some kind of conversation, but I politely continued on with a nod of acknowledgement.


By some strange stroke of destiny, I even met the splendid Vivian Pirzio Biroli, who, struck with an incurable disease, is unfortunately no longer in this world. With her highly personal and exuberant desire for life, she came towards sporting her contagious smile. I had courted her resolutely only a year earlier. She had always been aware of her charm; she knew I liked her, and perhaps, in that moment, she was expecting my attention.


Instead, I greeted her with polite nonchalance and went on my way, leaving her perplexed and asking herself what had caused such unexpected disinterest. For an instant, I thought about the irony of the situation: two people I liked in the same place at the same time. And yet I had no doubts about which path to take at that moment. The possibility of a choice never even crossed my mind.


On my third search of the imposing old villa, just as I was beginning to get a bit anxious, I finally spotted Amy in the middle of a small group of newly arrived guests.


I immediately noticed that there was a fundamental difference between her and the people around her. She looked different, but I could not quite understand why. Something in her made her almost appear like a stranger, an alien.


In an instant, she caught my eye and was obviously pleased to see me. That was a good sign. It would help me to put aside my shyness once again. Her smile in that moment acted like a lifeline.


She was there, and that was all that mattered. Everything else would come naturally; it was time to do something.


As I made my way towards her, I could hear some of the words the others were saying, “My dears, this is Nando Bellucci’s daughter. She’s here to represent her family.”


It was easy to imagine that this kind of situation would make anyone nervous, especially someone like Amy, who could only understand a little of what was being said and did not know anyone. I had to speed things up. I politely greeted everyone and, with a courteous decision that left no room for formalities, took her away with me.


“Ciao, Amy, how are you?” I managed to say, trying to control my voice.


“I’m fine,” she answered, decidedly embarrassed.


Once again, I had to put the greatest space possible between us and the rest of the world.


Freschi da Cucanea villa, then Piccolomini Adami, dates back to the late seventeenth century and stands around what is left of the old castle and medieval village of Cordovado. An imposing building of considerable size, it is not without its own style and charm, made yet more pleasant by the large park in which it stands. The garden was called the labyrinth because it consisted of countless paths branching off among dwarf boxwood, making the place slightly mysterious.


I knew that if we wandered off too far, we would be noticed, although I still tried to keep a due distance from my parents and friends. Moreover, the marriage ceremony would soon start in the villa’s chapel. As we walked away from the crowd, I took a closer look at Amy: her facial features, so simple, round, harmonious and perfect; her light, unmistakable step, those slender legs. I studied her simple yet stylish lightweight dress.


She watched me without saying a word, smiling discreetly. I realised that I hardly knew her, and yet her shape and ways had been branded in my mind in those few moments that we had spent together. We exchanged a few words and then, in silence, continued to venture into the labyrinth.


Suddenly, as if by magic, I have no idea exactly how, I became fully aware of her presence beside me. We were there again, side by side, a year later, custodians of our little secret, both knowing full well that something had happened that evening in front of the television.


In the meantime, while attempting to hide the fermenting emotions that were overwhelming me, the minutes passed without either of us managing to start any kind of meaningful conversation. I instinctively knew how important those moments were: if only time would stand still so that I could say or do something that would leave a mark. I knew that I was terribly lucky to have her there with me, but I still did not know what to do.


We kept walking slowly, strolling across the gravelled square in front of the villa towards the labyrinth. By now, with voices all but a murmur in the distance, I tried to relax and focus totally on her. Our going no place was encouraging.


At some stage, I started speaking excitedly, not caring about mistakes and gaffs, pulling some kind of conversation out of the hat that might be of interest to both of us. I asked about her, what she was studying, and her family, purposely avoiding any mention of the evening in front of the television. I knew it was not the right time.


I began to invent stories about my father and his time spent in the United States, talking of places that I knew nothing about, quoting names I had heard of or read on maps. When we reached the end of the garden from where we could see the first ploughed fields, we laughed at the idea of having walked so far and turned back to retrace our steps in the setting sun.


We had completely forgotten about the wedding and party.


By now it was almost dark and, from where we were, we could see the first lights come on in the villa and around the garden. The atmosphere was more and more intimate, and yet time seemed to be going too fast. The pleasure of being with her was turning into anxiety. I really needed to do or say something important, something memorable, but I still had no idea what.


We were retracing our steps and going towards the villa when the fear of that spell soon being broken made me bolder. I decided to change tactics. I dared to ask her if she had thought of me at all during the winter.


“Yes, now and then,” Amy replied, pleased and embarrassed at the same time.


I felt my insides burst with joy and, encouraged by her reply, I added, “I thought about you a lot, and I have never forgotten that evening…” Her eyes shone for an instant with embarrassment and tenderness, even perhaps complicity, but it was enough to confirm that she also remembered that evening in Ardenza.


That was our great little secret.


Those few words made me feel so good, I could sense myself fill with uncontainable hope.


However, that state of well-being lasted too briefly as, from far off, we heard the unmistakable and loud voice of Aunt Flaminia calling for Amy. Was it the end of a dream? Perhaps the moment I feared so much had arrived? I felt disoriented by that swing of emotions, one moment high as a kite, the next down in the abysses.


By then, it was dark. Emerging from the dwarf boxwood hedges, we came out into the open onto the torch-lit gravel.


Amy continued on casually and calmly, which also heartened me.


Oddly, Aunt Flaminia appeared not to be surprised at seeing us together when she amiably said that they would need to leave soon. We listened to her with polite, if faint, smiles.


I hated the word “leave” and what it meant: separation. However, I had no way of knowing that those words would actually speed up events. Life is very strange, I thought: an instant before it seemed as if time had lost consistency, then, all of a sudden, it was as if both of us realised that there was not a moment to lose. And so, we turned around and headed back to the dark and muffled atmosphere of the garden.


We could not wander too far, so we only covered part of the labyrinth. I can still hear the crunch of the gravel and the rustle of the overhanging trees. Time was against us; I loathed it, but on the other hand, that much-awaited and scary moment had arrived, even though I was unsure of what it would lead to. I only knew that the time for small talk was over, and I had to take the risk and act.


I moved closer to Amy and started speaking to her in Ravel’s Bolero style: starting slowly, then growing in intensity. I told her how sorry I was to have to part, that I just had to see her again, that I absolutely could not spend another winter without hearing from her. But, above all, I told her that I had never forgotten that evening in Ardenza. I said it all in one breath, with my heart beating like a drum.


We were standing in front of a small artificial cave that was part of the garden design. We stopped and found ourselves face-to-face. I could only see the glow of her face without discerning her features. I could hear voices from the party in the distance. My shyness had totally disappeared; I had no inhibitions; nothing was holding me back.


I looked up. The sky was hidden behind the leaves of three different trees, their foliage intertwining to create another ceiling under the starry heavens. I can only remember a tiny triangular opening giving a glimpse of the blue of the night.


I lowered my gaze as far as her face; it was too dark to see her eyes. I told her that I had to see her again at all costs because I had always liked her, because I had deep feelings inside that I was not able to put a name to.


And then it happened.


Without realising it, we came closer and closer until we were touching. I took her hands and pulled her hear, then, slowly, our lips met.


We kissed for the first, unforgettable, marvellous time.


That first kiss on that late September evening, under the trees, far away from everything and everyone, signalled the start of a new world. Everything was to change from that moment on.


At one point, I found myself embracing her. I was not able to understand how it could have happened, but instead of being over the moon, I felt as if I were hovering and miraculously blessed. I just could not believe it, and, at the same time, I was engulfed by a deep sense of well-being. That sensation, which arose just by being near her, must have been a very close relative of happiness.


Before going back, I found the momentum and courage to kiss her again.


Smiling, Amy confided in me that she would be returning to Italy the following year, not only for the summer but also through the winter. She would be attending an all-girls college for international students in Florence called Le Fleuron.


It was obviously splendid news, but I would have to wait a whole year. No, not a whole year, just eight months, as long as no muscular American football player tried to take my place in the meantime. I was already going too fast: after all, I really had no idea of what her sentimental situation actually was, and I was already thinking that I had her all to myself.


I had to put a rein on my impulsiveness; I could not afford to ruin something that was just beginning to blossom. I felt confused, I wanted to know and hope with all my heart. I was already eager to experience and devour that future.


We strove to recover our composure, but I realised that her tone and movements were imperceptibly different. The Amy beside me now seemed to be sweeter, more intimate and a co-conspirator.


There was nothing else for it; we had to hurry back along the path towards the house. I looked around me, trying to commit to memory every detail of the place. I raised my head and saw that same triangle of sky peeking between the leaves of the overhanging trees, and then we started walking. That triangle of sky has been imprinted on my mind forever. Years have gone by, but that tiny detail is still there, inside, in remembrance of that exceptional moment.


We continued walking in the dark, but this time we were holding hands.


The party that had been going on without us was now over, and we had to leave. Our respective cars were waiting for us, even though the drivers seemed to have a little more patience than usual. Both Flaminia and my parents had seen us come out of the dark garden and had easily deduced that we had not been playing volleyball.


Amy got into the Fiat 1100. I did not even give her a kiss; I just meaningfully squeezed her hand, and she returned the grip. I was overwhelmed by an immense, profound and paralysing sadness that I was going to have to learn to live with over the coming years.


I too got into my father’s car. I looked towards her again, and our eyes met. Their blueness had turned as grey as the road; the large pupils seemed to be begging for something that I did not know and could not give. As the car moved away, she gave me one last smile. It was sad and hurt, and this pulled at my heartstrings even more.


“Ciao,” I murmured, looking at her for the last time.


“Ciao,” she answered.


Then the Fiat passed through the villa gate and disappeared into the darkness of the night.


We also set off for home. I could still smell Amy’s perfume on my hands. I was frighteningly sad and melancholy, but there was something new on the horizon, something different and unknown.


My inner self was filled with an inebriating sensation, a subtle presence which no longer made me think of me but rather of us. Then the night swallowed up the car, the people and all my thoughts.


Not long ago, I found my old diary at the bottom of a trunk. I had started it in Capri on 24 August 1961, and the last entry was at Amy’s on 7 October 1969, at ten thirty in the evening.


That diary was a jumble of squared paper sheets that, more than thirty years later, I opened again, carefully blowing off the dust.


When I start to be happy, everything finishes, everything dissolves. Only the memory remains, but it is unlike other memories. It is pure and attractive, like the summer. Who knows when I will see that girl who belongs to another world again and, despite everything, who I feel closer to then.


That was how a confused and, perhaps, enamoured boy of sixteen wrote back then. A boy who could not imagine what the future held.
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There, our first kiss











Cortina D’ampezzo, Christmas 1965


The 31 December 1965 rolled around. That year, I was celebrating New Year’s in a wonderful setting surrounded by the snowy, moonlit peaks of the Tofane and Faloria mountains in the Dolomites.


There was an aroma of inebriated happiness in the air. The roads were crowded with party-goers, ready to welcome in the New Year, full of resolutions and dreams to fulfil. Candid snowflakes softly fell, covering the roofs of the houses. The atmosphere was magical and exciting.


I was in high spirits that evening because my friend, Rosanna Dona dalle Rose, had invited me to a dance at her house. Champagne, beautiful girls and music into the early hours.


The party over, feeling happy about how the evening had gone, I decided that it was not yet time to call it a day and, a little tipsy, I headed towards town with a few friends. Day was beginning to dawn when I met Alberto Bolla. We walked beside each other in silence, the tiredness of the long evening’s revelries starting to take its toll. Before saying goodbye, Alberto confided in me that his girlfriend, ski champion Alessandra Schapira, had dumped him.


He was really down, and I was immensely sorry to see him in such a state. I recalled seeing him just a little while earlier, happy with Alessandra at his side, but now he was sad and alone, leaning on a wooden gate.


Looking me straight in the eye, he unexpectedly said, “If you had to live your life with someone, a woman, who would it be?”


That question struck me and left me perplexed.


I began to reflect, going through the names, voices and faces of a whole series of girls.


None of them stayed in my mind for more than an instant.


Suddenly, like a bolt out of the blue, a name sounded from between my lips so naturally that I had murmured it even before realising:


“Amy.”


In that very moment, my thoughts were catapulted far away, across the Atlantic, and the perfect oval of her face appeared in my mind’s eye. I had only seen that face once during the entire twelve months of the year that had just ended, on an evening that I could recall perfectly, in every detail.


And so, after many months, the memory of Amy returned to keep me company.











France, Chene de Coeur Castle, July 1966


The yellow French post office Citroen struggled up the beaten dirt avenue, flanked by old cypress trees, that leads to Chene de Coeur Castle. The wheels of the old van almost skidded on the stony road surface, raising a cloud of dust. The poor engine sounded as if it were about to die every time it made the trip, and each delivery promised to be the last.


Three times a week, the van spluttered up the road to bring the much-awaited post to the castle inhabitants.


That day, like any other mail delivery day, the Citroen stopped in the courtyard in front of the country house. After years of a chronic lack of maintenance, the decrepit and rundown building stood shabbily on one side of the courtyard, while the other sported the horse-riding palisades, and further beyond, the chestnut grove.


It was a warm, windless summer’s day, with white clouds partially covering the sky as far as the horizon.


I had been going there for two summers to learn French, a guest of Count and Countess de Vautibault, who were old friends of the family.


I rode every day, and I went to see the car races at Le Mans, where I rooted for Ferrari. I had my very first scooter, an extremely slow Solex, of which I was immensely proud. I also went out with some interesting local girls. What more could a boy have asked for?


The days passed lazily, without particular excitement, in the company of Eward van der Brontolf, a Dutch boy I had met there. Over time, he became a dear friend and a valuable collaborator.


Little did I know that, on collecting the post on that 7 July 1966, a letter in the grey bag was about to send my hot, lazy summer spiralling.


This was the entry in the diary found at the bottom of the trunk:


I received some letters that morning. One was from my friend Guy Canossa, one from another friend, Umberta Cantu, one from my father and one from…Amy Bellucci!


What a surprise! I started to get excited. Amy, thinking that I was in Venice, had written that she would be leaving for Paris the following week to visit a classmate from the Milton Academy, the daughter of the ambassador. She closed by sending her regards and hoped to see me again. There were no other details about her trip to France.


I deduced that the Ambassador in question must be the American one. I enquired and found out that his name was Bohlen.


I called Paris and eventually got the phone number of the residence and spoke to someone whose English was really bad and who knew nothing of the arrival of a certain Amy Bellucci.


I called again a few hours later and spoke to another telephonist.


Speaking in French, I understood that a guest with another name was expected to arrive the following day.


I decided to go to Paris all the same, accompanied by my dear friend and inseparable comrade, Eward.


I made the decision without knowing whether Amy would be arriving in Paris or not. I didn’t even know when she was due. I decided to go anyway.


I went to Countess de Vautibault to inform her of my intention of going to Paris for a couple of days. The answer was no, I did not have my parents’ permission. I was about to lose my patience, but then I decided to act more diplomatically and sent a telegram to my father’s office:


WANT PERMISSION TO GO TO PARIS TO SEE AMY BELLUCCI, WAITING THANK YOU, GHERARDO.





[image: A vintage telegram with typed and stamped text, featuring the sender's request in Italian. The document shows signs of aging with faded colors.

]


A reply arrived after eighteen hours:


PARIS AUTHORISED TWENTY-FOUR HOURS STOP. GET MADAME TO ADVANCE ONE HUNDRED FRANCS. HUGS. DADDY.


[image: A crumpled vintage telegram with typed text and a date stamp from 1966 in French and Italian. It conveys urgency and affection, signed “Daddy.”

]


Obviously my father had understood…perfectly.


And so, the adventure began, with one hundred and thirty francs in my pocket and the hope of seeing Amy again.


Eward and I left for the station on our Solex scooters under the pouring rain.


We parked them on the street to save the garage money and got excitedly onto the train with great expectations about the adventure awaiting us.


I watched the French countryside, so different to ours, flash by the window and wondered why Eward had come with me on that road to the unknown. And, in any case, how exactly would I see Amy again? In that precise moment, I had no idea. I was living in a spinning vortex of thoughts, hanging on to the hope of meeting her.


I was in a total state of confusion that is hard to describe. It was not like being out of breath after a run, or a heavy bout of flu, or even the nervousness before a maths test. It was all those things put together. This almost feverish condition was to accompany me throughout the years every time I set off in her direction.


Once seated in the second-class carriage, I began to put two and two together, looking at the date on the envelope that Amy had sent in order to track its journey: Sovicille Castle, San Michele, Chene de Coeur, France.


She had said in her letter that she would be leaving the following week, which meant that, at that moment, she should either still be travelling or would just have arrived in Paris.


Moreover, Amy was not aware that I was already in France and neither could she imagine that I would try to meet her there.


A fantastic opportunity was unfolding. It was both electrifying and intriguing. All that I needed was a little luck. I instinctively knew that, somehow, my crazy venture would work, and this made me feel that I could conquer the world.


[image: Black and white image of Château de Château-de-Clisson, a large historic mansion with a garden and sculpted bushes in front.

]


Chene de Coeur.











Paris, 13 July 1966


Once we had reached Paris, Eward and I set up base in my uncle Jachie’s house, who, at the time, was the chief secretary at the Italian embassy. Luckily for him and me, he was holidaying in Italy during that period.


My uncle, knowing that I was coming to Paris with little cash, had kindly allowed me to use his apartment in Quai d’Orsay, including his faithful manservant, Umberto, who, especially for the occasion, went out of his way to make us much-loved and much-missed, pasta lunches and dinners.


The apartment was in a beautiful building overlooking the Seine. The fridge was full, and it had every comfort two teenage boys could ever desire.


When I arrived, I walked nervously up and down the house, keeping in close proximity to a telephone. I had left the telephone number and a message for Amy with the operator at Mr Bohlen’s residence, the American ambassador, although I had purposefully not mentioned my being in Paris.


Would Amy really be there as she had said in the letter? Would she be a guest at the Bohlens? Did the dates coincide? Would she get my message?


I had a myriad of questions, but no reply to any of them.


In the late afternoon, the phone rang, and the house immediately fell into the deepest silence. I switched off the radio as Umberto stood statue-like with his feather duster in mid-air. After so much uncertainty and anxiety, I felt ready. I was almost calm.


I lifted the receiver and heard a female voice at the other end of the line asking for me in hesitant French. I immediately recognised Amy’s voice.


I told her that it was I speaking. A little surprised, she could not understand what I was doing in Paris. I tried as well as I could to avoid her questions and to give my voice a bit more depth while saying that I was happy to hear from her and that I hoped we would be able to meet up.


After a few minutes’ conversation and a quick consultation with her host, Celestine Bohlen, Amy invited Eward to dinner at the embassy the following day to celebrate the 14 July, Bastille Day. Everything had gone according to plan.


I hung up calmly and then finally whooped for joy. I was beside myself with happiness. Even Eward and the trusty Umberto shared in my exuberance, I had infected them too. Once the racket died down, we began to look into the practical aspects. The situation was not that simple. We would need suitable clothes for a dinner at the embassy, and this was a serious problem.


The first thing that sprang to mind was to hire evening suits, but that was out of the question. With the few francs in my pocket, we would certainly not get far with that idea. Umberto luckily came to our aid by suggesting we take a look at my uncle’s evening-wear wardrobe. It was a brilliant idea which solved the problem admirably. The sizes were almost perfect and the choice practically endless.


At that point, Umberto’s task became much less enjoyable: he had to brush the suits, iron the shirts, check the trouser hems and help us choose the most appropriate ties.


That evening, we went to bed late, thinking we would be able to sleep in the following morning, but once in bed, I lay awake in the dark, eyes wide open. Despite putting on a show of assurance and enthusiasm, I was decidedly nervous.


Exhaustion finally got the better of me, but I did not sleep for long. At nine o’clock, we were woken by fighter jets flying low over the Champs-Élysées. The celebrations had begun.


For Eward and me, however, the day proved uninteresting and nerve-wracking as we waited impatiently for the evening events to unfold.


I knew that Amy was nearby, and I was dying to see her, the memory of that first kiss constantly on my mind. I could hardly wait. She gave me the impression of being an independent young lady, apparently self-confident and emancipated. And I found this really appealing.


Determined to make a good impression and to appear as polite as possible, Eward and I decided to send a magnificent bunch of long-stemmed roses to the lady of the house, Mrs Bohlen, spending almost all the francs that we needed for the rest of our stay in Paris.


Eward was extremely talkative and great company, although, in all honesty, I was hardly listening to him. Although he was a dear travel companion, there, in Paris, with the turmoil of emotions simmering inside me, the moments we had recently shared together felt a world away.


Just a few days earlier, I had been seriously busy investigating several aspects of the intriguing personality of a Swedish student at Chene de Coeur. Now I was no longer interested; it was as if she had never existed. What was the reason for this radical change? What was happening to me?


Sure, I was hoping to see Amy again and, perhaps, with a little luck, I might even manage to be close to her, but what was it that made her so different to the other girls that I had met? After all, I hardly knew her really. What we had experienced together—holding hands, a kiss, and little else—was a drop in the ocean, hardly anything at all. So why did I feel as tense as a bow?


One of Charlie Brown’s sayings came to mind: Love is recognising her immediately in the middle of a hundred girls coming out of school.


Dressing was such a hilarious moment that I almost became hysterical. Choosing a tie, ironing the shirt, getting the crease exactly right in the trouser legs, not to mention my hair parting, everything seemed to be of the utmost importance and had to be perfect, otherwise the end of the world was not only nigh, but an absolute certainty.


My accomplices, Eward and Umberto, were both strangely engulfed and focused on what they were doing, boosting my courage enormously.


Looking like two toffs and totally unrecognisable compared to the day before, we presented ourselves at Avenue de Iena at eight o’clock sharp. The residence was elegant and immense. The tension increased when, after having crossed the internal park, I was about to put my hand on the super-shiny brass doorknob when the great door opened by itself, as if by magic.


A stiff-looking footman was waiting for us. He asked, in French, which one of us was Monsieur Scapinelli. I identified myself with as much nonchalance as I could muster.


My emotions grew as we climbed the steps of an enormously wide staircase that curved up to the first floor. We were shown into a sitting room where we were left alone for a few minutes to wait for our hosts. This brief pause provided me with a moment to catch my breath and quickly go over the part that I would shortly have to play.


Although I was used to big houses, having been born and raised in one, I was nonetheless highly impressed by that building and the air of officialdom that it emitted. I happily realised that I would be worthy of the situation, despite being only seventeen years of age.


A large silver tray near the window bore a variety of bottles and a bucket full of ice. I decided that a drink would calm my nerves further. I made myself a Martini Dry as I had seen my father do and as he had learned from Ruggero, the head waiter at Harry’s Bar. I drank it down in one gulp, and I immediately felt more relaxed.


Then the Bohlen family began to arrive: the two children, Celestine, Amy’s college companion, and her brawny brother, Charlie. Next came their mother, a beautiful woman, despite her years, sleek and slim in her ambassador’s wife dress, whose hand I kissed exactly as the book demanded, accompanied by the relative clicking of heels.


There was no trace of Amy, and this only increased the anxiety I had attempted to curb with the Martini. The ambassador entered instead, an imposing and handsome man whose photograph I had already seen in several newspapers.


He was breathless and asked for help with his tie and tails.


I obviously must have looked a little perplexed at seeing the ambassador in tails, but those present immediately explained that he and his wife would be going directly to the Elysee after lunch to attend the firework display with General de Gaulle. We, youngsters, would be able to enjoy the show and dance at another location.


I began to understand how the evening’s events would develop: there would probably be two groups. We would have a sit-down dinner with the guests, that is, Eward and I, on one side, and our hosts and Amy on the other. I looked at the ambassador’s son, a boy who immediately set my nerves on edge, recognising in him a potential and dangerous rival. I would have to keep my eye on him.


Then, at last, after a long wait, Amy arrived.


I was flabbergasted when she came into the cocktail parlour. I was supremely excited, even if I was doing my utmost not to show it. Amy was even more beautiful than I remembered: she was wearing a very simple dress that enhanced her slim figure and highlighted her face.


She looked at me from afar, acknowledging me with a hint of a smile. She was obviously a little embarrassed, too. I totally understood her feelings. How could I justify my presence in such a situation?


Americans are world-famous for their hospitality, but in those circumstances, I appeared as a friend of the ambassador’s daughter, something that was not actually enough reason to be there.


In any case, without further delay, I went towards Amy, smiling. As I approached, I was able to look at her more closely. She really was beautiful. She smiled at me again, then we shook hands in a highly formal manner. There was no other alternative.


Her blue-grey eyes looked straight into mine. I realised that they were the eyes of someone I considered familiar merely because I thought of her often, but there was more to it than that. Despite everything, we must have displayed an air of underlying, and not very well concealed, complicity. Who was I, then, to be allowed there in that moment? And why had she got me invited?


If it were not chance, if it were not my pig-headed determination to see her again, then it could only be destiny. That destiny had prepared everything in great style, providing us with such a setting as the inside of an embassy in a city like Paris, on France’s national holiday. Yes, I thought, everything around us was the natural choreography that our encounter deserved.


I spoke to her casually, as if I had seen her recently, also to give the others the impression that we really were old friends. My nonchalance also loosened Amy’s nerves, which gave me the chance to test the waters and find out if she wanted to play along. We were creating a tacit complicity, and this was certainly a good omen.


Dinner was served in the adjacent dining room. There were eight of us altogether attended on by four diligent waiters, one of whom was tasked with filling my regularly empty glass with champagne. The table was laid with gold-rimmed, white porcelain plates. The middle of the table was black with an impressive golden eagle acting as a centrepiece. A decidedly American style.


There was a moment’s panic when, after having been served an enormous, piping-hot portion of something that looked like sauteed mushrooms, I realised that they were actually pieces of liver. If there is one thing in the world that I hate, that I detest and cannot absolutely stand, it is liver. However, I certainly could not, and would not, make a bad impression. I just could not do that to Amy. She was an important guest.


I managed to work out how to solve the problem without anyone noticing: I decided to put small pieces of liver in my mouth and, without chewing, wash them down with a good sip of champagne. In this way, I swallowed them whole, trying not to think about it or the nausea that I was feeling. The large quantity of champagne not only allowed me to swallow the liver without fainting, but it also made my conversation much more fluent.


I was, however, forced to speak in French because, at that time, my English was still rather crude, even though the others often spoke in English, including Eward and Celestine’s robust brother. I became so self-assured that I even managed to outdo him, much to my satisfaction.


Dinner over, the ambassador and his wife left for the Elysee in an official car. After having thanked everyone and said our farewells, we youngsters climbed into another unmarked, yet still large, car to go to a party at the house of some of the Bohlen siblings’ friends.


I was extremely happy about how the dinner had gone and even more radiant about being with Amy. The real Amy, in flesh and blood, not the one that I was used to imagining.


The five of us squashed into the embassy car and set off to our unknown destination. I loved that promiscuity, that being so close to Amy.


[image: Black and white photo of a man in a suit standing by a window, holding papers. The room has a microphone stand and a radiator. The tone is formal.
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Ambassador Bohlen.


The night was still young, as were we, and things were looking extremely promising.


The traffic was moving slowly; there was still another hour before midnight, but every Parisian seemed to have taken to the streets. From the car windows, I could see people singing and dancing in and out of the traffic. With car horns, trumpets, whistles and shouts, the noise was deafening, and, even if I knew what to say to Amy, I could hardly have made myself heard.


However, I was soon obliged to focus on a problem that, as the minutes passed, became more and more urgent and worrying: I really had to go to the bathroom; the result of too much champagne! As the minutes passed, my biological need became more and more pressing.


I tried to resist, hoping to soon arrive at our destination, but when I realised that my resistance was weakening and that, due to the traffic, my arrival was by no means imminent, I made a drastic decision. I asked the driver to stop the car for a moment. The passengers were probably surprised, and I was terribly embarrassed, but I had no alternative.


The car stopped in front of the Place Hotel de Ville, near the Seine. I leapt out at lightning speed, aiming to be as quick as possible. In any case, I thought, the traffic had been practically at a standstill for more than ten minutes and showed no sign of moving.


I slipped into the nearest bar and rushed to the bathroom. After what seemed like only a few seconds, I was already running up the steps, two by two, back onto the pavement in front of the Place Hotel de Ville.


Back on the street, the car was nowhere to be seen. The world caved in around me. Rage overwhelmed me, and I had to check myself in order to stay calm. I needed to find a solution; there was no sense in making the situation worse. I looked up and down the empty pavement. I reasoned that the police would not have allowed the car to wait in all that chaotic traffic, and surely, my companions would not have left me stranded. Eward was still with them after all.


Logic forced me to wait exactly in the spot I had emerged from the car. I stood there, but as the minutes ticked by, my anxiety mounted, and there was still no sign of the embassy. I calculated that they had had enough time to drive around the block. They must have been diverted on the other side of the square and followed the traffic in that direction.


I looked around and waited in vain for more than forty-five minutes. I became more and more jittery, almost to explosion point. Having made a bad impression would have been of little importance, but what I had done was much, much worse, something that could never be forgiven.


[image: Black and white photo of a bustling city street from the past, showcasing vintage cars and ornate buildings with classic European architecture.
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Place Hotel de Ville, where I lost the group.


Up until that moment, everything had gone marvellously well, with a touch of audacity, a lot of determination and a little luck, I had managed to appear enterprising and positive in Amy’s eyes. But we hardly knew each other, and my pitstop escapade risked ruining everything.


After over an hour’s wait, for the first time in my life, the bitter taste of defeat pervaded my mouth, a new and extremely unpleasant sensation that galled me to my stomach.


I had never been in a situation where I would be forced to give up. That was my first and, unfortunately, not the last time.


There was no point in waiting any longer, so I decided to hunt the group down. I remembered that the party we were heading for was in a house in the Latin Quarter, so I set off in that direction. The streets were constantly crowded and festive, and I made my way forward, hands in pockets, in search of a familiar place.


My anger had been replaced by desperation and the burning desire to find Amy. Despite my fundamental shyness, I became brazen enough to gate-crash ten or so private parties in search of the Bohlens. My search went predictably unrewarded, and so, in the middle of the night, tired and helpless, I threw in the towel. There was nothing else for it than to go home.


I took the metro as far as Quai d’Orsay, discovering an underground world full of old and dirty Liberty-style tiles. That was when the gloom set in: the festivities surrounding me began to get on my nerves. I made it to my uncle’s house and waited a few moments before ringing the bell. I was still half hoping that the embassy car, complete with Amy, would appear from nowhere. Then I gave up. I rang the bell and, desolate and melancholy, went inside.


Umberto was still up, impatiently awaiting our return and curious to know how the evening had gone. He was baffled to see me come in alone, but also correct and professional enough not to ask me any questions before I spoke first.


The first thing I asked was whether Eward had called, but the answer was no. I told Umberto how we had become separated and how I had searched in vain for them, and then I barricaded myself into a silence that left no room for formalities.


About an hour later, just before the first light of dawn, I heard a car stop outside the house. It had to be them. I hardly had time to think about what I could do when the car had already pulled off, leaving an unsteady Eward in front of the door.


As soon as he came in, I bombarded him with questions, but with little success. He was drunk, and all he could do was sing the praises of Celestine. When a good, strong coffee brought him down to earth, I gradually managed to prise out of him what had happened after I had jumped out of the car.


It seemed that, just after my escape, the traffic had suddenly started moving and, with some difficulty, they had gone around the block and returned to where we had parted, but I was nowhere in sight. Then, not being able to park, they had gone on to the party.


I concluded that, not having found me after one attempt, they decided to go their own way and forget about me. I had to admit that his story was totally plausible, especially since the leader in that car, the one giving the orders, must have been Celestine’s brother, the terrible Charlie. He would certainly have been very happy to see the back of me.


There was nothing else to do at that moment, particularly in view of Eward’s condition. Once in bed, the bitter taste of defeat remained. I had missed a great opportunity.


Would destiny give me another chance? Would I ever be able to recover from my humiliation and win back Amy?











Paris, 14 July 1966, Bastille Day


After breakfast, which, for Eward, consisted of a large glass of mineral water and Alka-Seltzer, I emphatically demanded he give me a detailed report of the previous evening’s occurrences.


He told me that, after my mysterious disappearance, everyone focused on enjoying themselves, he included, especially since, as he gave me reason to deduce, Celestine’s interest in him was more than favourable. But what really concerned me was, as I had rightly sensed the evening before, Charlie, Celestine’s brother. He had obviously set his eyes on Amy and tried to take advantage of my absence.


He and Amy had danced for hours, without even being Cinderella and Prince Charming. An uncomfortable jealousy began to ferment inside me, settling in with the bitter sense of defeat. Despite everything, I refused to believe that all was lost. I wanted and needed to make amends, even if I had little time and extremely limited financial means at my disposal.


I waited for a more appropriate time when I thought everyone at the embassy would be up and awake before calling and asking to speak to Amy. I was left on hold for a good while, all the time thinking of what I might say to justify my disappearance, but nothing came to mind.


Standing there waiting, receiver in hand, my heart beat faster and faster until I thought it would burst.


At last, after several minutes, I heard her slightly surprised and rather distant voice: it was not a good sign. I stammered my apologies for what had happened without really explaining anything, and she seemed to understand. Perhaps, if she had been older and more mature, she would have slammed the phone down in my face.


I wanted another chance, I hoped with all my heart to obtain one, and so I asked her if it would be possible to meet straight away. Her reply was like a thin blade of ice along my spine. She said she was busy and, after a few polite words, said she hoped we would be able to see each other again in Italy. Then she hung up.


Disappointed, I went to the open window that looked out onto the Seine. The day that had only just begun was already over for me. Even Paris had become empty and senseless.


My adventure had sadly come to an end.


Staying in the house suddenly seemed totally pointless, so I decided to go out and distract my mind with something else or, even better, not to think of anything at all.


The time my father had allowed me to stay in Paris was almost over, and we were due to return to Chene de Coeur Castle that very evening.


Eward, who had never been to Paris before, asked if we could do some sightseeing in that sparkling city and if I would be his guide. A request that I willingly accepted. After all, he had no blame in all this misadventure. In fact, he had supported me throughout.


We went to the Louvre. I tried to explain what I knew, what I remembered from history of art lessons, tiredly improvise for the most part with my mind still full of Amy. It did not take a genius to realise that she must have been extremely annoyed about my disappearance the evening before.


I was sad and embittered. It was all so absurd. Here I was, free as a bird. My parents were not around to hassle me, and I was in one of the most fascinating capital cities in the world. And yet I had failed.
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