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Introduction





Imagine being three thousand years old. Suppose by some mysterious process you had managed to avoid the limitations of mortality, and year after year you keep going, adding more and more experiences to your life story until you have no choice but to repeat them because you have exhausted all possibilities.


You are the very essence of what it means to be human. You have had more than your share of victories and defeats, triumphs and tragedies, moments of glory and those of abjection, times when you wish you had never been born and times when you want to go on forever. You have loved and lost, have abandoned and been left behind, been rich and poor, skinny and fat, lived high on the hog and been forced to scramble for a few morsels of stale bread. You have seen it all, done it all, regretted it all, and then gone back and done it all again.


You are la citt eterna, Rome, the Eternal City.


To live in Rome is to have the capacity to endure everything life has to offermoments of timeless beauty followed by torrents of ugliness, the bella and the brutta mixed together in a bowl of hot minestrone that has left nothing out, that encourages you to live life from a completely different perspective. There is no more mature place on earth, and that maturity has something to teach you. Other cities may be older, but Rome still lives its past. Walk anywhere in the city or the areas surrounding it, and within minutes you are confronted with the remains of something that could be up to twenty-five hundred years old, that functioned and was vital to the daily life of the romani.


Rome is so old that its days of glory, when the empire stretched all across the Mediterranean and far into Europe, Asia, and Africa, ended well before the development of the Italian language. But by that time, history had already cast Rome in a leading role. Even if the stage on which it had starred had long since been taken down, its Latin culture was carried to the four corners of the earth by the establishment and dogged vitality of the Roman Catholic Church, whose theology came to dominate the everyday landscape of the world like no other institution. It was almost as if the Romans, in their infinite cleverness, came to see that they no longer needed to bear the costs of a far-flung empire but would invest their energy in a religion that would have more lasting effects. Rome would remain the capo, the boss, while its minions in nearly every other country would carry out the mission. Its position in the world secure (as it still is), the presence of the Church freed the romani to focus on and perfect the fine art of living well, leaving others to handle the historical heavy lifting while it devoted itself to the pursuit of pleasure.


The result is a strange anomaly, a sprawling metropolis that feels like a small town, simply because it no longer has any illusions of greatness. Been there, done that could be the motto of SPQR, Senatus Populusque Romanus, the name of the city government. Romans feel no need to prove themselves, to demonstrate to the world that they still have the ability to command respect, enact their wills, determine the course of history. Nobody cares about that any longer. The citys place in history is indelible, and now its inhabitants want to enjoy Romes advanced age in a manner that befits someone who is three thousand years old. Its as if, had you lived to reach this age and had you realized every one of the dreams of your youth, you had no more worlds to conquer; that your drive, your ambition, your desire to impress had long since been satisfied, and now you were unabashedly devoted to the enjoyment of lifes everyday pleasureseating well, looking good, devoting time to your family, and accepting the inevitable ups and downs that human existence has no choice but to offer.


This is Rome and the Romans who live in it, a city and a people of contrasts and effusion, a place that has lived so many different lives, in so many different epochs, that all it wants to do is exist in eternity according to the wisdom of what it has learned. The lessons are obvious. Life is to be lived passionately, excessively, publiclyin bars, restaurants, streets, and piazzasapplying charm and style mixed with a healthy respect for tradition. Romans have big appetites, for theatrical experience as well as exquisite food.


Ever since I came here for the first time two decades ago, Rome has been a source of endless fascination to me. It does this to people. I am by no means the first to fall under its seductive spell. It offers itself to the appassionato, one who is impassioned, as would a lover who invites his or her suitor to find out every way in which the beloved can be admired, reviled, explored, cursed, caressed, rejected, made love to, and abandoned. I have heard it said on numerous occasions that it is difficult to leave Rome, that once it penetrates your consciousness, all other cities, all other places, every other mode of living is just so lacking, leaving one with the feeling that, for better or worse, to live in Rome and to be a romano is to live at the apex of what is most profound about life; that what it offers in the way of beauty, of sensuality, of creativity, no other city can match. Even if New York is more avant-garde, Paris more elegant, San Francisco fresher and more naturally dramatic, Rome still holds first place when it comes to utter devotion to pleasure, and to the sheer ability to survive. Its stories are older, more truthful, more instructive and complex. Its spirit is still intact, and it provides a new wrinkle on the ancient quest for everlasting youth. As the Eternal City, Romes eternity lies in its wisdom. To live here now is to partake of the infinite, but to be in the present. You learn to separate yourself from questions of status, glory, ambition, and striving and live as the Romans doin the moment, with style, flair, and panache. The city has been host to myriad lives since the days many, many years ago when a nomadic tribe settled on the Palatine Hill, facing the Tiber, and became the city of Rome. Not one of these souls has managed to cheat nature. All have returned to the place from which they sprung. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. In the meantime, since the same fate awaits everyone, why not enjoy the here and now while there is still the opportunity?





If you walk down the Via Veneto from the top end of the boulevard, which borders the Villa Borghese, you will encounter some of the most expensive shops, restaurants, and hotels in the cityin fact, in all the world. The Via Veneto was the throbbing hub of the fabled dolce vita of the fifties and sixties, when movie stars, playboys, jet-setters, and their entourages came to partake of a party they hoped would never end, as indicated by the plaque that pays tribute to Federico Fellini for his role in immortalizing the street in the film La Dolce Vita. The Via Veneto, although long past its glory days, still retains the patina of a golden age. Friends of ours wandered unknowingly into one of its many tony sidewalk cafs one glorious spring day, sat down and ordered two cappuccini, four orange juices, and four small pastries. They walked away sixty dollars lighter than when they had entered. The same breakfast would have cost them ten dollars standing upas the locals doat any nearby coffee bar, and been just as delicious.


As you make the sharp turn past the U.S. embassy and continue down to the bottom of the inclined street, where the Via Veneto empties into the Piazza Barberini, you see evidence of the seventeenth-century Baroque artist Gianlorenzo Bernini, whose decidedly Mediterranean visage adorns the fifty-thousand-lire note. His artistic hand is as evident as anyones in and around the city, and his version of Triton stands in a fountain in the middle of the square, where cars now gingerly ride around it. The piazza is so central to the city that if you continue down the Via del Tritone, you reach the Trevi Fountain. Go right on the Via Sistina, and you arrive at Piazza di Spagna. The Via Quattro Fontane takes you uphill to the gorgeous Renaissance Italian presidential palacethe Quirinale.


But tucked there on the left side of the Via Veneto is a small church, Santa Maria della Concezione, attached to which is a crypt of Capuchin monks (who, unbeknownst to themselves, lent their name to the famous coffee drink, which resembles the brown hood worn by the members of the order). The burial ground consists of a few small chapels, the pilasters, arches, and vaults profusely decorated with the bones of four thousand exhumed monks that were brought to the church in 1631. The designs are ubiquitous, creative, and macabre, once again pointing up the contradictory nature of Rome, and the Romans. Nothing is only what it is; it is that, and more.


While outside on the street millions of lire are being spent each day in the shops, hotels, and restaurants, in a quite successful attempt to convince oneself of ones immortality, inside the crypt, in one of the chapels, among the vertebrae, skulls, tibias, and patellae, a sign dangles from one of the long-deceased monks that most succinctly sums up everything one needs to know about the cityor about life, for that matter. It says, Quello che voi siete noi eravamo; quello che noi siamo voi sarete. That which you are, we were; that which we are, you will be.


Benvenuti a Roma, where everyone, even those who have long since passed away, has something to say.
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Just Another Day in the Piazza: The Show Must Go On





Not everybody who comes to Rome, either to visit or to stay, as we have, likes it. In fact, if you polled visitors arriving from other countries, asking them where their favorite places are in Italy or where they would want to live if they were ever to embark on just such an enterprise, few would list Rome as their first choice. Most of them would focus variously on some spot in Tuscany, either the citiesFlorence, Siena, Lucca, Pisa, Cortonaor the delightful countryside that surrounds these beautiful places and gives new meaning to the words bucolic and tranquil. In fact, there are so 
 of British extraction living in the Florence-Siena vicinity that it has been dubbed Chiantishire, in honor of the English way of identifying place.


Rome is considered too Italian for the tastes of many of the English and North Americans who come to Italy to vacation, recreate, sightsee, or indulge. Rome is too other, too much like venues the average English-speaking traveler would never think to experienceCairo, Beirut, Jerusalem, or other places in the Middle East, or Sicily, Greece, or Turkey, lands that barely qualify for being called Europe.


What gives Rome this character, what makes Rome, Rome, is a sense of drama, of the theatrical, the exaggerated; a quality that pervades everyday life and distinguishes the city from most places one would find in the United States, Canada, England, and the other countries in the English-speaking world, as well as northern Europe. People live in these places precisely for the reason that nothing much happens, that nothing much should happen, at least not in a way that creates public spectacle. Rome is not like that. Every ounce of its soul is devoted to the art of being seen, to the show, to a way of being that opts for dramatization at the expense of understatement, histrionics that push aside silence. The ethos of Rome partakes of another culturethe Levantine, the Latinrather than the European. The first thing I noticed on the way to my hotel after landing at Cairo, another Mediterranean capital, other than the fact that I was thinking that I probably wouldnt make it there alive, is that every driver, for no apparent reason, is leaning on his horn, creating a maddening cacophony that has only one purposeto create a disturbance, to liven up the moment, to add a stupefying sense of dislocation in order to cancel out the reality that nothing much is really happening.


Although drivers do not use their horns much in Rome (in fact, it is considered bad form, a brutta figura; if you do hear a toot-toot, chances are someone is trying to acknowledge his friend on the street), the same principle of commotion applies. The other day, in the Piazza Santa Maria Liberatrice, in Testaccio, not far from Piazza Testaccio, one of Romes most characteristic open-air markets, popular among the locals and near to where we live, an incident erupted that illustrates perfectly the sense of making the ordinary encounters of everyday existence a matter of life and death.


The piazza was crowded with people of all ages. The elderly were occupying the many benches, while children made use of the swings, slides, and climbing frames of the play areas as their parents watched and chatted with one another. Several young boys, including Julian and Elliott, our nine-and six-year-old sons, were playing soccer with a soft, light ball not far from a bench where four elderly women were sitting. The ball strayed often in the direction of the anziane, and, in fact, on more than one occasion glanced off their bench, bringing less than loving looks and sporadic admonitions. Finally, exasperated at her inability to carry on conversationas she has done in the same spot for probably the last forty yearswithout the nuisance of having to dodge a harmless but definitely annoying ball, one of the anziane grabbed it and would not let go, placing the palla in a plastic bag she was holding.


The six boys crowded around the bench, engulfing the four steadfast matrons. Loud words and a million hand gestures began to flyto no avail, as it turned out, because the woman would not budge. This brought into the fray the motherobviously peeved that the conversation in which she was excitedly engaged on her telefonino, her portable cell phone, had been interruptedof one of the offending ragazzi.


She was dressed alla romana, that is, as if she were on her way to an audition for a movie, TV show, play, commercial, or whatever anyone would have for her. She was wearing heavy makeup, accentuating her deep blue eyesa rarity for Romanswith dark liner that extended past the sockets, creating a kind of catlike effect. Her long, full head of curly jet-black hair was flying in the breeze, as were her bronzed hands and arms. She wore a glowing orange sweater that crisscrossed in the front and revealed, here and there, glimpses of her bright white bra, made more obvious by her outsized body gestureswhich forced her to become distracted now and then from her primary mission by having to pull together the folds of her sweater so as to avoid revealing everythingand by the dark skin of her killer tan.


Below the sweater was a pair of tight blue jeans and high-heeled boots that exposed a trim, curvaceous figure, a shape that would be the envy of most middle-aged women in the world. She had put herself together like this solely to accompany her seven-year-old son to the local park to kick around a soccer ball. But who knows, maybe she had heard the fabled story of the discovery of Lana Turner wearing an angora sweater in Schwabs Drugstore on Hollywood Boulevard and harbors deep in her shapely form the notion that it is still not too late for her.


Her sudden, electrifying presence, while adding more than a touch of raw sensuality to the heated scene, does nothing to ameliorate the situation. In fact, her insistence that the elderly woman give back the ball, La palla  mia, la palla  mia, la palla, Signora,  MIA!, only inflames it. The anziana was apparently waiting for just this opportunity to unload on the mamma of one of the ragazzi whom she considers cattivo, naughty, misbehaving, and even the attempt on the part of the would-be Sophia Loren, flashing white-white every which way, to wrest the ball from the old woman is of no avail. The anziane have decided to teach the ragazzi a lesson, and not giving up the ball is their strategy.


By this time, half the park has become the audience. Men, women, and children have gathered from the far-flung corners of the piazza and are watching with obvious amusement as the sexy mother goes toe-to-toe with the four ladies in their golden years trying to sit contentedly on the bench, their natural-colored stockings rolled down to their knees. La bella signora goes off to make another call on her telefoninopresumably for helpas the boys begin to mildly insult the old woman and then erupt into a loud chorus of Palla, palla, palla, PALLA before Sophia reappears. She wades through the crowd, leans over, andsuddenly becoming aware that her dream has come true, that all eyes are on her now, that she is the show, and that maybe, MAGARI, someone will step forward and offer her a contract to be one of the showgirls who adorn three-quarters of Italian television programs, knockouts wearing low-cut evening dresses or skimpy bikinis, providing visual stimulation for all the boring talk-TV and sports shows that are piped day after day into the living rooms and bedrooms of Italian householdsbegins smiling and purring into the ear of the anziana.


Alas, there is no one in sight with pen and contract in hand, no one present but the audience, still content to watch from the sidelines as she gallantly does battle for her boy. Suddenly, unexpectedly, as if ejected by the blast of a cannon, the ball arches toward the heavens, landing thirty feet from the clump and rolling toward the other end of the park. The boys continue to taunt the four ladies as they get up to move to another bench, and all of us in the cheap seats, who have been entertained free of charge, let out a collective round of applause and genially begin to discuss with each other the parts of the performance that were most breathtaking.


The bella donna is the clear winner. We all agree that were it not for her, the spectacle would have been dull, dull, dull; that it was her spirited performance that made the whole thing worthwhile. A few minutes later, the infamous ball rolls toward a man, a member of the former audience. He picks it up and makes a brief imitation of the anziana, clutching it tightly against his side, before smilingly rolling it back to the ragazzi, who triumphantly continue their play.


Once more, the Roman instinct for the spectacle, the dramatic gesture, the act that sums up all the frustrationand all the hopewins out. Although the overall atmosphere was tense, charged, full of emotion, self-righteousness, and a sense of both sides having been wronged, there was never any ambient fear that the encounter would get out of hand. Underneath it all everyone knewparticipants and spectators alikethat it was all for show; that not only would no one emerge harmed, but no blows would be struck, no threats made, no lasting damage done. It would be what it wasa frank exchange of position, alla romana.
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To Stay or Not to Stay: Summer in the City





Voi siete pazzi? Are you crazy? We thought we had put together a pretty good plan, but our Roman friends were telling us otherwise.  impossibile. To them, the way we had decided to coordinate our summer schedule with the big move into our own apartment in the center of Rome after living in a furnished villa outside the city for two years was too precise, too finely drawn, in the end troppo americano, too American.


When you live in Rome, you have to figure out every year what to do with your summer. Summer in Italy is not just an opportunity to take a vacation that might last two weeks; it is a state of mind, a complete break with the rest of the year, so much so that September 1 has a name attached to itrientro as if everyone who has any notion of living here knows that on or about that date all return to the city after being away during the month of August, the month that represents the entire summer, which sometimes begins as early as mid-June or, more than likely, sometime in July.


We know, because during our first summer after moving to Italy, in 1996, after a brief trip to the island of Ischia, off Naples, we were treated to the impossibly long, hot days, as we sent the kids to day camp and had absolutely no contact with anyone we had met during the year. It was as if summer were merely an excuse not to have to call, see, run into, or get together with anyone who is on ones regular circuit from September to June, as the bleached white light of the day drove everyone a casa or off to their traditional summer spots at the beach or in the mountains. Since here we have no relatives, distant or otherwise, with family property, there was no villetta tucked away on a cool hillside in Umbria or Tuscany; no appartamento at one of the many beaches along the Tyrrhenian or Adriatic coasts. We were pretty much limited to staying put with the kids, vowing that the following year would be different.


Yet there is another side of the summer question that has a completely different logic, a pretty seductive one at that. Rome is so crazy, so hectic, so often impossible to manage during the year that there is a strange temptation to hang around in the summer. Since most of the residents are gone, the city is easy to navigate, even to drive through, and at night, when the sun goes down and the heat of midday is a memory that will only be resurrected at dawn the following day, the city comes alive with street parties, outdoor concerts, and organized events that go on long into the night. People dont start to eat dinner until at least nine or ten oclock, and the festivities continue into the wee hours of the morning. Traffic jams on the streets in the summer are not uncommon at 1:00 A.M., especially on the weekends, where there are outdoor discoteche and it seems that every park has set up a theater or stage for music or some other kind of performance. Sitting out under the stars in perfect temperatures at 11:30 P.M., listening to our friend Ettore Fioravantis jazz band while sipping a beer after having just eaten a pizza, with the ruins of the Palatino in the distance, has its appeal, so its not a foregone conclusion that spending the entire summer in the city is a terrible burden.


Then, the following spring, we were suddenly faced with a decision we had put on hold when we first devised our move-to-Italy plans. Our next-door neighbors in California had sent us an e-mail asking if we were interested in selling our house, a property they had always admired and perhaps now were in a position to acquire. Their missive prompted a major household discussion, and thank goodness we all felt the same way. We decided that our Italian venture was just heating up and that, after two years, it was unlikely that we would want to go back to the United States any time in the foreseeable future. Being absentee landlords was not easy, and so we decided to go back to Californiain the summerto sell our house in Marin County. Since my third book, Anything Is Possible, was also about to hit the shelves, the moment was opportune to leave Italy and spend time in the States.


But deciding to sell the house also induced us to think seriously about where we wanted to live in Italy. The longer we stayed in quaint but provincial Grottaferrata, the more we realized we wanted to live in the center of Rome, in our own place that we could furnish and make into a home. Every week we explored a different neighborhood, checked out the feel of the placethe schools, the bars, the trees (or lack of them)and eventually we found that the Aventino best suited our desires. We gave ourselves enough time to find a place, contacted a couple of real estate agents, and basically gave them our wish list. One day, unexpectedly, we received a phone call from the noted agent Judy Allen, with whom we hadnt spoken for perhaps six months and whose properties we had never once seen. I have just the right place for you. It will be available this summer, you can walk to the local Italian school, and its in a great building. As soon as I saw the characteristic palazzothe big shuttered windows facing the tall pines and spruces all around it; the large, elegant wooden doorI knew it was our place even before seeing the inside of it.


And it was. Lovely views, hardwood floors, lofty ceilings, unrestricted spacious rooms that opened up to one another, a rare eat-in kitchen, and a beautiful room in which I could write. The place was perfect, and we told the owners right away that we would like it to be ours. After more than two months of negotiating and revising the contracts over and over, with the owners never signing them, we were beginning to wonder whether they were serious about letting us move in. But the padrona finally, reluctantly, at the eleventh hour, signed the papers, as if she were renting us her firstborn son. Im sure they were afraid we would never move out. The departing family, whose mother would become our landlady, would be gone as soon as school ended in June, leaving more than enough time to paint and repair the place so that we could move in when we came back from the States in early August, with our own house sold (we hoped).


In the meantime, we had some decorating to do. We had no furniture, since we had already sold most of it in California and really didnt want to ship what remained. My wife, Diane, whose family had been in the business of importing art and antiques from all over the world, knows how to choose and design beautiful interiors, and she swung into action. We had been living for two years in an intimidating villa in the Roman outskirts. Although we had immediately been struck by the immense, luscious garden outside, inside it was dark, with clawed-feet antiques, cold marble everywhere, extravagant Venetian glass fixtures, and life-size nineteenth-century portraits of the unsmiling original owners. Wed felt as if we were trespassing in someone elses home, living in a different century and culture. Wed had to practically beg our previous landlords to take down the huge, three-dimensional Jesus dripping with blood, mounted above the master bed. It was only after we told them that we were ebrei, JewsIm sure the first this elderly couple had ever knowingly metthat they reluctantly allowed us to remove any of the religious paintings. All others were to stay.


We were now ready to create a lighter, warmer, more modern ambience. After ten years of marriage, it would be a gift to again start from scratch, to bring in a few precious objects from our past, and create each room, choose each piece, really design our spacious home in Rome. We selected a bedroom ensemble for the kids, couches and end tables for the living room, everything for our bedroom, a dining-room set of table and chairs, bookshelves, tutto. All this was to be delivered the day after we arrived back in ItalyAugust 6because the following day we were due to leave for Sicily, where we would be staying with friends for ten days, and if we could not receive the merchandise on the appointed day, we would have to wait till at least rientro, since no one would even consider delivering anything later in August. The merchants assured us that the items would be delivered on the sixth, and our landlords assured us that the work on the apartment would easily be finished before then, by the third week in July at the latest.


Yeah, right, said the romani. You think that four different Roman vendors are going to deliver your furniture like they said, all on the same day? Keep dreaming.


But dream we did. We packed up what we had in Italy, put the boxes in our friend Alannas garage, said a bittersweet goodbye to our fig trees, vegetable and flower garden, and balcony in Grottaferrata, and before long we were back in the U.S.A., doing what most people do in the Stateshustling. Interviews, radio shows, book signings, in between heavy negotiations with our next-door neighbors, who convinced us of their seriousness and persuaded us not to put the house on the market. We agreed on a price, got the paperwork moving, and worked like packhorses to wind down fifteen years of California living in my case, and thirty years in Dianes. What do we do with the ash rocker in which Diane had nursed both Julian and Elliott? Sell it, I said. I cant do that, replied my wife. She eventually acquiesces. Score one for me. Or the delicately hand-painted red antique chest that didnt look to me like it would survive a transatlantic trip. Sell it, I said. Not a chance, said she. Score one for Diane. Or the record albums I had been collecting since 1965, and which had survived a serious paring down after my first marriage ended in divorce when I was in my early twenties. Get rid of them, said Diane. No way, was my swift reply. They are mostly gone, gobbled up by eager garage sale experts who bought them in lotsfive, ten, twenty at a timeand complimented me endlessly on my eclectic taste in music. I still have six albums, waiting to be taped before they can be given away. Mission accomplished. Our life in California now consists of a single box of books.


A week before we were to leave the Bay Area, as the house sale moved inexorably forward, our nerves were frayed and our fragile psyches were at the breaking point as we entered the final countdown on two intense years of ending our California life and starting our Roman one. The transition had proved much, much more difficult than we had ever imaginedlost luggage, car accidents, dealing with insurance companies and auto repair shops, to say nothing of the woman we hired to run our business in California, who turned out to be a thief and con artist. But all this did not deter us. We were hooked on the beauty, the thrill, the incomparable joy of starting over in a new land with a new language, as if we were just-hatched chicks who had no idea who we were or what the hell was going on. But our spirits were revived, and we were willing to endure whatever it took to make our dreams come alive. The emotion of selling the house where, in the backyard, we had planted the tree to remember Ethan, our first child who had died stillborn, the house we had moved into with our two-month-old Julian, where Elliott had come along three years later, where we had built fires to ward off the wet and cold of the damp northern California winters, where we had established ourselves as writers, relationship counselors and matchmakers, and where everything had blown up in our faces as soon as we left the shores of the New World and set sail for the Old, needed to be overcome, as we sorted through documents and personal papers, all the while thinking of the beautiful apartment in the historic Aventino, one of the original seven hills of the city, that awaited us.


With a week to go, we called Judy in Romejust to make sure everything was going according to plan. We should have known, we kept saying after the call, we should have known. The apartment was not readyand would not be ready. Mannaggia, damn. All the assurances of our landlords, who were long gone and now living near Siena, had amounted to nothing. Our Roman friends had been right, but for the wrong reasons. Our plan had been too precise, too calibrated, too American.


No one would even estimate when the apartment would be ready. All they would say was that the workmen were working on it.


They should have said that the work man was working on it, because, this being August, there was no one around to help him. A cute, rather raggedy-looking old romano with thick glasses was all that separated us from a summer of grief, as he was da solo, left alone to paint a large apartment with fourteen-foot ceilings. Madonna. When I protested, when I started to complain, he raised his hand alla romana and basically told me it was of no use, that the crew that had been assigned to our place had at the last minute been plucked away to paint the palazzo of some American muckety-muck who was on his way to Rome and who obviously took priority. He led me to believe that the best thing I could do was not interrupt him any further, since he was all that stood between me and chaos.


The place was a wreckdusty, dirty, dismounted doors and shutters everywhere. There wasnt a single clean spot where we could set down the eight duffel bags of stuff we had brought back from California, to say nothing of the fact that a household of valuable, brand-new furniture was about to arrive the next day. We stuffed the luggage in the closets and made room for the furniture, covering it with plastic when it arrived. It was all delivered on time, exactly as promised, probably a first for Rome, and, perversely, at the very moment when we would have settled for a delay. But the vendors reminded us that a delay meant a delaysometime in September at the earliest, but undoubtedly later than that, since September was already booked with deliveries. They were all eager to make this last delivery and close down for the month. Better to take it now. We needed beds to sleep on, tables to eat on, chairs to sit on.


We threw together some things for Sicily after bringing over our boxes from Grottaferrata in the still-intense heat of 2:00 A.M., as that was when we could make use of a friends van, (she was about to leave for August as well). Now the apartment was filled with our thingseverything we ownedhuddled on tables under huge plastic sheets, as if we had entered a morgue and our precious ones had been left for dead, looking like they were having second thoughts about having chosen us as their owners. Maybe, just maybe, we would be lucky and be able to relax with our friends in Sicily, before heading back to our painted, cleaned, beautiful apartment in the Aventino to assemble our new lives.


Not a chance. The island, a dry desertlike place that more resembles the Middle East than it does Tuscany, was experiencing a once-in-every-ten-years heat wave. It was unbearable. People had warned us that Sicily in August was not a great idea, but nothing had prepared us for this. Staying with friends near Erice, a beautiful hill town in the northwest corner of the island, we endured no air, no functioning indoor toilet, no relief from the crickets that played Beethovens Fifth Symphony at full volume at three oclock in the morning, and no hope. Even the sea was no relief from the white heat and humidity of the ancient land. The day after we arrived, the drivers side window of our car, an 83 Mercedes, fell inside the door, necessitating a part from the manufacturer that the cheerful fellow at the carrozzeria, the auto body shop, told me would arrive sometime in September, and two days later both Diane and Julian came down with terrible influenza. We were out of our minds, incapable of enjoyment, and close to delirium. We were approaching Ferragosto, August 15, the absolute ground zero of the national summer shutdown, but we were also determined to find an air-conditioned room. Anywhere on the island would do, since we couldnt get back to the mainland until the seventeenth.


Diane, being her usual resourceful self, found us a hotel room in the center of Sicily, near Piazza Armerina, a place that has the most intact, most beautiful Roman mosaic floors in existence. You walk on ramps through room after glorious room, viewing floors preserved for centuries under twenty feet of mud, excavated recently and in almost perfect condition. Then, just our luck, the heat wave was broken by a hundred-year storm; wave after wave of torrential rain soaked me as we were stuck in the car, and the window, which had been propped up, fell in again. At least it wasnt cold, and at least we had our remote-controlled air-conditioned room to go back to, where we could keep cool and eventually swim in the pool.


When we returned to the hotel, however, we could tell right away that something had changed. The odor was overwhelming. We went to the desk. The rain backed up the septic system, the clerk told us. It happens all the time. He assured us that there was nothing he could do about it, that the smell would go away in about two weeks, and that if we didnt like it, we were welcome to find another hotel. Call after call produced nothing. It was stink or heat. We closed the bathroom door, which helped, and spent a lot of time at the pool.


Back to the mythical, ancient Erice to spend the last day with our friends before taking the ferry from Palermo to Naples, to be followed by the car ride back to Rome. The weather was bearable, the sky a beautiful blue, and Gloria and Stefano were congratulating us on our move, saying that all we had to do now, after the workmen were through painting and cleaning up, was have our things brought in, set them up, and not look back. But our things are already there, I said.


For the second time in months we heard the same refrain. Siete pazzi? Tell me again, you didnt leave all your new furniture in your apartmentunattendedwith WORKMEN? Mamma mia. Youll be lucky if anything is there when you get back. Rome is not a safe place for possessions. There are thieves, pickpockets, marauding gypsies and car heists, aside from the clever ways in which people infiltrate, and betray, anothers trust. Burglaries are common, especially in August, when people are away and there are plenty of open windows around. Ground-floor apartments rent for much less than their upper-floor counterparts, and a common method of cleaning out someones place at ground level is for thieves to spray a sedative into an open window, wait thirty minutes for the occupants to fall asleep, and then spend the next hour doing their thing. Our new apartment has an armored door with nine dead bolts that would keep any stranger out of reach, unless, of course, he had a key. Workmen are notorious for disappearing without further notice. Gloria and Stefano gave us no better than a fifty-fifty chance.


We raced home in our big, lovable, but less than perfect old Mercedes. With no air conditioning and a window now permanently shut, the heat was once again stifling, and our hearts were pounding all the way as we sped toward our fate. Have our piles of diamonds-in-the-rough been excavated, stolen at the darkest houror will our possessions be safe, ready to be polished, shined, and exposed to the light?


We arrived to both pleasure and pain. What a relief! Everything was there, down to every last hand-carved chair lying upside down and sheathed in plastic, waiting to be resuscitated.


But there as well was Mario, the painter, still days away from being finished. He had taken his break at Ferragosto, and had only just returned. Staying at our place was impossible. We added to the plastic mounds several ceramic lamps, vases, and plates we had bought in a town called Caltagirone, and headed for the Hotel Domus Aventina on Via di Santa Prisca. In a few days, with Mario nearing completion, we pushed aside some things and spent a few nights among paint cans and dust and dirt. Finally, when Mario bid us Arrivederci, the cleaning crew came in. Again we were forced to the Domus Aventina, while fluids were applied and the floors cleaned and waxed.


On Saturday, August 23, 1997, having left our villa in Grottaferrata at the beginning of what seemed like an endless summer, having lived out of suitcases and slept in more than a dozen different beds, we returned from the Aventina to find our apartment transformed from a dirty, toxic, messy work in progress to a shiny, sparkling, pristine palace. Rays of afternoon light slanted down on our golden couches and comfy new armchairs, complete with a pile of handmade quilted pillows. Diane had chosen the blue silk and textured sea green, amber, and rich sienna fabrics, purchased at the Largo Argentina in Rome, after having been inspired by the exquisite mosaic tiles at the Church of Santa Sabina in the Aventino. Graciously, Alanna, a textile artist, had created patchwork pillows of various sizes and shapes and patterns that went perfectly in the new space.


The hand-painted lamps from Sicily were placed on our inlaid wooden side tables that we had picked up at a little antique shop behind Campo de Fiori. As we smoothed out the Caucasus Kuban rug under the wrought-iron and glass coffee table that holds our vivid yellow Peking glass vases, I was reminded of how much each piece has a history, as someone lovingly transforms the flights of his imagination into something real and beautiful.


I recalled how, on our shopping spree, in search of an antique rug, we wanted something unusual, so we were taken by our friend Carl, an expert on antique rugs, to a quaint, overcrowded dealer on Via del Pellegrino, where the smell of incense instantly transported us to ancient Persia, where rug after rug was shaken and tossed, for our senses to absorb. Koukie, with his unforgettable smile, was a good businessman. We liked so many of the rugs. How do we choose just one? Non c problema. He will pile the eight rugs on the back of his motorino and bring them to our palazzo to leave them for us to considerUna settimana, due, come volete. One week, two, whatever you want. What is important is that we decide con calma.


How perfectly the rug warms up our home. All the geometric designssoft yellows, weathered blues and greens, reds and coralseach thread crafted with care, with the knowledge that not timebut rather artistry and workmanshipwas of the essence.


The tappeto turned out to be the last piece of the moving-in puzzle. The hard part was over, and the wait had been worthwhile. We threw open the immense shuttered windows of the apartment and felt the late summer breeze. In the distance we could see the Church of San Saba, perched on the hill, its origins tied to the monks who fled the Holy Land in the face of Islam in the seventh century. As Diane was preparing the table in the dining room for our first cena, I ran down to the corner to pick up a few delicaciesspinaci, patate, melanzane, carciofi, some mozzarella and pomodori, pane, and a bottle of vino. When I returned, the boys were eager to light candles for the momentous occasion, our first meal in our new home. The ordinarily delicious food was especially tasty, and it was comforting to be dining once again with familiar china and silver. Everything looked bellissimo. For us, life as romani had just begun.
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Centro Storico: Meandering Through the Heart of History





Romans build their lives around tradition. In fact, it is one of the things you immediately notice when you live here. Sunday pranzo is always at Zia Elenas house; every summer is spent at the same beach, at the same resort, under the same umbrella at the same spot with the same people; and you picnic outdoors every year on Pasquetta, the day after Easter, with the same friends. In fact, one of the reasons why I decided to come and live here, and why I like it so much, is that it holds on to a kind of year-in, year-out sameness that I associate with my youth, growing up in inner city Philadelphia, where the rhythms of life were predictable and most of ones daily encounters were in the neighborhood. When we moved to the suburbs, in 1962, the bonds of tradition on which our family life was based were pretty much broken, and I, along with most Americans who had made the leap out of the old neighborhood, lost that feeling.


Rome is still the old neighborhood. It has that immediate, postwar community, traditional, rhythmic quality that I fondly remember, and one of the customs that has developed in our family is the Tuesday jaunt into the heart of the city for my son Julians weekly violin lesson.


The geography of Rome is fairly easy to understand, once you give up the American notion of the grid. Instead, think of a series of concentric rings that emanate from the very center of the city and continue indefinitely until you are completely out of Rome and into the countryside. If you stand, say, at Piazza Navona in the center, you are probably twenty to thirty minutes by foot from most of the places youd want to seethe Colosseum, the Pantheon, Piazza di Spagna, St. Peters, the Trevi Fountain, Castel St. Angelo, Villa Borghese, Trasteverebecause they are all within the confines of the first ring. And, of course, even if the monuments did not exist, the many streets leading to and from these places are themselves worth the trip to the city, tightly packed, narrow, winding alleys down which one can meander endlessly, aimlessly, as if one had been transported to another time; tiny passages that enclose residences, shops, and services of every kind, in which real people are living real lives as housewives, teachers, bakers, restaurateurs, taxi drivers, and clothing designers.


We live in the next ring out, an additional fifteen minutes by foot to traverse, but still containing some of the richest historical sites and charming neighborhoods in the citythe Aventino, San Saba, Testaccio, San Giovanni, Prati, San Lorenzo, Monteverdi Vecchio and the Gianicolowithin easy striking distance, by foot or public transportation, of the places one would most like to visit, even repeatedly.


Julians teacher lives in the center ring, and so every Tuesday after school our task is to arrive at the home of the maestro at 6:15 for the
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