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INTRODUCTION


FANTASIA


Hollywood, 2012. It was in the Paramount Studios, Los Angeles, where I first made my mark on the silver screen. I, Bruno Tonioli, was announcing my arrival as an actor in Hollywood – the pinnacle for any performer of ambition and a playground stage for the crème de la crème of ‘thespianism’. (It’s my made-up word and I like it.) In the grand Studio 16 building, a shooting location for the golden-age movie Sunset Boulevard, I was surrounded by actors, make-up girls, camera crews, a fearsome-looking director and tonnes and tonnes of stardust. Oh my god: heaven.


Of course, this wasn’t my first Rumba with razzmatazz. As you know, I’ve been a judge on the Saturday night variety show sensation Strictly Come Dancing for nearly a decade now. From the sanctuary of a judging panel it’s been my job, alongside fellow experts Craig Revel Horwood, Arlene Phillips, Alesha Dixon and Len Goodman, not to mention the doyen of show business himself Sir Bruce Forsyth, to watch as countless celebrities have shimmied and strutted their wobbly bottoms and bingo wings across the nation’s TV screens. Meanwhile, in America, I’ve done a similar job on Dancing With the Stars, where the levels of dazzlement, excitement and ineptitude among our contestants have been equally unsettling and bewildering.


Anyway, I was well versed in working on televisual extravaganzas by the time my Hollywood acting debut arrived. I was ready – that was the good news. The bad news involved my role, because somewhat embarrassingly for me I hadn’t been earmarked for a villainous cameo in the new Bond saga. Nor was I set for a singing and dancing part in Mission Impossible 5: The Musical. No, for my entrance on the grand stage of Tinsel Town, I would be making an advert for a well-known fruit drink. And what would I have to do in order to wow my audience, I wondered out loud?


‘Bruno, we’re dressing you up like a mariachi singer and trussing you up like a sausage on that crane there,’ said my director for the day, the legendarily antagonistic advertising Midas, Paul Weiland, as he pointed first to the assistant holding a sparkly jacket and some maracas, then to the large winch device which loomed over me in the studio like a mechanical T-Rex.


My heart sank, but deep down I knew it had been my own fault. When Paul first asked me to do the advert, I had agreed, with the proviso that I was allowed to sing. Once he had relented, I became so excited at my musical role that I completely forgot to look at the storyboard, so I had no idea that I would have to shake my stuff, suspended, in a harness that belonged in Fifty Shades of Grey. I was also unaware that, with the help of some video trickery, I was to be shrunk to the size of a jar of mustard because my miniaturised figure was going to be performing from the inside of a fridge.


However, as you’ll soon discover, I’ve never been one to turn down a challenge, so I dressed up in my frilly uniform, climbed into the extremely uncomfortable harness, grabbed my props and proceeded to do one of the first of many uncomfortable dance routines.


‘Now, Bruno, I want you to spin around like a whirling dervish,’ shouted Paul, getting his camera crew into position.


‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘But you’d better catch me if I topple over.’


The response was reassuring. ‘Don’t worry, Bruno. I’ll be here to break your fall,’ he said, readying himself like a removal man awaiting a sofa of considerable heft. The cheek.


On his cue, I began twirling and spinning, pirouetting and twisting, until I collapsed to the floor with a crash. I yelled in pain. Paul had neglected to break my fall. My knees were throbbing, the palms of my hands stung like fury and my dignity was in ruins. When I looked up, everybody was laughing their heads off.


‘You were supposed to bloody catch me!’ I screamed at Paul, picking myself up.


‘I thought about it for a second,’ he wheezed. ‘But then I realised you would be too heavy.’


Well, that’s when my brain started to burn, my ears began to steam. I was overheating with rage, which is a very bad thing. I let fly with a volley of expletives and four-letter words so foul it would have embarrassed a trucker.


‘*******!’ I screamed.


Paul was falling around in hysterics, which made me even more furious and I let fly with another barrage of abuse.


‘You ******* ****!


‘You *******


‘You pillock!’


It was at that moment that Paul grabbed me by the arm and gesticulated to the stunned faces alongside him – a five-year-old boy and a man waring a sharp suit and a look of bemusement. He was clearly a high-flying executive.


‘Bruno,’ said Paul, the smirk still spread across his chops. ‘Meet the client . . . and the client’s son.’


My heart sank. I was mortified, I had made an utter fool of myself. But in an instant I transformed into vision of charm – like Dame Judi Dench – and fluttered my eyelashes at the pair of them.


‘Good day, sir,’ I purred, extending my manicured fingers for a handshake. ‘So lovely to meet you. And what a delightful child.’


My ego was in tatters, my body ached, and as I stood there, huiliated, I asked myself the same question I’ve raised on many occasions during my life.


‘Bruno, how the flippin’ heck did you get here?’


The answer to that, as you’ll find out shortly, is hard work, a lot of determination and the occasional duet with luck, not that you would have guessed from my acting debut in Hollywood. My journey began in northern Italy where the creative talents I possessed were mainly ignored by my parents, so I ran away to the theatre at eighteen; I broke my back perfecting different styles of dance in schools around the globe before becoming an instructor to the actress Goldie Hawn, albeit for the briefest of moments.


What followed was a whirlwind of jobs on TV shows, films and pop videos, as I worked with the likes of The Rolling Stones, Freddie Mercury and Duran Duran. It was then that I landed my role as a judge on Strictly Come Dancing, where I’ve since drawn attention to myself with a series of madcap performances. Since 2004 I’ve been filmed straddling the studio desk, falling out of my seat with excitement and gesticulating wildly like a horny octopus with every performance, thankfully for the entertainment of millions. What fun!


Along the way there have been highs and lows, as one would expect. In my bleaker moments, I struggled to express my sexuality in a very backward-thinking, provincial community in Italy. Before I made my name on telly, I had dalliances with drugs, including LSD and cocaine (on one occasion, a session with a friend became so ‘intense’ that I ended up speaking in tongues; he developed lockjaw). There have also been times where I’ve been forced to question my own sanity, particularly during my time on the Strictly Come Dancing panel where calamity and chaos have made for randy bedfellows.


The presence of Craig Revel Horwood, for example, is usually enough to send me into a spin because he can be a terrible tart. He spends his days shopping in the sales, his evenings laying waste to the vineyards of France, and when he’s not spending or sipping, he’s spray-painting his skin with ill-advised fake tans.


One such occasion took place when we were working on Strictly Come Dancing Live!, a touring version of the show. The crew were in Glasgow and Craig, after a night on the vino, decided to have a late night ‘treatment’. On the face of it, that wasn’t enough to cause a kerfuffle but because he had passed out in his hotel room afterwards without showering (which, as anyone knows, is very important after a spray tan), the results were disastrous.


The following day, he resembled a barrage balloon-sized bottle of Tango. His face was a blotchy mess, apart from his teeth which shone like illuminated tombstones; the colour of his eyes, had they been painted by Dulux, would have been described as ‘Hungover Pink’.


‘What the flippin’ heck have you done?’ I said as he settled down for the show with his pad and pen.


‘Darling, it’s just a bit of a spray tan,’ he quipped back.


‘But it’s ridiculous!’


Craig didn’t like that one bit.


‘It’ll settle down, don’t fret, darling,’ he hissed.


Well, I can tell you, it didn’t. As the hour progressed, Craig kept getting more and more orange. His skin tones became darker and darker. The orange turned to muddy brown and he looked like a creosoted fence, but even worse, he smelt like a digestive biscuit – the sure sign of a fake tan. By the end of the evening, the brown had turned to black and Len couldn’t talk to him without collapsing in hysterics. When Craig took his clothes off at the end of the evening, he was dripping in gunk and mess. It was beyond disgusting. You wouldn’t put up with it for a second.


The highs of my life, though: Oh, the highs! There are many to tell you about and some of them have been mind-blowing. I’ve worked with cinematic acting greats such as Sir Michael Caine and the American actress Anne Hathaway. I’ve put together shows with comedy masterminds including Rowan Atkinson and Steve Coogan. Meanwhile, Strictly Come Dancing and Dancing With the Stars have earned plaudits around the globe.


It was only when I visited America that I realised just how big an impact the show had made. Around the same time as my eventful visit to Paramount Studios, I was invited to dinner in a very chi chi Beverly Hills restaurant. When I arrived, I was confronted by a vision of glamour and elegance dressed in high heels, a snappy leather jacket and sunglasses the size of SAS night-vision goggles.


‘Hey, I know you!’ she cried, as we collided in the lobby. I stepped back, startled, and eyed the prowling tigress in front of me. It was only Jane bloody Fonda, Barbarella, one of the greatest actresses in cinematic history. For once I was speechless.


‘You’re the one from Dancing With Stars,’ she said. ‘You can be pretty catty when you want to be, can’t you?’


I winced. I knew I’d gathered a reputation. I had once described the singer Billy Ray Cyrus as a ‘crazy bear lost in a swamp’ during his particularly off-kilter attempt at the Cha Cha Cha. Cattiness was very much in character for my racy, frothy, occasionally over-exuberant TV persona, where some of my descriptions for our more hapless contestants had been particularly savage, but I didn’t want Jane Fonda to think of me as evil. For a split second, I floundered. I knew I had to act fast – I was being gently scolded by the star of On Golden Pond.


‘No, Jane, dear,’ I said, desperately reaching for a white lie. ‘I think you’ll find that was one of the others. Probably my fellow judge, the senior sex symbol and bridge club heart-throb, Len Goodman.’


‘Ah yes,’ said Jane Fonda – Jane bloody Fonda – stroking my arm. ‘You would never do that, would you? You’re the nice one . . .’


The exciting news is that these adventures have been fun, a wild ride, and all my ups and downs and pas de basques into the frying pan and out of the fire are in this book for you to enjoy. Hopefully you’ll laugh, maybe you’ll weep – not at the jokes but at some of the sadder moments in my life (and there have been a few), but for the most part, darling, I’d like to think you might come to the same conclusion that I have in life: all that glitters is not gold. And if it is gold, it’s usually the cheap rubbish that Craig would pick up in the sales.


Los Angeles, 2012




CHAPTER 1


BRINGING UP BABY


When I first clapped my eyes on Lucy he was parading across the picture-postcard Piazza Trento Trieste in Ferrara, the small town in northern Italy where I grew up as a stubborn, impulsive, occasionally crazy little boy. He was sucking on a cigarette like a frumpy fishwife. Lipstick had been smeared around his mouth and stubble. He wore a short skirt, weightlifter’s thighs and high heels that sometimes caught the cobbles in the street, causing him to wobble about like a Kung Fu Panda dancing the Samba.


From a distance – well, the bar of the local taverna where the red-blooded blokes used to break away from their football chinwags to whistle and jeer at his graceless strutting – Lucy could have passed for Joan Collins, or maybe Joanna Lumley’s Patsy, the chain-smoking lush from BBC One’s hit comedy series Absolutely Fabulous. Up close and personal, however, he looked more like Craig Revel Horwood. My darling, let me tell you, this cross-dresser was not a looker.


Anyway, as the local trannie, Lucy became something of a celeb and he divided opinion throughout the town. Some people in Ferrara, the women mostly, thought of him as an amusing nutter. They laughed good-naturedly whenever he appeared on the street and waved out to say hello as he spritzed through the shops. But the men? Well, they often spat out their feathers whenever he dared to bring his padded bra and fur coat into broad daylight.


‘If my son is a Lucy, I’m going to shoot him,’ they would hiss with macho bravado in their bar conversations, angrily clinking glasses together. Then they would return to whatever they had been vigorously fighting about moments earlier – the sports news, or which Italian car maker from the region they considered to be the greatest: Ferrari, Maserati or Lamborghini.


The funny thing was, I was thirteen when I first saw Lucy, and he played an important part in my formative years because whenever I heard the cruel insults from the men in town it made me feel terrible and uncomfortable. Not because I knew their victim or spoke to him as he tottered around the streets, but because I knew that I was different, too. I could feel it almost from the beginning of my life. I wasn’t the stereotypical, lady-killing Marcello Mastroianni-type; I knew girls weren’t for me. I was gay, and even as a very young boy without a sexual experience to my name, well, apart from a quick grope with a local boy in a local park, I sensed I would be isolated forever if I remained in a town like Ferrara during my adult life, just as Lucy had chosen to do. It was a quiet, pretty place, but not the town for a restless spirit like myself, as you’ll soon discover. (For those of you who might not know, Marcello Mastroianni was the heart-throb Italian actor and the ultimate Latin lover who bedded beautiful women. I think every teenage boy was envious of him at the time, including me because he looked so fabulous.)


I was convinced at the back of my head that there was something else for me in the world, something very different from the dull-as-ditchwater future my parents had planned for me. They dreamed that someday I would work towards becoming a successful accountant or a banker in a backwater Italian office, something with security and stability. In reality, all I wanted to do was dance the Cha Cha Cha in a Sunday afternoon dance club, watch Elizabeth Taylor movies and listen to The Beatles, even though I didn’t understand a word of what John Lennon was bloody well singing.


I suppose that sense of impatience and not belonging began from the minute I popped out of my mother Fulvia on 25 November 1955. I was so desperate to get on with life that even the timing of my arrival was catastrophically bad. I was a whole month out of step, premature, and my grand entrance on her birthday was my first attempt at the big, show-stopping performance. Because I just had to escape! I think, in retrospect, the poor woman had no idea what she was letting herself in for when she brought me into the world.


Thankfully I was a happy baby, which probably had a lot to do with my idyllic surroundings. Ferrara was off the beaten track, quiet and sleepy. The streets were cobbled, picturesque and lined with beautiful buildings, the type usually seen in black-and-white movies or Bond films. Old ladies hung their bloomers over balconies, and grizzled, chain-smoking men sipped espressos outside roadside cafés; the grand Castle Estense was moat-lined and towering with its impressive battlements.


Ferrara looked like something out of a romantic, fairytale book. The town hall had beautiful arches and a lot of the houses were architecturally unique; one building was even nicknamed the Palace of the Diamonds because it was built with strange, pointed bricks. Bicycles were the preferred way of getting around town and you would always hear the tinkle of bells and the screech of brakes if you ever stepped onto the road without looking. I don’t want to turn this into a history book, but Ferrara used to be a city of the d’Este dynasty, one of the most splendid and powerful duchys in Italy. At its peak it was as powerful as Florence.


Not that we strutted around like royalty, amore mio. The whole Tonioli family lived together in a rented house, and though the building had a turret, it was hardly the Castle Estense because it was so overcrowded. It had been built at the bottom of an embankment and outside was a canal that stunk to high heaven in the summer months. Inside, the building had a large kitchen which served as our communal room. Everybody had their own bedrooms – the one in the turret had been the scene of my birth. In that respect I was like Rapunzel – a fairytale about to begin. Or maybe a horrific nightmare, depending on your point of view.


Anyway, my mother, my father Werther, his brother Silvano and Silvano’s wife Nella all lived under the same roof. To add a few degrees of extra warmth to the cold and damp building, my grandfather Giovanni and grandmother Ines were stuffed into another room, which meant that most days were spent tripping over one another en route to the toilet.


We didn’t have anything back then, we were working class. My grandfather was a mediator, which meant he acted as an agent between the fruit farmers in the region and the buyers in the market. Every Monday he would go to the piazza (long before Lucy had arrived on the scene, thank god) to strike deals between the two parties. Whenever an agreement or sale was made, he would take a very modest percentage. Meanwhile, Dad was a car painter and Silvano a carpenter; Silvano’s wife, like my mother, was a seamstress though she worked with lingerie, but we’ll get to that later.


Behind the scenes, my grandmother ran the whole show and – oh my goodness – the woman was a saint, what with the palaver and general chaos of family life in a house so packed with people it could have been a sardine tin. During the day she would babysit me when my mother went to work. During the evening she suffered the language of my uncle who had a potty mouth like a trucker. He would swear with the most colourful and blasphemous turns of phrase I have ever heard and my poor grandmother would turn blue with embarrassment and anger.


‘Oh Jesus and Mary!’ she would wail tearfully as Silvano let fly with another round of four-letter words, though it never dissuaded him from cursing at any little incident that annoyed him. Because of the shouting and swearing, the Tonioli household was a very colourful and noisy place. By contrast, my father was almost the exact opposite in terms of personality, and whereas Silvano was always powerful and loud, Dad remained quiet and reserved. He was a very handsome man, with dark hair. He had the look of young Frank Sinatra about him. He loved to dress up at weekends and wore smart suits, despite our modest wealth. One of our cousins from my mother’s side was a tailor in a nearby village and whenever he could afford it, my dad would buy a tailor-made outfit at a reasonable rate.


In the house, my father liked to live quietly in the background. I think the clash of styles between the brothers must have annoyed them both, though it proved a fertile environment for a boy like myself – I later grew up with dad’s love of dance and style. Meanwhile, my uncle’s vile gob would inspire some colourful tirades as I became older (not that I would ever talk that way in front of you).


My father could express himself in other ways though, and when it came to the stylish and graceful art of ballroom dancing, the man was a king of the clubs, a prowling tiger, and a wonderfully natural mover. He was besotted with Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly. On a Saturday night he would take my mother dancing and when I was older I would accompany them, watching as they glided around the floor. Later, as I learned to dance myself, I would stand on my mother’s feet as she taught me the steps that made up the Jive and the Cha Cha Cha. Little did I know that these lessons would later afford me a role on Saturday night’s favourite ballroom dancing show, starring Sir Bruce Forsyth himself and the modern day, thinking-grandmother’s crumpet, the Cockney cavalier, Len Goodman. (Len has promised me a handsome reward for this gushing praise.)


My parents’ flamboyance had a profound effect on me, almost from the minute I was pushed out, because I loved an audience. I was a showman, and as a baby there were very few occasions where I wasn’t performing, or trying to gather rave reviews for one little stunt or another. In those days there wasn’t a TV in the entire neighbourhood, let alone our family home, so instead we used to gather around a wireless that was operated in the kitchen. Whenever my grandmother switched it on I would move and wriggle in my cot to the rhythm of the music. It wasn’t long before I was making my Royal Variety Performance debut in the Tonioli Palladium when, months before I’d uttered my first words, I clambered onto the dining table to shake my booty to the hits of the day. It was my way of entertaining the crowds.


I loved to perform for other families too, whether they liked it or not. Whenever the Toniolis could afford it, they would send their children on holiday with my grandmother. We would often head for the seaside town of Cervia for air because the dampness in our house was so bad that everybody was always coughing and spluttering and wheezing the place down. One year, my grandmother rented a holiday room which was more a bedsit than a seaside paradise. It had four beds and a stove, and I, my cousin Massimo and friend Licia (the daughter of my grandmother’s niece) went there for a month. We were so cash-strapped that my grandmother, bless her, only had one outfit for the beach. I would watch, amazed, when she would wear her flowery dress all day and then wash it in the evening as the children got ready for bed. The following morning, having been baked in the morning sun on a window ledge, it would be fresh and dry enough for another outing.


Anyway, whenever I could sneak away from my grandmother’s clutches at the seafront I would spend my time dancing for the German tourists in a nearby bar, even though I was only four years old. My disappearance would always cause a noisy, cat-among-the-pigeons panic on the beach as everyone would go mental looking for me among the umbrellas and towels. Shouts of ‘Where’s Bruno? Bruno!’ could be heard everywhere by everyone, but not by me because I would be in the middle of a wildly enthusiastic and knowledgeable audience, laughing and clapping as I danced to the music from a jukebox. Whenever my grandmother tore me away from the scene, a member of my fan club would always reward me with an ice-cream. Even then, I knew the value of working for a fee.


My behaviour must have driven my grandmother crackers. As if possessed I would spend the rest of our days on the beach moving from umbrella to umbrella, sun lounger to sun lounger, stealing women’s shoes for fun. Wooden clogs were all the rage at the time and I became obsessed with them, often running around the rock pools and shallow water in a pair I had ‘borrowed’ from a snoozing sunbather. There was always an embarrassing scene as my grandmother shamefacedly returned them to their rightful owner afterwards with the excuse that ‘Bruno is a fa contrario’. Which, loosely translated, meant that I did whatever I bloody well wanted.


It wasn’t long before I became a creative whirlwind at home and I’d spend dinner time making Tom Cruise-style cocktails for everyone at the table. Rather than plying them with booze and freshly squeezed fruit juices, however, I would grab anything and everything around me – bread crust, pasta, water, apples, tomatoes – and push the crazy recipes into a china cup. My creations always tasted vile and very few attempts were ever made to drink them, but my behaviour quickly became the chatter of the family: ‘Bruno is clearly an artiste and craves attention!’ they would declare in their daily gossiping sessions.


With hindsight, I must have been a nice distraction for everyone in the home because the place was overflowing with people who were always performing one laborious chore or another. I suppose you could say I grew up in a very traditional, post-war Italian household. When the women of the house weren’t working, they would help my grandmother with the cooking, the cleaning and any other jobs that needed to be done around the home. When the men of the house weren’t working they would go to the bar and drink espressos, play cards, and talk football and politics; to round the evening off they would drink a bitter digestif called an amaro. Their lack of elbow grease indoors was never questioned though, and I later learned that my father was unable to cook an egg, that’s how limited the domestic skills of your typically Italian male were in those days.


The ladies certainly had their work cut out. On a Sunday, my mother, my aunt Nella and grandmother would boil the washing in a huge cauldron in the yard because we didn’t have Zanussi washers and Persil non-bio tablets to work with back then. Instead they would light a fire and throw all the sheets and clothing into the water, stirring the material for hours. When it was suitably boiled, they would take the load out and wash it all over again. It really was an incredible effort.


Even though we weren’t wealthy enough to wash our pants inside, we ate like the d’Este dukes at home. As a small child I used to live in the kitchen and I’d watch as my grandmother prepared the family dinners. She never worked from a cookbook; fine dining was part of our DNA because we were Italian and my grandfather came from a farming background. Every day she would make her dinners with recipes picked up from friends and family, all the while putting her imagination to good use. I’ll never forget her wild rabbit and polenta suppers, the animal caught by my grandfather in the fields nearby. As she prepared the meat, our kitchen tops quickly became a mess of herbs and vegetables as pots and pans simmered and steamed away. When the family sat down as one for dinner, it looked like a colourful feast complete with fresh breads and beautiful wine from the region.


If there was one downside to the rustic lifestyle, then it was the traditional pig slaughter that would take place in the back yard every autumn. Flippin’ heck, it was like something out of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre! As I got older, maybe five years of age, I remember the sounds being horrific – the high-pitched squealing of the pig as it wobbled around the yard, fearful for its life. I remember the violence was gory – the pig was stabbed, bled, scalded in a bathtub of hot water and cut up into little bits to make prosciutto, chops, bacon. You name it, we made it.


After the slaughter we would eat as a family, barbecuing chunks of meat on a smoking pile of embers. The smell of the sizzling, cooking pork was fantastic. Wine was passed around and the mood was always excitable as plate after plate of different cuts were prepared. Once the slaughter had been forgotten, I loved eating it all. Well, everything apart from the salami. At my first pig banquet, I watched in disgust as bits of meat were stuffed into a length of saggy intestine, the casing for a traditional salami sausage. I knew then that it would never be the antipasto for me, but everything else I scoffed like an emperor at a sexless Roman orgy. And I loved every mouthful.


Given my pain-in-the-backside antics at home, I suppose my mother and father couldn’t wait to pack me off to education, where I could inflict my madness and excitability on people other than themselves. At the age of four I was sent to pre-school, which was run by the local nuns, and a very serious place it was too; certainly not the type of place that would suffer shoe theft and cocktail-making lightly. Day-to-day life there was so strict that we were only allowed one glass of water when we ate lunch and even then we could only drink after we had finished the whole meal. If any of us were caught cheating we were beaten. And those nuns weren’t messing about: ‘Smack! Take that in the back of the head!’ they would cry. It was terrifying.


Even as children we were taught religious studies and had to learn about Catholicism, but I just couldn’t get my head around it. I never got the whole idea of burning in eternal flame if ever I did something wrong. That was a load of rubbish as far as I was concerned and I think it was a view shared by most of my family because we weren’t very churchy people. We lived off the land, we were probably closer to being communists than anything else, and when my family went to church – which was only really at Christmas or Easter – it was because my grandparents were worried that if we didn’t show our face at least once or twice a year then we would go to hell.


Me, I had to go to church every week because it was an intrinsic part of pre-school life. I was forever in confession for various misdemeanours, which usually involved impure thoughts, and I lost count of the Hail Marys I had to perform. I never understood why I had to admit my sins to a man who appeared to be locked in a closet. Make of that little metaphor what you will.


When the Toniolis did go to church, they went in style. On the Saturday night before those rare excursions to Mass, the family would always pay a visit to the local hairdressers to get their look just right. Mother and father would order a sharp hairdo and they would always wear new outfits, regardless of how much work it took to afford the bloody ensemble. It was a valuable lesson: carrying a sharp sense of style was always an important part of being a member of the Tonioli family.


Everybody viewed the church visit as an annoying inconvenience, but there was a plus side: it gave my family an excuse to moan and bitch and cry.


‘You know he’s seeing a hooker?’ they would say of somebody they had spotted in the pews.


‘Why did so and so have to call her mother a battle-axe?’


‘What was it that the baker’s daughter did with the fruit stall owner’s sons?’


Forget the internet, if anyone wanted to know who was getting it on with who, or which man was having it away with the local boot, then they only had to ask at church. All the talk was about what somebody else was doing or not doing: who is marrying her? Why is she not marrying him? What is that she’s wearing? Why does he look like this? Chat, chat, chat; gossip, gossip, gossip.


I started picking up valuable information at school too, but I quickly realised that this boy was not for turning when it came to traditional education. Although I was good at all subjects, I was really becoming a creative person. The problem was, I couldn’t find a way to release my ideas, especially not in something such as maths. I wanted to perform, to express myself, and there was no way I could do that by working out bloody multiplication tables with a pencil and a piece of paper.


Thankfully, there was help at hand. One time an uncle who was a very talented painter brought over some oils and brushes for me to play with. I soon began making my own masterpieces at home, but to be honest I’d make use of anything around the house just to occupy my mind. Aunt Nella used to do her seamstress work in her bedroom and would often work on items of lingerie. There were always lots of pieces of lace and cotton lying around the place and I would gather them together to make my own dresses and haute couture constructions – thinking about it, I could have been another Giorgio Armani, given the opportunity. I stole anything that was close to me. I even used to make mosaics with broken glass and glue. There were all these ideas going on inside me and I desperately wanted a way of expressing them, but I just couldn’t do it at school.


It was around this time that I saw my first vision of beauty: a white Giulietta Sprint, a sleek, sexy car that was crafted by the Italian car maker, Alfa Romeo. It was driven by my cousin Mary who arrived at the house looking for all the world like the movie star Claudia Cardinale with her beautiful dress, big sunglasses and long, jet black hair that flowed behind her in the breeze as she sat at the wheel of her gleaming coupé.


My love affair with cars had begun already when my father took me to work one day and showed me a Ferrari he had been painting, a two-seater Barchetta. My jaw just dropped when I saw it, I was taken aback by its beauty. I knew nothing about engines or exhausts but I was startled by the look of the body, the design of the chassis and its artistry. It blew my mind. My dad was in love with it too and even though he couldn’t have afforded the Barchetta, he treated it as if it were part of his heritage and something to be proud of.


At the time, my mother had started working for her uncle, Signor Alberti, an importer of cars from Turin. She would work on the upholstery of his latest purchases and I remember he had a fantastical menagerie of second-hand masterpieces – I saw my first Mercedes there, and a Maserati, too – and I soon developed a passion for motor vehicles that were synonymous with the area. Ferrari, Lamborghini and Maserati all had their factories within thirty miles of Ferrara and the people in the town were divided between the cars as if they were football teams. The arguments! Fans of Maserati thought that Ferraris were vulgar; the Ferrari people thought that Maseratis were big barges. Lamborghini was an upstart, a tractor maker. And the fans of the different cars would argue in the bars and cafés as if they were supporters of the Italian football clubs, Juventus or AC Milan. I remember hearing men – who could probably only afford to ride a bike – talking about these cars with expert knowledge, as if the whole range had been parked inside their tiny courtyards.


Nobody looked upon the different cars with envy though, they looked upon them with pride and admiration because the Ferraresi were working class and aspirational. People believed that if they worked enough, then maybe one day they would be rewarded with enough money to buy a Lamborghini, and to hell with it if one-third of the town thought it was a flippin’ tractor. That spirit ran through my entire family, too: we had a ‘get on with it’ attitude. We didn’t have central heating, a TV, or a car, but we had a sense of pride in working hard and I was taught by my family that if I put the effort in at school and worked well, I would be rewarded later on in life. And how right they were.


I lived in a fantasy world as a child. Our street was a dirt track surrounded by countryside, which was great for me because I could run in the fields and play with all the girls that lived nearby. I never joined in with the boys because they were always kicking a football around and there was no way they were going to let me join in with them because I was a disaster. They moaned because I had no real concept of the game – I never passed the ball or ran in the right direction.


The only thing I wanted to do was sing and dress up, it was a great laugh and I felt very free, even for a six- or seven-year-old. I never had any concept of it being weird or bizarre because I was too innocent. Living in the countryside also meant that I experienced a great sense of nature and the seasons. I loved the outdoors world and I would often hide myself away in one corner of a field and create a little universe for myself where I was King Bruno. There was The Land of the Butterflies and The Land of the Toad; I would concoct stories in my mind and I became completely lost in a fantasy kingdom.


One time I got so carried away that I forgot to go home and by the time I came to my senses it was dark. I ran to my front door and when I arrived, my family went flippin’ mental. They dragged me into the house, shouting and screaming. My uncle was swearing the house down; my grandmother must have said a hundred Jesus and Marys, and my dad gave me such a beating with the belt that I couldn’t sit down for hours afterwards. They weren’t afraid of dishing out a little discipline in the Tonioli household.


What they didn’t realise was that running away to the Land of the Toad had become an important escape route for me because there were so many arguments at home that staying indoors was almost unbearable, even in winter when it was so cold that my fingers would feel like they were falling off. The cause of all the shouting and yelling and crying was because my mother and father decided that they wanted their own home. That meant that they had to pull their money out of the property co-owned with Uncle Silvano. Oh, the arguments! My father felt like he wasn’t allowed to take out the right amount of money and he became very resentful because of the squabbling that was going on. The pair of them really fell out and by the time we moved home, to an apartment in a newly built block down the road in Ferrara called Villa Barlaam, I was spending a lot of time on my own, just for some peace and quiet.


Hollywood films, with all their glitz and glamour, were providing some comfort, too. Before that turbulent and disruptive period began, my mother and father had started taking me to the cinema. I probably went for the first time when I was around five years old and in those days the local theatre would screen Third Visione films, which were classic movies that hadn’t been shown before because nobody could afford to see them during the belt-tightening that took place following World War II; Third Visione basically meant ‘Third Time Around’, a bit like watching 2004 repeats of Top Gear on the TV channel Dave.


It didn’t matter to me how old they were though because I was transfixed. Mother would always take me to the melodramas. With Father I would watch Gene Kelly movies. He also loved Tom and Jerry cartoons, so between them I had the full range of Hollywood. Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire graced the screen with their wonderful dance moves! Elizabeth Taylor and Lana Turner blew my trousers off with their glamour! For the first time, I saw a world outside the cobbled streets, boiling bloomers and pig massacres of Ferrara, and I absolutely loved it. I wanted to be there, on the silver screen, singing and dancing, though at the time I had no idea of how I was going to make it.


During these early cinematic adventures, my mother took me to see Madame X, which starred Lana Turner. I was around nine years old but because of my wild over-imagination and dramatic nature as a child, I was incredibly sensitive and receptive to any form of tragedy, particularly something as powerful and well choreographed as a movie. As I sat in my seat and the plot began to unfold in front of me, I sobbed uncontrollably, my sniffs and snorts becoming louder and louder. I blew my nose and blubbered so hard that a woman in the seats behind us leaned forward to enquire about my well-being.


‘What are you doing to that child?’ she said, tapping my mother on the shoulder.


Mum turned around angrily. ‘There’s nothing I can do!’ But it was no good. We had to leave the theatre shortly afterwards, mainly for fear that my mother might get reported to the police for abusing me.


The cinema was a godsend, though, and with it I entered a world of fabulous excitement. Mother used to style her hair like Liz Taylor (La Liz they used to call her; oh, wonderful Liz!). Father loved Rita Hayworth (it won’t come as a surprise to learn that she was called La Rita, or when a little more imagination was required, L’atomica). The pair of them adored the actor Monty Clift, though they probably wouldn’t have been so enamoured had they known how Monty would turn out eventually.


At the time, everybody loved all the Hollywood stars. They delivered a world of beauty and glamour that took audiences away from the grind and hardship of living in post-war Europe. I was just as passionate and would do anything to catch a film, especially if it came from one of the classical Italian directors such as Federico Fellini, Luchino Visconti or Pier Paolo Pasolini, who I fell in love with when I got a bit older. The trouble was, most of their movies were restricted viewing; people under the age of fourteen couldn’t go in because there was lots of good stuff on show, like sex and swearing, so a few years after my emotional viewing of Madame X, when I was thirteen years old, I began falsifying my identity card to get in, even though it was an imprisonable offence. To increase my chances of success, I would steal my mother’s make-up and draw stubble on my face. I must have looked like a daughter of Lucy, the town trannie (but much better looking).


It was crazy, but it was worth it. With each movie, I was drawn into a fantasy, a glimpse of an existence outside Ferrara. In my parents’ eyes, the life of La Liz or L’atomica was unobtainable, a pipe dream, but I had other ideas. I wanted to enter a world starring Sophia Loren and Monty Clift, La Rita and Gene Kelly. And let me tell you, nothing was going to get in the way of my ambition.




CHAPTER 2


YOUNG MAN WITH A HORN


The boys . . . oh, the boys!


I was probably only around ten when I felt my first tingle. A sexual thought, a funny moment, something I couldn’t truly understand in my head. I was an innocent child studying at an elementary school in Ferrara. It was a warm summer’s day in 1965 and I was playing in a field opposite our new house with some of the girls who lived nearby – Patricia, Valentina, Daniella, Natalina and Loretta. The six of us had become best friends because we walked to school together, but a bunch of rough boys had also moved into our road. Rowdy, noisy boys who loved football and fighting and swimming in a nearby pond.


My grandmother would always wail, ‘Oh they’re from a family that are a lot rougher than us. Be careful!’ But to be honest, nobody really paid any attention to her scaremongering and my mother and father always tried to welcome anyone new into the community. If ever we had any spare clothing or hand-me-downs, we would always give it to the new gang in town. They looked like they needed all the help they could get.


Anyway, on this particular day, I decided to ditch the girls and I cycled down to the pond on my bike where the boys were swimming. Without thinking about it I jumped in, completely stark naked. There was no real drama in what I was doing; it was something all the kids did, if only to save our clothes from getting wet, but as we started playing around, something happened, something I couldn’t quite explain. A feeling, a buzz; a sensation that definitely didn’t happen when I played doctors and nurses with Patricia, Valentina, Daniella, Natalina or Loretta.
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