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To my four grandchildren, the great miracle of my life



Prologue

The doorbell to my apartment keeps ringing while I finish kneading the last of the struffoli, our traditional Neapolitan Christmas pastry. I leave the dough to rest and hurry to open the door, my hands covered in flour, wiping them as best I can on my apron.

The florist, behind a huge poinsettia, hints at a smile.

“For you, Signora Loren. Can I get your autograph, please?”

The label on the ribbon takes me back to Italy for an instant. I put the plant down on the piece of furniture and open the card. It conveys an affectionate, cheerful thought.

The voices of my grandchildren, who have just arrived from the United States for the holidays, fill the house with excitement and chaos. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve and we’ll finally all be together. The truth is, though, that I’m not ready. How will I manage to feed so many people? How can I possibly fry all those struffoli?

The world whirls around me dizzily and I feel as if everything is slipping out of my control. I go back to the kitchen, in search of certainties that I can’t find. I head into the dining room, hoping that things will go better there. The table! Yes, the dinner table for tomorrow. I want it colorful and beautiful. In a frenzy, I take out the glasses and arrange the plates and cutlery. I fold the napkins carefully. I have fun deciding who will sit where.

I’m a Virgo and, most days, I even manage to bore myself with my compulsive perfectionism, but not today. Today it looks like the messiness is getting the upper hand. I start over again on the table, trying to keep my emotions at bay. Let’s see, two, four, eight, plus five, thirteen, and four makes seventeen guests for dinner tomorrow . . . No, not seventeen, that’s an unlucky number! Let me count over again.

From the photograph of him on the chiffonier, Carlo is smiling that special smile of his on our wedding day. I’ll never forget the first time I felt his eyes on me, many years before, in a restaurant with a view of the Colosseum. I was not much more than a young girl, and he was already a successful man. The waiter came over to me with a note from him saying that the producer had noticed me. Then the stroll in the garden, the roses, the scent of acacia, summer as it was coming to a close. That was the start of my adventure.

I stroke the green armchair where Carlo would doze off while reading the newspaper. I feel cold; I must remember to light the fire tomorrow. Luckily, Beatrice, the youngest of my grandchildren, comes along to take my mind off my recollections. “Nonna Sophia, Nonna Sophia!” She’s very blond . . . and very determined. Behind her, the others peer in, like a delegation of little rascals. It’s time to get ready to go to bed, but they have no intention of doing so. I look at them, they smile at me, we make a deal.

“Why don’t we see a movie?”

Amid shouts of joy, a battle breaks out as they choose which cartoon movie to watch. In the end Cars 2 wins, their favorite of the moment. We all sit down together in front of the TV.

“Nonna, can you imitate Mamma Topolino for us?”

“Now, mangia. Eat!” I recite my line from Cars 2, making funny faces as I do so.

“Again, again, Nonna, please. Do it again!”

Hearing my voice, the same that comes from the mouth of a little car, drives them wild. Who would have thought they would enjoy it so much when I accepted, rather reluctantly, the proposal to do that peculiar dubbing job?

Little by little, Vittorio and Lucia, Leo, and Beatrice are mesmerized by the movie and, before it’s over, they’re fast asleep. I cover them with a blanket, look at my watch, and think about tomorrow. Outside it’s started to snow, but with all the hustle and bustle inside I hadn’t even noticed.

Comings and goings are always very special moments. They set the merry-go-round of recollections in motion, opening doors to yesterday, today, and tomorrow.

When I think back on my life, sometimes I’m surprised that it’s actually all true. I say to myself, One morning, I’ll wake up and find out that it’s all just a dream. Not that it was always easy. There were hard times. But it was definitely wonderful and worthwhile. Success, too, bears its burden that you have to learn how to cope with. No one can teach you. The answer is inside you, where all answers are.

I tiptoe back to my bedroom. It’s comforting to spend some time alone. I know that if I stop for a moment of quiet, I can find the peaceful beating of my heart, and calm.

As soon as I’m in the bedroom I realize I’m still wearing my apron. I untie it, take off my shoes, and slump onto the bed; the magazine I’d been reading in the morning is still open to the same page. The excitement of embracing my family again has made it hard for me to sleep these past few nights, and I feel lost if I don’t sleep. It’s the engine that helps me to travel through my days.

“Buon riposo!” (Good night!), Ninni shouts out from the other room. “Cerchi di dormire!” (Try to get some rest!)

Ninni, Ninni . . . she’s been with us for nearly fifty years. She was Carlo Jr. and Edoardo’s Nanny, and when they grew up she stayed on to take care of me. Now, whenever my sons come to the city with their children, she takes care of those little rascals with the same enthusiasm as ever. Sometimes I wonder where she finds the patience to put up with us.

“Sto già dormendo” (I’m already half asleep), I tell her to reassure her. But instead of sleeping I just lie there, my eyes wide open as I stare at the ceiling.

As I try to calm down, thoughts race through my mind. Will my grandchildren like my struffoli? The ones that my Zia Rachelina would make for us in Pozzuoli, the small town where I grew up, were much better than mine. You know, the flavors of our childhood are always better than others.

I feel restless, the way you do when you slowly slip from reality to a different world, one of dreams or memories. I can’t keep still, so I put on my bathrobe and go into the study at the end of the hall. To do what, I don’t know. I look at the shelf, I move aside some books, bric-a-brac, pictures, paperweights. I fret, as if I’m looking for something. Then I see a dark wooden box at the back of the shelf. My heart skips a beat. It takes me by surprise, but I recognize it right away. In an instant, I pull it down and open it. Before my eyes are letters, telegrams, notes, photographs. That’s what was pulling me here; this is the thread that guided my footsteps on this cold winter night.

The wooden box holds my treasure trove of memories. I’m tempted to leave it as it is. Too much time has passed, too many emotions. But then I muster the courage to pick it up, and I slowly carry it back to the bedroom.

Maybe this is my Christmas gift, and it’s up to me to open it.



I

TOOTHPICK
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A MOTHER FOR A GRANDMOTHER AND A MAMMINA FOR A MOTHER

I open an envelope with the word “Nonna” on it, written in my childhood handwriting, and I see myself again as thin as a rail, my mouth too big under my yellowish eyes, and my expression one of surprise. I can’t help smiling when I see my own handwriting, and in an instant I’m in Pozzuoli again, remembering the uphill struggle of my childhood. There are some things that, however hard you try, you just can’t forget.

In that letter I thanked Nonna Sofia for the 300 lire her son, Riccardo Scicolone, my father, had sent to me on her behalf. My father did not live with my mother, my sister, and me. He even managed to be absent by mail. Nonna Sofia was a cold, distant woman, whom I had only seen once in my life. And yet, in my letter I told her how my first Holy Communion and Confirmation had been the most beautiful day of my life, and that my comare (my godmother), had given me a gold bracelet. I also told her that I’d been promoted “to fifth grade, with the highest marks.” In other words, I told her things that any grandmother would like to hear, as if she were interested, as if she loved me. I even asked her to thank my father for his thoughtfulness.

I wonder now who had encouraged me to write to her. Perhaps it was Mamma Luisa, my mother’s mother, who even in the hardest of times insisted on good manners. She had welcomed me into her home when I was just a few months old, and really did love me. Her love was simple, warmhearted, and unselfish. Or perhaps my mother had encouraged me, as she would find any excuse to make some contact with my father in the hope of getting him back. She resorted to every possible ploy. After all, she was just a young girl whose youth had been stolen when she got pregnant with me. If I think back, it was no accident that I called grandmother and grandfather Mamma and Papà, while my mother was simply Mammina, Little Mother.

As a young girl my mother, Romilda Villani, oozed allure. Fascinating and very talented, she didn’t care too much for school, but she played the piano very well and, thanks to a scholarship, she had been able to enroll at the Conservatorio di Musica San Pietro a Majella, in Naples. For her final exam she had prepared Liszt’s The Bells, graduating with praise and distinction. Despite their limited economic means, my grandparents had bought her a baby grand, which sat proudly in the small parlor at home. But my mother was a restless beauty and had even greater dreams.

A contest held by the American film studio MGM fueled those dreams—and also ended them. MGM was looking all over Italy for someone who resembled Greta Garbo, the absolute queen of all female movie stars at the time. Even though Romilda was just seventeen, she wasted no time. Without telling her parents, she went before the jury, certain she would win. She was right, and just like in some fairy tale she did win, and was awarded a ticket to Hollywood for a screen test. But her parents, Papà Domenico and Mamma Luisa, wouldn’t hear of her leaving. She was simply not going to go and that was that. After all, America was on the other side of the world.

Our family legend has it that the people from MGM traveled all the way to my grandparents’ home to try to convince them to let Romilda go, but left shaking their heads, incredulous and disappointed that they would not give their permission. So the prize went to the runner-up.

Romilda never forgave her parents, and as soon as she could she left them to pursue her dream: Rome and Cinecittà—Cinema City, the large studio complex that was the center of Italian filmmaking. She was going to get what was coming to her, at whatever cost.

But the young Garbo of Pozzuoli hadn’t taken into account the unpredictability of love. Her fateful encounter with Riccardo Scicolone Murillo, who would become my father, happened in the street, in Via Cola di Rienzo, one evening in the fall of 1933. He was tall, handsome, elegant, and had a way with women. Immediately struck by that gorgeous girl in search of glory, he had to win over her heart, and what better way than to invent a story that he worked in the movies, which he really didn’t, of course. By that time, Romilda had learned that there were long lines in Cinecittà for aspiring actresses looking to land the same bit parts she was trying for, so she could hardly believe she had found her prince and champion.

Riccardo was twenty, had some money, and came from a family of noble origins. Having had no success as an engineer, he had found a temporary job at the Ferrovie dello Stato, the state-run railroad, on the Rome-Viterbo line. Soon afterward, Romilda and Riccardo met again in a small hotel in the center of the city, where they would make love all night long. But then I came along to ruin everything. When Riccardo found out that Romilda was pregnant, he grew confused about what he wanted, and gradually turned cold toward her. I was just not a part of the plans he had made for his life, nor was my mother.

To defend her daughter, Mamma Luisa arrived unexpectedly in Rome, demanding that they get married. Riccardo was almost convinced to do the right thing, but he stopped short, manufacturing a weak excuse: he had never received Confirmation, and he claimed that making amends for that was more complicated than he had expected. So the marriage never took place. But whether or not he wanted to, my father did give me his last name as well as a drop of blue blood. It’s amazing to think that even though I never had a real father, I can still call myself Viscountess of Pozzuoli, Lady of Caserta, a title given by the House of Hohenstaufen, Marchioness of Licata Scicolone Murillo.

A SUITCASE STUFFED WITH WISDOM AND POVERTY

I was born on September 20, 1934, frail and not particularly pretty, in the ward for unwed mothers at the Clinica Santa Margherita in Rome. As I always say, my layette was a suitcase stuffed with wisdom and poverty. Mammina insisted that they put a bracelet on my wrist, because she was terrified that I’d be switched with another baby. For a while, Riccardo, whose own future was uncertain and who was conflicted and wracked with doubts, hoped that his mother, Sofia, would take us in. Romilda had tried to ingratiate herself with Sofia by giving me her name. But once again Riccardo failed to deliver on his promises to my mother. Sofia would not open her house to us, so he rented a room for us in a boardinghouse, where for a few weeks we lived together as a family. Or almost as a family.

Unfortunately, there was no money, the room was not right, and everything else was wrong, too. Papà was too arrogant to accept just any old job, and he didn’t have the credentials to be able to get the jobs to which he aspired. When my mother’s milk ran out, she began worrying about my health. Her fears became real the day she left me in the hands of the landlady while she went in search of a job. When she came back, I was on the verge of dying: the woman, perhaps well meaning, had given me a teaspoonful of lentils, which had made me seriously ill. And Riccardo? He had disappeared, again.

Romilda did the only thing she possibly could. Somehow she managed to buy a train ticket for Pozzuoli and took me back home with her. Penniless and husbandless, with a dying infant in her arms and the “guilt” of having ruined her family’s reputation, she was desperate. She had no idea how her family, the Villanis, would react when they saw us, and was afraid that they, too, would turn us away. But when Mamma Luisa came to the door, all it took was one glance at her daughter with a baby in her arms for her to throw open the door and embrace us as if she’d been expecting us. She took out the brandy, the fancy glasses, and, after an emotional toast, immediately got down to work taking care of me.

“A woman’s milk is what’s needed here,” she declared. Wasting no more time, she summoned the wet-nurse Zaranella, famous throughout the region of Campania, to our home. To help me survive, all the Villanis made a vow to San Gennaro and gave up meat for months. Actually, they gave it all to Zaranella, who in turn gave it back in the form of rich, nourishing milk. No one ever complained about this sacrifice, neither Papà Domenico, affectionately called Mimì, nor Zio Guido, nor Zio Mario, nor Zia Dora. United we stand, divided we fall, is what the family always believed.

But Zaranella’s mik wasn’t enough to restore my health. I was tormented by a barking cough. “This child is sick,” declared the doctor, holding a stethoscope to my chest. “Some fresh mountain air would do her good . . .”

And so Mamma Luisa made plans for the whole family to leave the small apartment on the Lungomare and move to a higher altitude, on Via Solfatara. It was the right choice. After they carried me out for one walk in the cool evening air, a grin appeared on my pale face. “She’s saved!” said Mamma Luisa and, calm at last, went back to her other everyday concerns.

Papà Mimì, a small, stocky man, was department head of a munitions factory in Ansaldo, which in a few years, after World War II started, would make Pozzuoli the target of fierce air raids by the Allied forces. Papà Mimì worked very hard, too much so for his age, and in the evening he’d come home exhausted. All he wanted to do was read his newspaper and get some peace and quiet, but instead he would find a huge family that was always in turmoil. Mamma Luisa tried to manage us all as best she could, with her willpower and lots of imagination. Their two sons, my uncles, worked in a factory, but only occasionally, and Zia Dora was a typist. However, all their earnings together weren’t enough to put bread on the table every day.

Perhaps more than bread and even more than love, the main ingredient in Mamma Luisa’s cooking was imagination. I remember her pasta e fagioli (pasta and beans), simmering cheerfully in our small kitchen, releasing into the air the aroma of the sautéed vegetables with lard, when there was any to be had. That smell of home and family protected us before the war, and it also kept us safe during the war and its bombs, death, and violence. Even today, when I remember that homely, comforting aroma, I start to cry and that time all comes back.

Mamma Luisa also made farinella, similar to polenta, pasta with squash, panzanella, a salad made with stale bread and vegetables, and boiled dried chestnuts. It was very humble cooking, based on hardly anything at all. And yet, compared with the hunger that we would suffer during the war, we ate like royalty, especially at the end of the month, when half of Papà Mimì’s salary would end up in Mamma Luisa’s meat sauce. Impossible to forget, it was so delicious.

The building on Via Solfatara had a red marble entrance of a shade so beautiful that it had no reason to envy the Hollywood villas I was to see during my career. It was a warm, almost orangey tone, a typically Neapolitan hue. When I saw it many years later it was different, with sad purplish nuances. Perhaps because of time, or the wounds of war, or perhaps because my eyes had become clouded.

The apartment was small, but it seemed to expand like an accordion to fit us all in. Our family of seven had grown. My mother, to earn a penny or two, would play in the cafés and trattorie of Pozzuoli and Naples. Sometimes she’d go all the way up to Rome to meet Riccardo. And that’s how one day she came back to her parents, shaking all over, to tell them she was pregnant again.

“Of course, because God rubs salt into the wounds,” was Mimì’s reaction, resigned before the lack of judgment of that hard-headed, untamable daughter. This time the young Scicolone didn’t let himself be persuaded to provide even a last name for his child. He wanted nothing to do with us and so my sister, Maria, was born a Villani, in 1938. She would bear that name for many years.

I saw my natural father, Riccardo, for the first time when I was about five. Mammina had sent him a telegram saying that I was very ill, in order to persuade him to come visit. Biding his time, of course, but eventually he arrived, and brought me a beautiful toy car with blue pedals, red wheels, and on the side, my nickname, Lella. I was so emotional and excited about seeing him that I was too nervous to look him in the face. To me, my father was Mimì, and no one else could take his place. Every now and again I wonder if my father’s feelings were hurt when I couldn’t meet his eyes. The fact is that the toy car he gave me still exists—I keep it somewhere in my heart.

Another time he brought me a pair of roller skates. I would race around on them in the entrance hall. Every day my sister would beg me to lend them to her. And I, being a sadistic older sister, would give them to her after they’d just been oiled. Poor little Maria took so many spills!

I lived my life as best I could, hidden behind a thin yet sturdy veil of shyness. Yes, I know it’s hard to believe, but I was really shy, perhaps because of our situation: My father was absent, and my mother was too blond, too tall, too lively, and, above all, unmarried. Her eccentric, excessive beauty embarrassed me. She was a ragazza madre, a girl-mother, as the saying goes. I dreamed of a normal, reassuring mother, with black hair, a creased apron, her hands rough, and her eyes tired—like Mamma Luisa, whom I would find once again a few decades later in A Special Day, a movie in which I play a character named Antonietta, a devoted housewife and mother of six.

I prayed to God that Mammina wouldn’t pick me up from school because it made me ashamed in front of my schoolmates. The religious institute that I attended was run by nuns, and, afraid of being teased, I would enter the classroom first or last, after the other students were already in class. I was neat and diligent, and did my duty like a little soldier. But I wasn’t at ease with the other children. Little girls, everyone knows, can be really mean. Because I was very dark and also really skinny, everyone called me Toothpick.

I did have a real friend, Adele, who stayed my friend throughout my life. She’s no longer with us, and when she passed away she took with her my childhood and all its flavors, the good and the bad. She lived on the same landing as mine. As soon as we got up in the morning, we’d meet on the staircase and stay together until evening. After elementary school we were separated—she went to vocational school and I went to teaching school—but there was really nothing that could keep us apart.

Her family was slightly better off than mine, or maybe it was just smaller than ours, with fewer mouths to feed. Whenever it was Adele’s birthday she’d be given a doll that she shared with me. In contrast, my grandmother would give me charcoal for the Epiphany, saying that I’d been naughty. But as she said it she’d look at me with tenderness in her eyes, so I would understand that it wasn’t true, and that the problem, as always, was money.

When the war came we were even hungrier than before. Sometimes I just couldn’t resist the smell of food that came from Adele’s kitchen, and I’d approach it with hope that they’d include me. Sometimes, but not often, Adele’s mother would invite me over to have lunch with them.

Many years later, when I went back to Pozzuoli to film a special for television, I made sure Adele was invited. From that moment on we never were out of touch with each other again, until the day I called and she didn’t answer the phone. It was my birthday, one of the saddest I can remember. Adele had had a stroke and she was wheelchair-bound, unable to speak. She would weep silently when her daughters talked to her about me, about us, about our lives as children.

At school I was fascinated by the orphans, whom the nuns always sat in the last rows, so that they wouldn’t forget their misfortune. I’d sit right in front of them, as if I fell somewhere in between their misfortune and an ordinariness that didn’t belong to me. I would have liked to visit the orphanage adjoining the convent, but in between the buildings there was a long flight of stairs that was absolutely out of bounds to us.

The nuns were strict and I was afraid of them, even though they took special care of me. When they had to punish us, they’d tell us to put out our hands so that they could smack them. But they never even touched mine.

I was shy, really, but I did like to go against the grain. When I solemnly wrote to Nonna Sofia about my first Holy Communion, the truth is that I had already taken Communion a while back, in great secret. I had gone to church, stood in line, knelt before the priest and, lowering my eyes, I had answered: “Amen.” When I got home I told Mamma Luisa about my adventure, convinced that she would be happy to have such a saintly granddaughter. “What have you done!” she shouted, in despair at my more or less innocent transgression. That transgression was simply my instinctive way of meeting with God. I searched for him, and sometimes found him, in the most unexpected places.

THOSE NIGHTS SPENT IN THE TRAIN TUNNEL

When war came to Italy, I was six. By the time it ended, I was eleven. It filled my eyes with images that I would never be able to erase. When I think of my first memories, I can hear the bombs falling and exploding and the antiaircraft siren wailing. I can feel the hunger pangs and see the cold darkness of those dreadful nights of war. Suddenly, all my fears come back. It might seem hard to believe, but I still sleep with the light on today.

The Germans were the first troops to arrive in our small town. They were Italy’s allies at the time. In the morning they would march outside the house, tall, blond, blue-eyed, and I would watch them, entranced, from the window, torn between fear and excitement. To my little girl’s eyes they seemed neither mean nor dangerous. But then I’d unintentionally overhear my grandparents talking about deportations and Jews, torture and pulled-out fingernails, retaliation and betrayal, and I’d know that something else was going on. I’d race to the kitchen and ask them questions, but they’d deny discussing such topics. “Non avimm’ detto niente” (We didn’t say anything), they’d reply impassibly. So I could tell that the soldiers were not as harmless as they looked to me.

At first, we were all in the eye of the storm, but soon our lives would be hit hard by the winds of war—and by the air raids. Little by little everything came to a standstill—school, the Sacchini cinema and theater, the band playing in the town square. Everything stopped except for the bombs.

For the Allies, Naples was a key target: it was one of the most important ports in the Mediterranean, at the center of the supply route to North Africa, which the Axis powers controlled. Along with Taranto and La Spezia, Naples was an important Italian naval base. Important industries were also located all around the city, which made the region even more strategic: Baia Domizia, Castellammare di Stabia, Torre Annunziata, Pomigliano, Poggioreale, Bagnoli, and not least our own Pozzuoli. At the outbreak of the war, the Allied attacks were aimed at military targets, but after a certain point, the bombs started to rain down on the town and the coastline. It took me a while to understand that the streaks the bombs left in the sky had nothing to do with the fireworks for the Feast of the Madonna of Pompeii. Houses and schools, churches and hospitals, hotels and markets were struck repeatedly.

I remember everything as though it were yesterday. As soon as the siren sounded, we’d race off to take refuge in the railway tunnel, on the Pozzuoli–Naples line. The railway was a main target for the Allies, like all routes of communication, but for us the tunnel was a place of shelter. We would arrive there with our mattresses and lay them down on the gravel, next to the tracks. We’d all huddle together in the middle—it was dangerous to stay close to the exit—and prepare to spend the night. Sometimes it was humid and cold, other times it was muggy without the slightest breeze. But it was always infested with mice and cockroaches. And it was filled with the roar of the airplanes and by our anguish and our fear that we would not make it out of there alive.

In the tunnel we’d share the little we had and we’d encourage each other. We’d cry and we’d try to sleep. We’d argue and sometimes women would even give birth. All together, one on top of the other, ranting and consoling one another, we hoped the nightmare would end. Then, at dawn or around four thirty, we’d rush out to avoid being run over by the early train.

Often the bombs would start falling unexpectedly—the siren didn’t always work—and I’d be so frightened that instead of getting dressed I’d start undressing. It happened over and over again that the first airplanes surprised me naked, still at home. Together with my mother I’d run breathlessly toward the shelter. But one evening shrapnel from a bomb hit me on the chin and I got to the tunnel scared to death and bleeding. It was nothing serious but it left a scar. A few months later, that scar would unexpectedly bring us a gift of food.

Hunger was the major theme of my childhood.

Sometimes, when we’d leave the shelter, my mother would walk us into the country, into the hills just outside Pozzuoli, where the shepherds’ grottoes were. A friend of my uncle would give her a glass of fresh milk for Maria and me. They called it ’a rennetura, which meant that it had been milked right after the calf had eaten. It was thick and as yellow as butter, and it made up for days and days of no food. Yes, because the longer the war continued and the bombing grew more intense, the greater the shortage of water and food. Rationing wasn’t enough, all transportation was blocked, and the bombs had destroyed the water main. The people were on their knees.

Mamma Luisa would send me to do the shopping at Signora Sticchione’s, where we had a sort of open account, which she jotted down on a scrap of the same brown paper she used to wrap the bread in. On the third of the month there was no money left and she’d give us credit, mumbling bitterly to herself: “Ci risiamo ’n’ata vota (Here we go again) . . .”

The truth is we were all more or less in the same boat. I’d purchase eight coffee beans in a teaspoon, a cuppetiello, which my grandmother would grind and use to “disguise” the barley she had to brew. We were also due a loaf of bread with the addition of a small bun, called ’a jonta, which never made it home because I couldn’t stand the hunger and I’d eat the little roll before getting there. My grandmother would ask me: “Ma addò sta?” (Well, where is it, then?), but she never rubbed it in. She loved me deeply and to see me in pain made her suffer so much.

As time passed there was no more buying food, no money, no supplies. On some days, we wouldn’t even have a crumb to eat. There’s a vivid scene in Nanni Loy’s The Four Days of Naples, a movie made after the war about the uprising of the Neapolitans against the occupying Germans, in which one of the young characters sinks his teeth into a loaf of bread so voraciously, so desperately, I can still identify with him. In those four famous days in late September, when Naples rose up against the Germans—even before the Allies arrived, it was the climax of a terrible period of deprivation and marked the beginning of the end of the war in Italy.

But before the end of the war, when the bombs that were falling on Pozzuoli had become unbearable, we were ordered to evacuate. Having no alternative, we took refuge in Naples with the Mattia family, Mamma Luisa’s relatives. My uncles, Guido and Mario, who had gone into hiding to avoid the German conscription, had come with us on the train, but they had taken a terrible risk. At one station, the Germans had boarded the train to look for able-bodied men, and my uncles were almost caught. Two nuns who shared the compartment with us quickly hid them under their habits, saving them. This would later become a sort of legend, as well as a family joke. But at the time it was no laughing matter. We felt deep gratitude for these two women who risked their lives for perfect strangers.

The Mattias would not be as kind. They weren’t brave enough to throw us out, but they took us in, reluctantly. I was all skin and bones, and Maria contracted typhus, which had spread throughout the city.

My mother went begging for food for us, but she didn’t always manage to get any. She’d bring us a potato, a fistful of rice, or some of that black bread that was so hard on the outside, but stuck to the knife when cut because it was moist inside. Maria and I would always stay home to hold on to our place in the apartment, in case the Mattias refused to let us come inside again. We’d shape puppets with bread dough, and then place them to dry on the window ledge. The next morning we’d be so hungry we’d eat them all in one bite.

One evening, looking out the window, Romilda saw a woman pushing a baby carriage and carrying a loaf of bread. Counting on maternal solidarity, she threw herself at the woman, begging for a piece of bread as she pointed to our malnourished faces in the window. That mother was so moved that she shared her loaf of bread with us.

Then came September 8, 1943, when the Germans suddenly turned into oppressors as well as occupiers, and they gripped Naples in an iron vise, setting strict curfews and further conscription of our men. The Italian government had surrendered to the Allied forces, who had invaded the South, and the Germans could smell the scent of defeat. They took all their frustration out on us in a cruel and indiscriminate way. Exhausted by hunger, disease, and bombs, the Neapolitans reacted against them. I remember the day a young Italian sailor was arrested, his only fault being to have celebrated the news of the armistice, the hope that peace was on its way. He was shot on the steps of the university, right before the eyes of the other townspeople who, in spite of their shock and revulsion, were forced by the German soldiers to applaud.

Soon after, the city rose up spontaneously, from quarter to quarter, from house to house. People of all ages, of all social classes fought together. Still trying to keep control, the Germans called up men between the ages of eighteen to thirty-five for compulsory labor, but only 150 out of 30,000 showed up. By September 27, it was an all-out war between the Neapolitans and the Germans. A group of brave street urchins took part, as well, and became the heroes of the revolt. The Neapolitan uprising kept the Germans from organizing against the Allies and, after the four days of our revolt, they made a deal with the insurgents and withdrew. On October 1, 1943, General Clark entered the city leading the Allied troops.

The first Allied soldier I saw was wearing a kilt. He belonged to the Scottish troops that paraded through the streets of the city amid the laughter and the teasing of the young boys. The Americans gave out candy, biscuits, chewing gum. One soldier tossed me a piece of chocolate, but I had no idea what it was and didn’t dare taste it. I took a can of instant coffee home and gave it to Mamma Luisa. It took her a while to understand that all she had to do was add some hot water to turn it into a beverage whose taste she had long forgotten.

“LONE PINE . . .”

After the war, it was time to start over again. We left Naples and walked back to our house in Pozzuoli. Maria, who was still sick, rode on Zio Mario’s shoulders. The building had been bombed but it was still standing. We put cardboard and newspapers in the windows and stood in the long lines at the black market. Along with our hunger and thirst we now had to deal with lice, which tormented us for months and months until they were eradicated by that great American invention DDT. When the lice finally disappeared, it was a sign to me that the war had truly come to an end.

The Allies handed out real food—even white bread, which was a real luxury for us—and the farmers, little by little, began to cultivate the land again. But when winter came, the cold took our breath away. We were nine of us now at Mamma Luisa’s, with the arrival of a cousin. We’d all stay close together in the kitchen, the warmest room in the house. But outside, the world was still a daunting place.

A division of Moroccan soldiers led by a French officer occupied the entrance to our building. Totally disrespectful, they acted as though it were their own home, loafing there from dawn till dusk. They made us feel unsafe and every now and then they’d come and bang on the door, rousing us from our sleep. More than fifteen years later, on the set for Two Women my memory of them would help me to make a dramatic part of the movie, when my character is attacked by Moroccan troops, even more realistic.

In the morning, when I’d go down the stairs to go to school, there would be condoms strewn all around the entrance. Naturally, I had no idea what they were and one day picked one up, thinking it was a balloon. Just as I had done after taking Communion, I went to Mamma Luisa joyfully, holding that small trophy in my hands. And again I quickly realized I had made a mistake. My grandmother wouldn’t let me walk down there anymore—“No more balloons for you.” She also spoke to the French officer, who from that day on kept a closer eye on his men.

My mother had started playing the piano again, in a trattoria with blue walls opposite from where we lived. My sister, who had recovered from her illness, would often join her to sing: “Pino solitario ascolta questo addio che il vento porterà . . .” (Lone pine, heed this farewell the wind brings with it). Maria was just a child, but she looked like a mature artist. I watched her and Mammina admiringly but, as usual, filled with shame, while the American soldiers felt right at home and raved about my mother and my sister’s talent. Because of their appreciation, someone had the idea to welcome the soldiers into our good parlor on Sunday afternoons, to make a penny or two by opening a sort of domestic café. Mamma Luisa served homemade brandy, blending the alcohol she’d buy at the black market with cherry-flavored Strega, and Mammina would play while the soldiers hummed and sang songs by Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald. My job was to carry the bottles to be watered down back and forth and to learn how to dance the boogie-woogie.

One of those soldiers saw the scar on my chin and took me with Mammina to the troops’ camp doctor, who, as if by magic, made it disappear. Not content to have helped me in this way, he sent us back home with a jeep filled with food supplies. There were even some stortarielli, short pasta made with white flour. We thought we had to be dreaming to see this much food.

At the time, Mammina tried to teach me to play the piano, which I loved, but every time I made a mistake she’d get angry and slap my head so hard I’d get a headache. I had to give it up, because of those headaches. I consoled myself by going to the movies at the Sacchini theater, which had reopened at the end of the war. That’s when American movies invaded the theaters. I saw Blood and Sand over and over again, falling hopelessly in love with Tyrone Power and Rita Hayworth’s ginger hair. Then came Duel in the Sun, which enthralled me in almost the same way. Lonely as I was, I would get lost in the dreamy gazes of Jennifer Jones and Gregory Peck, and I would dream of becoming just like them. It wasn’t the fact that they lived the lives of stars that fascinated me, but their ability to express what they felt inside.

School had reopened, too, and I liked studying, even though as time went by my interest waned. The last year my report card was filled with low marks. To do my homework I’d wait for Zia Dora, the brains of the family, to come home from work. But she was so tired she’d often fall asleep between a Latin translation and a verb exercise. “Zia, scetate!” (wake up!), I’d whisper, feeling rather guilty.

My chemistry teacher loved me, as did my French teacher. I’ve always been good at languages, something that helped me a lot with my career. But at the time I had no idea what I might become; for all I knew I was going to be teacher, which is what my father wanted for me. Or at least this is what I seem to remember.

Many years later, upon returning to our home in Pozzuoli, I was amazed to find a notebook from when I was a little girl. Inside it, I read the words: “Sofia Scicolone is going to be an actress one day.” I must already have had some idea about what my future would be. And yet, when Maria and I would organize little shows in the kitchen, and Mamma Luisa, who had started out as a seamstress, helped us to sew our paper costumes, it was my sister who performed in front of everyone, members of the family, and neighbors. I would stand in the corner to watch, and even that made me feel shy and embarrassed.

But things were starting to change. I was growing up, the ugly duckling was turning into a swan. Above all, the desire, the almost physical need to express my emotions, to translate into gestures and words the feelings I had built up inside and that I still could not interpret was growing inside me. I wanted to dive into a wider sea. Little did it matter that I couldn’t swim.



II

THE FAIRY-TALE FACTORY

[image: Images]


PRINCESSES IN CARRIAGES

My transformation from ugly duckling to swan is clearly portrayed on a cover of Sogno, an Italian photo-romance magazine that I pull out of my treasure chest of memories. Now yellowed, the cover shows my face in a close-up that peers out at me, across another time and age to reawaken my memories. The year is 1951, and on it is a name that stretches way back into the past and has almost been forgotten: Sofia Lazzaro.

The war had ended, Italy had gone back to living, people to dreaming their dreams. It’s hard even for me to recognize the Toothpick I had been until just before then behind the languid gaze of a heroine of fotoromanzi (photo-romances). In only a few years, my figure, face, and name had all changed. Even my city had changed.

My adolescence was a full-fledged revolution, as unpredictable as revolutions always are. Time can speed up suddenly, old fears can make way for new challenges, and everything can take on a different appearance, while we head down unknown and unimagined roads.

I had blossomed very late compared with my girlfriends, and by the time I finally did, I wasn’t expecting it anymore. As I was about to turn fifteen, I suddenly found myself living inside a curvy, glowing body, filled with life and promise. Whenever I walked down the streets of Pozzuoli, the boys would turn around and whistle after me.

The first person to notice my maturity was my physical education teacher. He was a handsome, well-built young man, accustomed to thinking of the world as a basic floor exercise. One spring day he showed up at our doorstep, with a grave expression on his face, hat in hand, to ask my mother for my hand in marriage.

“Donna Romilda, I have true feelings for your daughter. I have a house, and I even have a steady job. If you were to agree, we could marry in September.”

“Dear Teacher, I’m truly sorry but it’s out of the question. Sofia is too young to marry.”

My mother dispatched him kindly, but without a moment’s hesitation. She felt sorry for that mild-mannered young man, but she had other plans for me. I watched the scene from a distance, as if it had nothing to do with me, but I felt very relieved. I was still trying to figure out who I was, let alone think of getting married.

Another boy had drawn my attention for a short time. His name was Manlio and he lived in La Pietra, a few train stops from Pozzuoli. We’d seen each other on the street, had felt attracted to each other, and one afternoon I found the courage to move beyond the borders of my small world and go look for him. All I can remember now are his red eyes and an enthusiasm I wasn’t prepared for. Maybe he’d had something to drink, or maybe it was just the ardor of youth, but he scared me. I wasn’t ready, and I ran off without looking back.

While I may have looked like a woman on the outside, inside I was still a bashful, introverted girl. I knew I had to throw myself into what I wanted to do, but I didn’t know how or where. And maybe not even why.

It was a beauty pageant in Naples that finally offered me a springboard. I would never have gotten that far if Mammina hadn’t taken me there, in spite of my shyness and our poverty. She was like a fairy godmother who, against all odds, gets Cinderella to the ball. No doubt about it, those years of my life have the feel of a fairy tale that comes true.

One day in the fall of 1949, a neighbor came to see us, holding a newspaper clipping that said that the Corriere di Napoli, the city’s afternoon newspaper, was organizing a beauty pageant to elect the Queen of the Sea and her Twelve Princesses. The winners were to ride through the city streets in a carriage, transforming, as if by magic, the ruins left by the war into an enchanted kingdom.

Romilda’s eyes sparkled and she shot me a knowing look. The moment she had been waiting for for a long time, our moment, had come at last. We still barely had enough money to eat, so no way was mother going to let this opportunity slip away. Her own chance had been denied her by her parents, and she’d never forgotten it. She would have done anything to get even somehow. I answered her submissively, which I usually did: “If you really insist . . .” I wasn’t quite old enough to enter the pageant, but she twisted my hair up to make me look more mature, and threw herself wholeheartedly into the job of preparing me for the big event.

Not even Mamma Luisa dared disapprove this time, and, although reluctantly, she contributed in her own way. A proper ball requires a dress and slippers, so Luisa took down the pink taffeta curtains from the windows and in no time at all turned them into an evening dress, perhaps not exactly elegant, but at least dignified. As for slippers, I only had one pair of shoes, and they were dark and worn: all that could be done was to paint them white to make them look brand-new again. “Holy Mary, I beseech you, don’t let it rain,” my fairy godmothers whispered in quivering voices.

So Mammina and I took the train, in a third-class carriage, headed for Naples. It was cold, and I’d put on my everyday coat—the only one I had—over my dress. Everybody kept staring at me, I looked like I was dressed up for the Mardi Gras. All it would take was a gust of wind, a drop of rain, a minute’s delay, to turn my carriage into a pumpkin and shatter the dream.

The pageant was to start at Cinerama, the movie theater on Via Chiaia, and end at the Circolo della Stampa, inside the municipal authority building, a beautiful villa that is now abandoned. At the time, however, it was the pride of Naples, and the city was making every effort to rebuild everything the war had destroyed. I followed my fate like a lamb to the slaughter, but as soon as I’d gone in I realized I’d been noticed. Maybe the judges were struck by my diffidence, so different from the attitude of the other girls, more than a hundred of them. They might prove luckier than I was, but they were acting like a gaggle of geese, flocking together. I took a deep breath and jumped into the audition: As I paraded in front of the members of the jury, against the glistening backdrop of the Gulf of Naples, my inherent shyness made way for an animated cheerfulness and confidence.

This always happens to me, even today: before going out on stage I’m overrun by my fears, but as soon as the spotlights come on I let myself go, and I manage, who knows how, to show my best side.

After what seemed like forever, the jury announced the names of the winners. I still remember how thrilled I was to hear my name among those of the newly elected princesses. It was really only half a victory, not having been chosen as queen, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t completely fulfill the canons of classical beauty, which undoubtedly had complicated matters. And yet the fact that I was different would be one of the secrets of my success. For now, I needed to believe in myself.

I was overwhelmed but also energized by the applause, photos, interviews, and a lovely bouquet. My debut in the world had been a success. The pageant winners paraded down the city streets accompanied by a band, while the people showered us with flowers. The queen sat by herself at the front of a golden carriage, we princesses in the back. Via Caraccioli, Via Partenope, Piazza Municipio, Via Agostino Depretis, Corso Umberto, and from Piazza Nicola Amore, up Via Duomo, Piazza Cavour, then down Via Roma (now Via Toledo) and again toward the sea.

When I think back on the scene, it was almost like being in a Vittorio De Sica movie! I was in seventh heaven. Who cared that it was raining—the rain made everything seem more romantic, more unreal. And my shoes stayed white. The record books say that Tina Pica, the noted actress, Sergio Bruni, the popular singer and “Voice of Naples,” and even Claudio Villa, the great singer and star of musicals, were there to celebrate the most beautiful girls of Naples.

At the time, of course, I didn’t realize just how much that day would change the course of my life. Like any young girl, I focused on the prizes, which seemed too beautiful to be true: several rolls of wallpaper with a large green-leaf pattern, which made Mamma Luisa happy, a tablecloth with twelve matching napkins, and no less than 23,000 lire, about 36 US dollars at the time, a sum I had never in my entire life seen all in one place. But, most importantly, the prize included a train ticket to Rome, which, at the time, didn’t particularly impress me but made Mammina tremble with excitement. We were holding our passport to Cinecittà, the center of Italian filmmaking, Hollywood on the Tiber.

But first Mammina did sign me up to attend an acting school in Naples, which she paid for with the money she earned from the piano lessons she had started giving again. To be honest, it wasn’t so much a school as an example of what they call arrangiarsi—the art of making do—by a genuine Neapolitan. That actors’ studio in the shade of Mount Vesuvius is where I took my first steps. The school taught a method of acting based on the years of experience of a single master, Pino Serpe, who bragged about carving actors and actresses from stone. How? By teaching us to make faces. All our facial muscles were trained to express the vast range of human emotions: horror, joy, desperation, sadness, surprise, arrogance, hope. Our eyebrows were absolute protagonists. It might sound silly, but this simple game of imitation forced me to come out and show others what I was capable of doing. And it would be of great help when it came time for me to enter the world of photo-romance magazines, which was just around the corner.

A few years later, when I had arrived in Hollywood, I received a letter that read: “My name is D’Amore, we used to take lessons from Serpe, t’arricuorde?” (do you remember?). I was touched that my acting school friend remembered me. I pictured him clearly: he came from the countryside, and unlike many of us at the time, he seemed to have a chance in the world—his family had food. He’d pay our teacher with bread, salami, and eggs.

Maestro Serpe arranged a few auditions for me. He got me a bit part in Giorgio Bianchi’s Hearts at Sea, and in Mario Bonnard’s The Vow. Most importantly, he informed me that in Rome MGM was looking for extras for an epic film to be set in ancient Rome. Once again, when Mammina heard that about MGM, she knew exactly what she wanted and, against my grandparents’ will, she decided we were going to relocate. Maria, who was still a little girl and whose health was poor, stayed with my grandparents in Pozzuli, while Mammina and I, filled with eagerness and fear, headed off toward our dream.

QUO VADIS

Rome welcomed us with open arms, or so it seemed. I can’t say the same for my father, whom Romilda called as soon as we came out of the station. She was so naive that she didn’t even know how to use a token-operated public phone, and had to go into a café and ask to use their phone to make her call. Evasive as always, Riccardo reluctantly agreed to meet us at his mother’s, but he was clearly disturbed by our unexpected arrival.

Nonna Sofia offered me a glass of milk and then, without even asking us how we were or patting me on the head, left us to wait for him in the living room. When Papà came in, he glanced at me absentmindedly, his eyes filled with resentment. He didn’t seem at all surprised to see how I had grown and used every last ounce of energy to discourage us from going ahead with our plans. If it had been for him, we would have headed right back to Pozzuoli, leaving him with his new family. Because in the meantime he’d married another woman, and they had had two children, Giuliano and Giuseppe.

I’ll always remember the day he’d come to Pozzuoli, several years before, to inform my mother of his imminent marriage. Until that moment I hadn’t really understood the great suffering between them, because all he ever did was spurn us. When little Maria walked into the room, he asked scornfully: “And who’s this?” even though he knew perfectly well who she was.

In Nonna Sofia’s sitting room, Mammina had no intention of being demoralized by the coldness of her first and only true love. Not for a moment did she even consider backing down. When we left my grandmother’s house, she turned to some distant cousins of ours to ask them if they would put us up. They, too, tried to send us back home, but they eventually had to give in, and lend us a sofa to sleep on. They certainly didn’t make us feel comfortable, but nothing could stop us from pursuing our destiny.

The morning of our second day in Rome we set off on foot for the “fairy-tale factory” on Via Tuscolana, dressed in black so that we’d look more elegant.
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