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  Foreword


  Sex, drugs, divorce, religion, gurus—it is all here. Even before the ink was dry the threats from irate Star Parents began. The Star Babies were threatened—so was I.


  In Hollywood image is everything. During the many months of interviewing the children of stars I encountered parallels, enigmas, uniqueness, differences, hate, love—even indifference—but always hovering like a turbulent thunderhead was the horrendous shadow of celebrity image.


  One madcap Star Baby, declared that “you simply cannot take Hollywood seriously—especially if you want to survive.” Laury Boone felt hers was the “normal” Hollywood childhood - yet wanted to be careful she didn’t say anything that would offend her “sensitive” parents. Most all of them did not want to “create the wrong image.”


  Masturbation from the age of four. Children’s one-sided love for a distant parent. Two “unique” stories. Sad, but true, Hollywood melodramas. Many of Hollywood’s sacred cows and studs have been exposed by their offspring as not conforming to their public “image.”


  Being a free-lance writer in Hollywood is something like being a cop. If you can’t handle the pressures, then you’re in the wrong business as a writer relating the deeds and misdeeds of the film colony. Everybody in the world would like to have a good “image,” but it is only in Hollywood that thousands of celebrities pay public relations firms almost vulgar amounts of money to see that their names are projected in the “proper image.” Their offspring learn early on that if they “get in trouble” it is momma and poppa celebrity who will make the headlines—so that even in these mini-biographies of growing up in Hollywood they “hope” their own confessions won’t hurt their Star Parents.


  Not all the children of the stars are badly treated by either their parents or Hollywood “celebrity” in general. Most are not—but those who are give stark support to the fact that more than just a few of them choose to live away from the heart of the film capital.
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  Colleen Lanza


  Mario Lanza fathered four children. I have only met this one, so I do not know the problems the others faced, although it is rumored some of them had harder times surviving the deaths of their mother and father within a five-month period.


  Colleen, the eldest child, has had some hard knocks—and it shows, reflected in her recollections of a troubled past and a cautious outlook to the future. She seems to have learned some valid lessons since departing the celebrity umbrella that sheltered her early life. One thing that stands out in my mind about her (and that I have found in a less pronounced fashion among many of my other Star Babies) is the incredible ability she has of finding the good in her parents amid all the turmoil that was their lives.


  Perhaps Colleen Lanza’s story best dramatizes what a fan magazine paints as growing up in Hollywood—and how people have to be knocked down several times before they are able to get up and stand on their own. I found Colleen a most courageous girl who doesn’t yet seem to realize just what a mad world she grew up in.


  Extravagance. Incredible extravagance. That’s the life I had before my father died when I was eleven years old. Daddy seemed to think he was the benefactor of the world and that nothing less than the most expensive way of life belonged to everybody. It was wild. Something was always going on; we moved from one home to the next—and the next was always something bigger and grander. There was always a discussion going on as to who would be the new nursemaid or governess—and there were the lavish parties. It was dizzying.


  Mother was incredibly childlike. She lived almost in a fantasy world. In the midst of the most terrible turmoil—and we had a lot of that—she could consistently be happy, almost in some other world. There were always people around. I never quite knew who was help or who was an adopted uncle. The hangers-on were always the last to leave for the day, and sometimes they didn’t leave at all. When we later moved to Rome, we had so much help that somebody could have come and robbed the house and I would have asked them for my dinner tray, please.


  My mother was never involved with show business herself. Her brother had a daughter, Dede, who became the movie actress Dolores Hart and who is now the Reverend Mother Dolores Hart. She gave up Hollywood and entered the Bethlehem Convent. Mom met my father through Dede’s father. They were in the army together—Dad and my uncle.


  Because of my father’s tendency to toss money to the wind, I grew up finding it very difficult to cope with finances and budgets. I had to learn from scratch and it was a painful experience.


  As a very young child I remember being incredibly happy. My parents were extraordinary people with great character—vibrant people who generated a lot of energy. I remember Daddy singing to me a lot, which wasn’t at all unpleasant. Talent was all over the place because the house was overrun with musicians and musical people, and many of the stars from MGM, where Daddy was under contract, would stop by the house. I knew them all, but my favorites were Tyrone Power and Judy Garland. When I was five or six years old I became fascinated with Orson Welles because in a way he resembled my father. I fell in love with Laurence Olivier when I first saw Hamlet —but I never met my great idols, Welles and Olivier.


  My dearest friend in the world, then and now, was Patricia Johnston, the daughter of Johnny Johnston and Kathryn Grayson. Mom and Kathryn were close friends and they carried Patti and me at the same time—we were just a few weeks apart. The Lanza children had precious few friends outside because we were so sheltered. I wasn’t even allowed to go to the bathroom alone. It was forbidden to walk down the street without a governess. My mother was, by nature, overly protective. I made friends with my sister, Lisa, and brothers, Mark and Damon. Out of necessity we found that the easiest route to companionship.


  My father always went one up on everybody else when it came to parties, birthdays or otherwise. If Ringling Brothers Circus was in town, our backyard would be set up with trapeze artists, horses, clowns—you name it. I remember once seeing a little pony from the circus at one of those parties and I liked it. The next week my father had it delivered for me. I never knew how much it cost. Money and the value of things was never discussed with us children. I knew we had much more than other people, but we weren’t exposed to the have-nots, so I could only identify with what I happened to read or see on TV or in motion pictures—and Disney films were about the extent of our exposure. We were not allowed to see very much of the world outside our home. Censored was not the word for the films we did get to see.


  In spite of all that inner structured life at home, I had difficulty in school. I learned too quickly and became bored too easily. It was always one extreme or the other. Either I was lackadaisical and into daydreaming (my mind was going a thousand miles a minute) or I would be running around the classroom with two or three other kids entertaining the rest of the class. I was more than social—just the total extrovert. After I’d been to Rome and came back to America, following my father’s death, I recall I tinted my hair and one of the nuns at Marymount said to me: “You have destroyed God’s natural beauty.”


  Never at a loss for words, I replied in as caustic a manner as I could command, which was commentary laced with cynicism, “Sister, you hide it, so what’s the difference?” That wasn’t very much appreciated and I paid the price. I was always paying the price for my open-mouth policy. Why I grew up so cynical, I don’t know. My mother and father both had great senses of humor. Mom was extremely witty. She could drop one-liners that were simply marvelous. Daddy’s humor was like that of a little boy who could do anything and get away with it. People forgave him anything. Everybody did. He had such charm and personality it was difficult to stay angry with him. Everything was a laugh to him.


  Of the four children, I was the closest to my father. I was interested in ballet and music and played the piano—things he delighted in. Mother was more on the strict side with us. Daddy was totally lenient—never put a hand to any of us. Mom was the disciplinarian. She had to wear special shoes, but she was quite an athlete and could outrun any one of us, even if we had a head start. Her favorite punishments were spankings and locking us in our rooms, with strict admonishment that you did not come out of your room until she said so, which meant absolutely nothing to me because I’d raise the window and jump out and run away from home. It was a luxury I looked forward to, so I’d have an excuse to run.


  My mother was supposed to be Swedish and Italian, although we hear that she was Irish/Italian. She had a wild sort of Irish temper—so who knows for sure. I don’t keep in contact with her family. We just never really got along. I was much closer to Daddy’s parents. My grandmother Lanza was only fifteen when she had my father and all her life she remained beautiful—young and vibrant, with a marvelous figure. In her eyes Daddy could do no wrong whatsoever. Then it reached a point with her where neither could I.


  I was seven or eight years old when we moved to Rome. Daddy was in all sorts of trouble with MGM. What actually prompted the move was problems over The Student Prince for which Daddy had already recorded the sound track. He got into arguments with one of the heads of the MGM music department and was replaced in the film (by mutual agreement) by Edmund Purdom, who mouthed the words to Daddy’s songs. When my father made up his mind about something, that was it. MGM was preparing another picture to be shot on location in Rome called Seven Hills of Rome and that was offered to Daddy as a kind of “let’s make up and be friends” gesture by the studio. “Arrivederci Roma,” the very popular ballad, came out of that film. The picture is memorable for the songs and the beautiful scenery—the story line was quite thin. But Daddy loved singing, so it was his kind of picture and the oils were poured on the waters and everybody was happy.


  I think Daddy knew, however, that he would never return to the United States because he sold the house and everything and we moved out lock, stock, and barrel. In Italy nobody cared if you were overweight—half the population was overweight. Only in America was there such a big thing about thinness. Louis B. Mayer, head of MGM, had a passion for keeping his stars thinned down, and part of Daddy’s problems had to do with his tendency to put on extra pounds. Our home life was affected very heavily by his studio problems. He was enormously bigboned so that the least amount of weight on him looked dreadful and, of course, he was like a child. If you told him not to do something, he would do it twice as much. Also, it took periods of time for him to shed a few pounds and he would get orders from Mayer’s office to lose forty pounds of weight in three weeks. That was too much pressure on him and he blew up with the resultant eating binge that put on a few pounds instead of shedding them.


  So suddenly we were on a train to New York and then an eleven-day ocean trip to Italy, whereupon both my parents became extraordinarily seasick. That was strange because my mother always loved sailing. Maybe she sensed some somber omen about the trip because she, too, was never the same once we departed on what was to be Daddy’s farewell journey from America. There was also a totally different set of circumstances for Mom. She didn’t speak the language and was entering a world alien to everything she knew and understood. Dad, on the other hand, spoke Italian fluently.


  We took an entourage with us, including maids and two nurses. The picture started right away, so Daddy was gone from the house and we kids became very much involved in our own lives. I didn’t think we were ever coming back to the United States. I accepted the fact that Rome was our permanent home. So we settled in, spoke a different language, and were happy there—at least I was in the beginning.


  Mother became increasingly unhappy in Rome, but it didn’t start there. I think her problems began right after Daddy’s second film, The Toast of New Orleans, which he did with Kathryn Grayson and Rita Moreno. The pressures became worse as his career skyrocketed. I have since been told that Mother drank a lot even then, but I never saw it until much later on. I know I was told that “Mommy is sick” quite often, and that she was confined to her bedroom, but I accepted that as sickness and to this day I don’t know that it was anything except illness. Hollywood always suspects the worst and says so.


  If we lived a lavish life in Hollywood, it was even more so in Rome. We settled in, if that is the right expression, into the Villa Badoglio—an incredibly large place. We used to ride our bicycles up and down the corridors, of which there were many. I remember there were four living rooms and more servants than anyone could possibly remember by name. It was like a circus. The effect was overpowering—I think even to Daddy. I loved him so much and I wanted him protected—by me. I could see him basically dissipating himself into what I knew would be an early grave. He seemed to be bent on some type of self-destruction, which I don’t think was totally his own desire. He just couldn’t cope with the unbearable pressure that always surrounded him. Also, for the first time I knew my father was drinking quite heavily.


  I believe Daddy would have been happier really just making records and perhaps an occasional concert rather than being in the movies—because of the weight problems. I grew nervous and frustrated in Rome, and I worried constantly about my father. Always there was the question, even at school: Is he all right? Many times he wasn’t. Often he was quite sick. Many times he couldn’t perform—drowning his problems in booze and food. Often he would come out of it brilliantly and do something incredible. Life then would be fine for all of us—until the next time.


  As I said, to my knowledge, my mother wasn’t drinking the way Daddy was. She would sip maybe two martinis in an evening—that’s what I saw. She never seemed to be high. She had a kind of craziness about her—and I have a little bit of that—where she would sort of go wild and talk on about nonsensical things. One might get the impression that I am high even when I am not. I think the same thing applied to her. I’m high on life and Mother displayed that same exuberance. I didn’t see it until after Daddy died. Even then I had difficulty grabbing hold of the fact that yes, Daddy is dead and Mother is drinking.


  I had tunnel vision and it all led directly to my father. During this time I was hurt easily. I remember playing lead roles in school productions and singing solos. When my parents didn’t show up my feelings suffered. I couldn’t comprehend what was going on in our lives and what I couldn’t comprehend I worried about. All the while I would be singing on stage, my mind would be asking, what’s wrong? They’re not here. I’ve got to get home.


  Sometimes they wouldn’t come because of my father’s drinking. Other times because of an argument—and not necessarily with my mother. Sometimes it was the studio. Sometimes it was simply the leeches around him. You cannot imagine how many people clung to him, how many families he supported. But most importantly, how many bloody goddamned leeches were around. Several of them have written books about him, totally dishonest books. The pianist my father supported—and his family. For years he supported them, and this pianist had the nerve to say the things he said about Daddy. I was shocked—livid is better—that he would turn around and stab him in the back after he was dead. Ghouls, including a Beverly Hills businessman who didn’t need the money.


  I idolized my father, so I tried to protect him in life and his name in death. He put his mother up on a pedestal and I think I inherited those same feelings for him. I can understand how he felt about his mother—she had that incredible sparkle and Daddy had it, too. I have always wanted to emulate both of them. But yes, I was overly protective of my father—I mean to the point of becoming violent. If he was upset and got into a physical argument with someone, no matter how big or how tall, I’d come running in with fists. Sometimes there were strange, unusual, and shady people around the house who Daddy did not approve of and he tried to get them out of his home. Often it became a violent confrontation. My father was unbelievably strong when angered. You couldn’t control his anger, but his temper was sporadic. It was there and then it was gone. I was right with him. I never hesitated to wade into the fray swinging away with lefts and rights beside my father.


  I was very brave when my mother and father got into heated battles in Rome. It was commonplace for me to jump into their arguments. I would not only break up their set-tos, but would tell them how foolish they were and who was right and who was wrong. It shocked them both that I was so direct and open—it took a while for them to realize they were talking to a child instead of an adult. Usually my mother would finally ask me to get out of their argument. That sort of interference got me into a lot of trouble, but I only did it because I loved them both and knew they loved each other. I didn’t want them to fight with each other; there were too many outside forces they had to contend with. Their fights were almost always caused by somebody else—some member of the family or other outside influence. When they were alone together they were fine. It seems the only peace they had was in their bedroom.


  All of this confusion made it impossible for me to concentrate on my school and normal activities. How can you get into ancient history, Greek and English classics, which I was deeply interested in, with all that hassle going on around your head. There was such a contrast of environments for me. At Marymount International School everything seemed to be so quiet and then going home to such madness—people playing pianos and singing, people rushing around going nowhere, and fights. When my father was drinking and I was sent to the “children’s quarters” I would simply sneak out the window and go to my girl friend’s home and give the excuse that he was rehearsing for a part in a film and didn’t want to be disturbed. People believed me—or at least they seemed to. I had to constantly come up with new excuses for arguments or drinking or any number of other things and I was good at that—I have always been an excellent actress. I never wished myself to be embarrassed nor for my friends to be. I avoided having friends at home during such turmoil. I didn’t want them to go home and tell their families what they had seen. Consequently I did not often have my friends visit my home.


  I wanted my father around forever because we did so many things together before he was taken away from me—things that we had in common. I played piano for him and we sang together and talked for hours. But by the time I was eighteen I felt I’d been deprived. Even at a much earlier age I became a little hardened, a little sophisticated, and a great deal older. I was too sensitive, worried too much, cared too much, and wanted too much.


  The writing was on the wall. Nothing so erratic as my father’s life could last, and things became progressively worse. He was doing either incredible concerts or he would have concerts booked and then suddenly decide he’d rather go to a restaurant—just wouldn’t show up.


  When someone came looking for him he would merely wave his arms in a friendly gesture and dismiss the whole thing by saying, “Come and have a drink. Enjoy.”


  He was letting down people who had paid to see him. He never felt he was hurting anyone. He loved people. It was just that he had so many problems. I think he had a fear of failing—but more of just wanting a little space for himself. I can remember times when he had enormous energy, but I also saw him do concerts and sing really dreadfully, no matter how well or how poorly he felt. Yet he would thrill the women in his audiences. I used to observe them carefully (a strange observation at my age). Half of them looked like licentious sex-starved groupies of all ages and the other half looked as if they’d like to take him home and mother him. I went to concerts where women actually took off their underwear and threw it on stage—long before Tom Jones was even heard of. Daddy was extremely flirtatious, but he never loved anybody but Mother.


  My father died in October of 1959 and the events leading up to his death bear relating. Ominous feelings on my part would be an understatement. It was almost Armageddon to me. His decline became more and more rapid—not that he was sick, particularly, just the pace of life and the drinking and constant turmoil. I tried to stay as close to him as possible. I somehow got the idea that if I was around he would be all right, that he would hang on to me. That’s very selfish, I know, but nothing I have ever known has been actually normal. I have no idea what normality is.


  I have no idea how it all came about, but I had been having feelings about my mother and father having an early death since I was five years old. I had dreams about it in which I could vividly see that if I didn’t hold on to them tightly they would be taken away from me; also that everything would be taken away—everything that I loved—not just things monetary. My animals, my family, friends—all that was precious to me. I would go around covering all my dolls with a Kleenex or blanket, making sure they were warm before I went to bed. I was that sort of strange child.


  Four or five months before Daddy died the specter loomed larger than life and I thrust myself into a rather passionate world of dramatics, which didn’t help much at all. I could think of nothing other than his coming death, and yet there was no known reason to me that he was dying. No doctor said, “Look, Colleen, it is just a matter of months,” but I knew. It interfered with my school, this feeling, and I was removed from school for three-and four-week intervals from time to time to be tutored by Italian and English governesses.


  During these last months there was a concert at the amphitheater. I believe Aida was playing and during the second act someone noticed that Daddy was in the audience—we were all there, the entire family—and a woman started screaming, “Ah … Mario … Mario …,” and the whole place just seemed to descend upon us. People were literally tearing the hair out of our heads as we tried to escape from the box where we were trapped by the surging mobs of women. It was total fright and I was reminded of the final scene on the beach in Suddenly Last Summer when the guy was being eaten alive by the young boys. That’s the way it was. I saw women clutching and clawing at Daddy’s throat. Shortly after that experience all of us children were permanently incarcerated within our own little domain—the “children’s quarters.” I broke out of there a couple of times and sneaked into Daddy’s bedroom. He was always delighted to see me and we would have a great time until I was found and returned to my quarters. I don’t think Daddy knew what was going on—that we were being deliberately kept from him. Suddenly he was hospitalized. We children were told nothing.


  One day we were all at school and were picked up in the middle of the day by the chauffeur and one maid and a governess in Daddy’s VW bus, which he dearly loved to drive and rarely allowed anyone else to touch. I thought it strange but was even more confused when we were brought down to Ostia Beach where we were allowed to take off our uniforms and play in the water. We were even given ice cream, which was never allowed. We were forbidden to have any kind of sweets. Also, people just did not go to the beach in Rome during the month of October.


  I remember not too long before this Daddy had dropped me off in Rome to see The Great Caruso at a theater where it was being shown in English with subtitles. I’d never seen the film before. In the picture my father dies at the end. I took it literally that he was dead and became hysterical in the theater. The scene was so final—I saw him standing there on the stage and he grasped his throat. The curtains closed and you know he’s fallen, then there is just a memorial statue, so blank, so stark, so severe—so final. I was never so delighted and happy as I was when Daddy came to pick me up in his VW bus, in his usual disguise to avoid recognition.


  Standing in the water at Ostia Beach I thought of that and looked at the chauffeur. He was crying—and the others were crying, too. I said, “Let’s go home.” I assumed a very commanding attitude, but underneath incredible fear seized me. Nobody argued. We were taken home and instead of going through the front, we were taken through the servants’ quarters. At the gate there seemed to be literally thousands of people milling about and the front of the villa was draped in black and gold— the symbol of death.


  I did my usual number once we were locked into the children’s quarters—I started to cry and jumped out the window, scraping my leg, and hurried around the other side of the villa and up about thirty stairs. One has to take into consideration the architecture of the villa—the windows were about twenty or more feet high and when lifted from the bottom they rolled up like a window blind. I tried several windows and they were all locked. There was no way to enter the first three living rooms with their drawn curtains. I finally found a den at the end of the villa with the window open just enough for me to squeeze through. Once inside I tiptoed from one living room through the other and the closer I got to the main living room the closer I was to crying and activity. I found my father in the big room, laid out on the elevated couch, which was also draped in black and gold. My mother was at the very moment of my entrance leaning over to kiss my father on the cheek. I took one look and became instantly hysterical, rushing over and clinging to my father and almost pulling his body off the couch and onto the floor.


  I remember my grandmother was there and I was surprised she got there so soon, and thought maybe Daddy had died the day before. The doctors immediately gave me shots for sedation, which didn’t work. It was a terrible day in my life. There were many questions about how my father died. I think he was murdered. The chauffeur was in his room—he disappeared and was never found again. He was so totally dedicated to my father that he slept on a cot beneath his bed while he was in the hospital. He awoke suddenly, he said before disappearing, and found Daddy with the intravenous still in his arms and nothing but air bubbles going into his vein. My grandmother forbade me to discuss such things while she lived, but now it really doesn’t matter anymore.


  My mother was devastated. There was nothing for her after that. I don’t know how she got through the funeral in Rome. It was only one of many funerals he would be given in Europe and America. The one in Rome was the most outlandishly extravagant event I have ever witnessed. It was like a circus parade—eight white horses drawing the funeral bier, the casket borne within a glass- windowed carriage through the streets for all to see. Thousands of mourners and curiosity seekers lined the streets. At the church his casket was placed atop a twenty-five-foot catafalque that was covered by a massive blanket of roses. Even as we walked down the aisle of the church in full mourning, people were reaching out from the pews and grasping at our clothing and hair.


  My mother was like a robot. She could walk, but couldn’t talk. We stayed in Rome for two or three weeks after Daddy died and I was sedated daily. The windows in the children’s quarters had all been sealed, so now I was really trapped. I saw my mother once during that time—and I tried to shake her and even slapped her to get her out of her lethargic condition. She put her arms around me and held me so tightly, while she cried, that they had to pry her arms loose. She had no idea what she was doing.


  Passing up additional funerals, we returned to Los Angeles where Kathryn Grayson took us all into her home. My mother, us children, the servants—and even the animals. She has been like a mother to me since my mother died—that wonderful lady. She is the most loving, beautiful, wonderful person in the world. Kathryn Grayson is a rare and very special person. In due time we found a house and my mother’s drinking was no longer hidden. The licentious bastards who ran around trying to fill my mother with drink and drugs were all over the place—including members of her own family. They tried to get her to sign all sorts of papers that would have taken away control of Daddy’s estate, but I love that woman— —she wouldn’t sign anything. Even in her condition she thought about her children.


  In order to justify my own being, aside from school, I took up the self-appointed task of mother to my sister and brothers—and in a sense to my own mother. She was now smoking and had never smoked a cigarette in her life. I went around collecting cigarette packages and tossing them into the fireplace, just as I smashed drinks and poured bottles of liquor down the drain. They couldn’t isolate me in Beverly Hills. I knew what was going on and I tried to take over in a way that would preserve some sanity in what was rapidly becoming a madhouse. It was a losing battle. Terry Robinson, my adopted uncle, who had been my father’s constant companion until we went to Rome, came around and tried to help, but his heart was broken. The leeches were everywhere grabbing and playing their wiles with my mother, who couldn’t even understand what they were saying.


  There was nobody around strong enough to put things in order. It was sad for my grandparents—Daddy’s parents. My grandmother felt helpless. My mother, as I’ve said, was helpless, working very hard at killing herself.


  One day we were on our way to school and my mother’s sisters came in cabs—two cabs, one for the luggage—and were supposed to be taking us to Marymount. Instead we were headed in the direction of the airport. I said, “Hey, Marymount is just down Sunset—why are we going south?”


  My Aunt Shirley turned around and said, “Shut up!”


  I would not shut up and started screaming and yelling and pulling at the cab driver’s cap—and almost caused us to have an accident. “Where are you taking us? Where are we going?” I was quickly restrained by my unwelcome relatives. We were swept into Los Angeles International Airport, onto a plane, and delivered to my mother’s relatives in Chicago. Somebody in Los Angeles had the presence of mind to do something because the following day the FBI rescued us and brought us back home, where we were closely guarded until one morning—it was a First Friday. We went to Marymount for communion at six o’clock in the morning—any girls who have gone to Marymount can tell you about the doughnuts and orange juice and having to be there at six o’clock or just die.


  I went in to kiss my mother before I left and her door was locked. Anna Maria, my wonderful governess who helped make things better when she could, heard my banging on Mother’s door and I don’t know how she did it but the dear lady managed to beat the door down. I rushed past her to Mother’s bed—and just a few months after my father’s death I discovered my mother had gone to join him. She died of a broken heart; it doesn’t matter what anybody says or insinuates—it was clearly a case of not being able to live without the man she loved.


  The blood ran out of me. A numbness took over. This time I couldn’t even cry. I was taken to school, like any normal day. I said to Lisa at school, “Mommy’s dead.” She said, “Ah—you’re crazy.” We sat in the schoolroom for a while and then some people came in cars again to pick us up and take us to our grandparents’ home in Pacific Palisades. Nobody said anything to me until evening when my grandmother announced, “Well, you know your mommy is very sick. Very ill.”


  I said, “My mother is dead!”


  She said, “How do you know such a thing?”


  “I found her.” Anna Maria was crying so much all day she hadn’t told my grandmother that I was with her when we found Mother. Then I broke down and it all came out and we hugged and caressed and did the things Italians do at times of great grief.


  Then the battle for custody and control of my parents’ estate began—between her parents and my father’s. The press had a field day at our expense. All the family linen was aired and I remember someone asked my grandmother, “Mrs. Lanza, how many eggs do the Mario Lanza children consume every day?”


  She said, “The family eats maybe a couple of dozen.” She was including everybody. But the headlines read: LANZA CHILDREN CONSUME 6 DOZEN EGGS A DAY! Eventually my father’s parents were awarded custody and they should have been. They were the two wonderful Italian grandparents who had taught us things—how to fend for ourselves in the wake of losing both our parents. How to survive as human beings.


  I’ll never forget how my grandmother took over at my mother’s death. She didn’t wait for mourning. I was twelve years old and I put my foot in my grandmother’s face and said, “Tie my shoe!”


  “You want I should tie your shoe?”


  “Yes. Tie my shoe. Now!”


  She sternly looked at me and said, “I tie your
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