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To my family:

MY HUSBAND, MARCELLO, WITHOUT WHOM I WOULD NEVER have come to know Sicily so well, and our daughters, Melissa and Clemency. All three have provided constant support. I also owe special thanks to my brother-in-law Silvio, who supplied the answers to so many of my questions. Finally, my greatest debt is to Maria, my mother-in-law, who constantly encouraged my interest in Sicily and was so proud of her sicilitudine.







To have seen Italy without having seen Sicily is not to have seen Italy at all, for Sicily is the key to everything.

—J. W. GOETHE
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MARIA IN THE 1960s

ONE

Castle in the Sun




“CHRIST, IS IT HOT! I DON’T THINK I CAN STAND MUCH MORE of this.”

About to melt under the sheer force of the Sicilian sun, my brother Charles takes refuge in the shade of a carob tree. Mopping a freckled brow with the edge of his sleeve, he leans against a conveniently upturned stone drum.

“That’s a piece of Greek temple you’re sitting on,” I point out primly, guidebook in hand.

In order to impress Charles with the wonders of Sicily, I have brought him to one of my favorite haunts, the Cave di Cusa, a tufa quarry where the first Greek colonists of Western Sicily came to hack out massive blocks of calcareous rock for the construction of their temples. Eaten away by the elements, the once gray quarry walls have been bleached to a blinding white by two and a half thousand years of Mediterranean sun. Huge cylindrical blocks are still attached to the bedrock, while finished drums the size of a large dining table, hewn and detached from the stone, lie among the dust and the rubble, ready for transport. The scene bears all the signs of sudden interruption of work in progress, like a building site where the workers, in their various stages of production, have downed tools and walked out, albeit two and a half thousand years ago. Since the why and the wherefore of the abandon have never been explained, an air of mystery pervades this scene of dust and stone and more dust, the dryness relieved only by the odd dwarf palm or wild olive tree sprouting haphazardly from the rocky terrain. Beyond the quarry, row after row of lush green vines merge into a hazy horizon of purple hills outlined against a great expanse of blue.

“How far are the temples from here?”

“About eight miles.”

“How the heck did they transport such enormous blocks?”

“Slaves presumably, or mules.”

I wave at my brother-in-law to come over and provide an authoritative answer. Silvio, l’architetto, is our cicerone, the acknowledged brain of the family. He strides over, immaculate in white linen and Panama hat, only a damp mustache and an unwontedly flushed complexion betraying his discomfort in the heat. Putting me right, he explains,

“Slaves yes, but not mules—oxen. They used oxen to drag the stones all the way to Selinunte.” While Silvio delivers a detailed lecture on Greek temple design, Charles, his captive audience, stares glassy-eyed into the crevices of the quarry. Meanwhile, I scan the site for my husband and two daughters. By now I am used to this automatic dispersal on arrival at places of cultural interest. All three are remarkably adept in the art of opting out of sightseeing expeditions. Marcello, identifiable by his khaki safari jacket, is just visible in the distance, half hidden by a clump of bush. Bottom up he seems to be poking at cracks in the wall of the quarry with his walking stick. Lucy, a fox terrier of a certain age, is in the same humiliating position. Obviously convinced that she has a vital role to play in her master’s mysterious enterprise, she is barking frantically at his side. What on earth are they doing? They are too far away and the afternoon far too hot to make it worth trying to catch their attention. I look around for the girls. Subjected to relentless sightseeing from a tender age, Melissa and Clemency have learned to deal with such excursions by perfecting a mode of passive endurance; finding a comfortable spot where they can sit the whole thing out is their preferred strategy, while mother and visitors exert themselves. And there they are, stretched out under an olive tree, plugged into their respective music devices. Melissa, the English Rose, fair and freckled like her Uncle Charles, bats crossly at an overattentive fly. Clemency, the Sicilian Jasmine, with glossy dark tresses and an olive complexion as smooth and cool as marble, proffers long-lashed eyelids to the sun, languidly reveling in the sultry afternoon heat. Jack, the Airedale, who has been aimlessly loping about, occasionally lifting a leg on a slab of classical Greek masonry, has finally flopped down to rest beside the “Flowers.”

Suddenly Marcello and Lucy emerge from the bushes, covered in dust. Never having seen the point of poring over ancient rocks and stones in the first place, my husband has combined the cultural excursion with an alternative agenda and come up with something far more compelling than ancient history. Triumphantly he brandishes the fruits of his and Lucy’s joint efforts—not fruits exactly, but berries.

“Look what I’ve found: capers! We’ll take them home and put them in salt. There’s a whole forest of them growing out of the rock. Come and see.” Somehow Silvio and I fail to share his excitement. We are all too used to Marcello’s habit of treating the landscape as a potential larder. It is a well known fact that capers grow out of rocks and stones, which is why they are often to be found thriving among ruins. Charles, relieved at the break from the lecture on the finer points of Greek architecture, examines the buds and coin-shaped leaves with interest.

“Hmm. Looks exactly like the plant growing in my bedroom at Santa Maria.”

“Growing in the bedroom? What are you talking about, Charles?”

“Yep, there’s a plant like this with little berries growing right into the bedroom. In fact I can’t even close the door to the terrace.”

Back at Santa Maria it turns out that capers are indeed growing inside our villa. Charles, who enjoys a comfortable lifestyle as an investment banker in Bangkok, has been in Sicily for just twenty-four hours, but during that time he has endured rigors to which prosperous bankers are rarely subjected. Due to lack of space on the first floor, where we are staying with Maria, my mother-in-law, and Silvio’s family, we have had to accommodate him in a less comfortable wing of the villa. Peevishly he points out that apart from the caper invasion, he has noticed, but doesn’t choose to examine, unidentified pellets that look suspiciously like rat droppings. Besides, he has had to roam two floors to find running water. Clearly he is not impressed. This is unfortunate, as Marcello and I have been thinking of undertaking a renovation project of his share of the Manzo family home, and we were counting on Charles to provide an outsider’s impartial opinion. Despite this inauspicious start, we are still hoping for his approval.

The Flowers retire upstairs to cool off while we find Charles another room. Then, like a photographer aiming to get the subject’s best angle, I usher my brother around to the back of the villa in preparation for a dramatic Sicilian sunset. The light from a flaming evening sun filters between tapering spires of cypress trees and Mediterranean pines. The southern facade of the villa, with its patchy, mottled stucco and rows of faded shutters, is washed to a dusky pink in the evening light. A welcome drop in temperature releases a delicious scent of jasmine all around us. The buzzing of cicadas has died out to make way for the call of the resident hoopoe bird, which starts up its nightly chant from an invisible perch high up on one of the towers. At moments like these, Santa Maria seems to be pleading with us to give the project the go-ahead. Surely the scene is captivating enough to seduce even the most hardened financial consultant.

“Well, Charles, isn’t it beautiful? What do you think?” From his severe expression I already know the answer before he even opens his mouth. Out come the gobbets of conventional wisdom I had dreaded.

“It’s very run-down. Seems to me that a project like this is too big for the two of you. You’d be biting off more than you can chew. If money were no object…”

The pathways are submerged in the undergrowth, so to make our way through the garden, we have to battle with a morass of brambles, prickly pears, spiky weeds, and other unfriendly inhabitants of the Sicilian countryside. Puffing and spluttering, his freckles multiplying by the minute, Charles waves his arm in a disparaging gesture at this sorry no-go area purporting to be an orange grove.

“Just look at all this!”

I am looking. What he sees as a hopeless, weed-ridden ruin, I see as a typical Sicilian baglio—ancient fortified farmhouse, enhanced by a walled garden in the Arab tradition, redolent with the scent of lemon trees. It’s true that the walls are crumbling, the pathways are overgrown and the fountain is cracked and parched. It’s also true that of the hundred citrus trees planted, only a handful of misshapen specimens have survived years of scorching Sicilian summers without the vital water they need to thrive. Under attack from my younger brother, I feel obliged to rise in their defense,

“Well the garden has been abandoned for over twenty years.”

“Garden? Is that what you call it? Get real, Caroline. You’d have to start all over again. And let’s face it, it not just the garden that’s the problem but the villa too. It’s practically derelict.”

“Oh, come on,” I protest, “Don’t exaggerate.”

“How on earth did it get into this state anyway? If Marcello’s family can’t afford to keep it up, why don’t they just sell it?”

“It’s a long story.” As I explain to Charles, Santa Maria represents everything that is dear in life to Marcello’s mother, Maria. Her father had always promised his youngest child and only daughter that one day the villa that bore her name would be hers. But he died unexpectedly, and his death was followed by the disintegration of his industrial empire and the wealth that accompanied it. In an attempt to revive the family fortunes, in the mid-sixties Maria decided to launch her own wine label. It was an ambitious project involving the conversion of the stables and warehouses of Santa Maria into a wine production center. Unfortunately the project floundered, the banks called in the loans, and Maria had to sell all her assets, including several hundred acres of vineyards.

“But she managed to hang on to the villa itself?”

“Only by selling everything it contained—the furniture, the pictures, the statues. Even the walls were stripped of the coats of arms. She was determined to keep Santa Maria in the family. Long before she became ill, she divided it between her three sons.”

“Like King Lear?”

“Yes, and as with King Lear, there was trouble in store.”

“Trouble? What kind of trouble?”

“As I said, it’s a long story….”

Although Maria had managed to hold the debt collectors at bay, the family fortunes never recovered, and when Goffredo, Marcello’s father, died, Santa Maria entered into steady decline. By handing it over to her sons, Maria hoped that they would invest in it and each make a home there. But there were debts still to be paid off. No juggling with figures could defy the grim financial truth—that the outgoings far exceeded the incomings. Without a major injection of capital now, the dilapidation will continue unchecked, and the mounting debts will force the three brothers to sell. If that happens, this could turn out to be our last summer at Santa Maria.

“Yes, but why does the initiative have to come from Marcello? What about the other two brothers? Silvio lives here all the year-round, doesn’t he?”

Silvio is indeed the only brother to actually live here. And of the three he is the most deeply attached to the villa. With a summa cum laude in architecture, the equivalent of a starred First from Cambridge, he could have made a career for himself in one of the industrial cities of the north, but he never had any inclination to do so. His sicilitudine—passion for Sicily and all things Sicilian—has kept him here on the island, and like his mother, he is determined never, ever to give up Santa Maria. But on a government salary, with a wife and two children to support and his mother to look after, how will he find the funds to halt the steady dilapidation of a sprawling seventeenth-century pile?

As for Pilli—the nickname (meaning “pick-me-up,” the insistent refrain of the spoiled toddler) universally used for the eldest brother, Francesco—Pilli the stravagante, has inherited not just his mother’s charm, but also her extravagant streak. While Silvio in his secure job as a government employee is a man of caution, Pilli has thrown that same caution to the winds to embark on a series of moneymaking schemes, each “investment” more ambitious than the last, and each one leaving him further in debt and more desperate to recoup his losses than before. The problems started when he decided to renovate his share of the villa and make it a home for his ever-expanding family only to abandon the project soon afterwards, when the money ran out. As a result he has become thoroughly disenchanted with Santa Maria, the Family, and Sicily into the bargain, all of which he claims have conspired to drive him into penury. Santa Maria is jinxed. It has ruined his parents and is now going to do the same to the next generation.

The issue came to a head earlier this summer with a telephone call from Silvio. As Marcello put the phone down, his face was contorted with worry.

“Apparently Pilli has found a buyer for Santa Maria. He wants us to go for it. He says it’s too good to refuse.”

“But Silvio will never agree to that! And what about Maria? What would happen to her?”

“I know, I know, but you can’t reason with Pilli.” Minutes later Pilli was on the line. Overjoyed at this stroke of fortuna, he had already opened a magnum of champagne to celebrate.

“This is a god-sent opportunity. We can’t just throw it away, Marcello, per I’amor di dio.”


With Pilli determined to put Santa Maria up for sale, and Silvio adamantly refusing to budge—not even for billions of lire—the situation was at deadlock. Pilli already had plans about how to invest the capital that would come his way with the sale, and by now he was convinced that his brother Silvio was completely mad. Only a madman would turn down such a lucrative opportunity for sentimental reasons. The more Pilli insisted, the deeper Silvio dug in his heels.

Marcello and I from our base in Milan were not privy to the ins and outs of the battle, but occasionally Marcello would receive an irate call from one of the two brothers, declaring the other pazzo, and urging Marcello to intervene. This was an essentially Sicilian drama. If it weren’t a true story, it could have been written by Pirandello, Sicily’s Nobel-winning playwright, who explored refuge into madness as an escape from reality in many of his plays. Rather than face the verità—if indeed there is such a thing—a Pirandellian character will allow that each individual has his own version of the truth, but when someone else’s version conflicts with his, he accuses them of madness, which was exactly what was happening now.

Charles reflects on this. I can tell that he agrees with Pilli that the practical solution is to sell. “So what you’re saying is that the only way to stop the sale and to maintain your links with Sicily is for Marcello and you to intervene with megabucks. But if Pilli still wants out?”

Impulsive as he is, Pilli is subject to frequent changes of mind, and Marcello is convinced that if we take the plunge and put our money into the villa, he will give up the idea of selling altogether.

“But do you really think that the three brothers will one day live together at Santa Maria in perfect harmony?”

“Hmm. Good question. I hope so. They have fallen out on many occasions in the past, but they always seem to patch up their differences somehow.”

“Yes, but three brothers with their wives and families—the whole caboodle—actually living together on the same site. Can you imagine you, me, and our sisters in that situation? It doesn’t even bear thinking about. If it is really up to you and Marcello to realize this dream of Maria’s, I think you should both think about it long and hard. If you ask me, it sounds like a recipe for disaster.”

At supper that evening, Marcello and I make another attempt to convert Charles to our point of view. As we see it, Santa Maria has everything one could wish for in a dream home—above all history and physical beauty. Apart from the investment aspect, what we want most of all is to keep it in the Family.

“Well, if that’s the case, why didn’t you go ahead and renovate years ago?” We explain that it is only recently that the financial crisis has come to a head. For years we were living on the other side of the world, and the renovation of Santa Maria was a very distant project, something we would tackle in our retirement. Besides, the idea of managing a building project from so far away seemed impractical, to say the least. When we came back to live in Italy, it was not to Sicily, but to Milan, where we had to find somewhere we could actually live. As a result of an abortive attempt to renovate a farmhouse in the countryside outside Milan, a disaster known to family and friends as the Cascina Fiasco, we became painfully aware of the pitfalls of restoring old buildings, especially in Italy. At this point Charles weighs in with a massive dose of common sense.

“Santa Maria will be a mammoth restoration operation, bound to gobble up all your savings and more. Even if you made the basic repairs and dig up the ground floor, where would that leave you? With a piece of a villa hundreds of miles away from where you actually live. How much time would you get to spend here? The major downside is the fact that the property is shared between three brothers. If things went wrong for you financially, would you be able to sell your share independently? And if Pilli insists on selling his, you might be forced to sell yours against your will. Just think of the complications. As an investment, it simply doesn’t make sense.” When Marcello’s back is turned, Charles leans over in a moment of fraternal concern.


“Caroline, it’s not just a question of money, is it? After all, this is Sicily, not exactly a prime location. Is this where you want to end up, Caroline? Think about it. Do you really want to live here?”

 

CHARLES MAY WELL ASK WHY I SHOULD WANT TO LIVE IN SICILY of all places. But he must know that women the world over leave home, family, and friends for foreign climes for the sake of a man. And so it was with me. It was at a Halloween party in London way back in the seventies that my love affair with Sicily began. The room was dark and the air thick with cigarette smoke. Candles entrapped in hollowed-out pumpkins cast an eerie flickering light from zigzag windows. Masked faces loomed close, leered and moved away in a shadow puppet show of cloaks, tails, and witches’ hats. Around me couples grooved to the throbbing rhythm of Marvin Gaye’s “Grapevine.” Peering through my diamante mask, I searched the scene for signs of my escort. What had become of him? Just minutes ago we were in a clinch, part of the rhythmic swaying throng. Ah, there he was—wrapped around a diminutive girl in a Cleopatra wig, his pirate’s eye patch hanging jauntily from one ear. Clearly he was not looking for me.

As I felt my way toward the exit, I failed to notice a long trousered leg sprawled across my path. I tripped and would have crashed to the floor had not a pair of grotesque rubber paws grabbed me in the nick of time, pulled me up, and pressed me to their owner’s chest. Face-to-face, or rather mask to mask, I found myself staring at a lion improbably sporting a smart green coat. Bits of curly beard protruded from his rubber mask. For a zillionth of a second I was lost for words. Then I let forth, first upbraiding the lion—What the hell do you think you were doing tripping me up like that? Then I repented. Sorry, you probably didn’t mean to. Thanks for catching me. The lion did not utter a word. Nor did he let go. Was he dumb or what? A thought struck me. Wasn’t that a Loden he was wearing—the Austrian mountain coat that was currently the ultimate fashion item for the young Italian male? If he didn’t speak English, I’d try out my elementary Italian on him.

Sei italiano?

If a rubber lion mask could break into smiles, this one would have.

“Non italiano,” he corrected me, “siciliano. Mi chiamo Marcello.” So he could speak—and he had a thrillingly deep voice too. But as I suspected, Marcello didn’t speak English, or very little. He was overjoyed to meet someone who could speak his language, however badly, someone he could connect with. I was instinctively drawn to the gentle Lion in a Loden and when he asked me for my telephone number I didn’t even hesitate. I scribbled it on the palm of his rubber paw. Only then did it occur to me that we were both still wearing our masks.

Before we parted that night I had a face to attach to the deep voice and tall thin body. Marcello was the perfect match for my preconception of a Sicilian—Hollywood style. The face was long and oval, the eyes light brown and gentle with bushy, arched eyebrows. A slightly receding hairline was generously balanced by a luxurious mustache and a Che Guevara beard. I very much liked what I saw (except for the beard, which eventually would have to go). However, attractive though he was, he was still a stranger who didn’t speak my language. And I had given him my telephone number on trust. How could I have imagined then just how huge an impact this impulsive gesture would have on both our lives?

Soon afterward, Marcello took a job in Central America. The pharmaceutical company he worked for happened to have its headquarters in Milan, where I was about to move. For weeks I received cryptic postcards from Panama, Costa Rica, and Guatemala. Sometimes they were of his hotel with an arrow pointing to “my room.” “Auguri, Marcello” was all he had to say on most of them. On his first trip back to head office he rang me from the airport and asked me rather sweetly to “andare a ballare.” We never did go dancing. In fact our first date was anything but intimate. Marcello turned up in a borrowed Cinquecento with two giggling women squeezed into the back. There was a third in the front seat. Space was limited, so she ended up sitting on my lap. Inwardly furious, outwardly cool, I tried to work out what his game was. Was the triple chaperone arrangement part of some kind of medieval Sicilian courtship ritual? Or was he putting me to the test as in the Taming of the Shrew? From the hilarity of the exchanges between him and the three women, it was obvious that they all knew him far better than I did. At the first opportunity, shamefaced, Marcello whispered into my ear—they were the wives of close friends who had had to attend a company dinner that night—all very last minute. As far as his friends were concerned, Marcello was a scapolone, a handsome bachelor at a loose end, so why shouldn’t he take the ladies out for dinner? Whether or not he happened to have plans of his own for that evening, they did not bother to find out. And Marcello was too much of a Sicilian gentleman to say no.

I must have passed the Sicilian shrew-taming test with flying colors, for the next day he scooped me up and announced he was taking me to Venice for the weekend.

“Venice is very busy at this time of year. I hope you don’t mind, but all I could find was a small pensione. Nothing special, but at least it is clean.” Of course I didn’t mind, especially when the modest pensione turned out to be Hotel Daniele, the most desirable location in the city. One night we were playing sardines in a clapped-out Fiat and the next we were sipping Prosecco in the grandest hotel in Venice. How could I not be captivated by a man so full of surprises?

By the time we returned to Milan, I knew that I had finally met the person with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life. At this stage it was not at all clear that Marcello had arrived at a similar conclusion. However he did insist again and again that I should meet his family in Sicily and see Santa Maria, the grand, sprawling villa where they lived. He could not take me there himself. He had to go back to Panama, but with the generosity characteristic of the meridionali—southern Italians—he put his family and their home at my disposal, assuring me that his parents and younger brother would be only too happy to have a complete stranger as their guest. Of course I wished that Marcello would be coming too, but that was not to be. Nevertheless I had the feeling I was at a crossroads in my life, and so at the first opportunity I took him at his word. I had already met the Man, now I could hardly wait to see the island, the Villa, and above all the Family who, between them, would conspire to take my life in their hands and turn it upside down.
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SILVIO AND CAROLINE, 1974

TWO

Cats in the Tower and Dogs in the Bed




IT WAS TWO O’CLOCK IN THE MORNING WHEN THE TRAIN DREW into the station at Mazara del Vallo in the Far West of Sicily. The barely lit platform was deserted, but for a tall, heavyset young man wearing a cap and shooting breeches. He was standing patiently in the dark, as though waiting for someone at this hour of night were a perfectly normal thing to do. I was the only passenger to descend from the train, and as it moved out of the station I was seized by panic. The stranger’s height, somber look, and heavy mustache gave him an uncanny resemblance to a member of the British aristocracy recently in the news for disappearing after doing in the family nanny. What was I doing alone in Corleone country at this ungodly hour face-to-face with an absconding nanny-killer?

As soon as the man on the platform stepped forward and introduced himself, my fears were set to rest. Of course this was none other than Silvio, Marcello’s younger brother. In any case there was a strong likeness to Marcello. He was taller, stockier, and beardless, but he had the same handlebar mustache, emphatic bushy eyebrows raised in the center like a circumflex, and deep timbre of voice. In my communications with Marcello’s family, somehow I had confused the train arrival times and sent Silvio scurrying off on a hundred-mile trip to Palermo in the early hours of the morning. By the time my train drew in several hours later, he had already given up hope and gone home. To save him a second journey, I decided to make my own way to Mazara. But the train, the so-called rapido from Palermo, due in at midnight, failed to live up to its name and was nearly three hours late. I was mortified for the trouble I had caused and for the ungodly hour. But Silvio just beamed at me and dismissed my pathetic attempts at apology with a wave of his hand. He was delighted to meet a friend of his brother’s, whatever the hour, naturalmente. Gently prising a scruffy travel bag from my grip, he loaded it into a battered Deux Chevaux, opened the passenger door with such a flourish that it nearly came off in his hand, and soon we were lurching and bouncing out of the station.

Given the communication barrier—Silvio didn’t speak English and my Italian had not advanced beyond beginners’ level—conversation was stilted. “Scusami, scusami tanto,” I repeated again and again. When he answered in French, I desperately plundered O-level reserves to come up with “Je suis desolée.” Still, despite my embarrassment, I was happy, very happy to be in Sicily and not just because of the link with Marcello, on whom I already had discreet designs. I had studied classics at university, and to a classicist, Sicily represented all that was mysterious and exciting. Sicily was the America of the ancient world, where adventurous immigrants arrived from Greece and founded colonies—Syracuse, Selinus, and Akragas to name a few. It was also the battle arena of some of the most exciting episodes of ancient history—such as the Athenian expedition to Sicily, so movingly described by Thucydides, and the terrible defeat at Syracuse, which brought Athens to her feet and lost her the Peloponnesian War. And it was over Sicily that the giant powers of Rome and Carthage came to blows in the First Punic War. Famously fertile and staggeringly beautiful, Sicily was the inspiration for the bucolic poetry of Theocritus and many of Pindar’s odes. And didn’t the Persephone myth, one of the most haunting that the imaginative Greek mind ever invented, come out of Sicily? Unfortunately my knowledge of the island was a little hazy after the classical period, only picking up in the nineteenth century with Garibaldi and his Thousand starting a revolution, and ending with the movie of The Godfather and a dashing Robert de Niro pursuing his vendetta in the very countryside where I found myself now.

From the garbled dialogue that was now taking place between me and my host, I understood that Silvio would be at my side for the whole of my stay. He had taken time off from his job at the comune to be my escort. And he had treats in store—Greek temples, baroque churches, Norman ruins, and an Easter picnic. Various friends had been lined up to what? I tried to concentrate but managed to understand less than 50 percent of what he was saying. I had already been twenty-four hours without sleep, and the car was certainly making a lot of noise. I could catch a few key words, but I couldn’t actually come out with anything but “si, si.” He must have been getting the impression he’d be spending a whole week with a nodding idiot.

What with the intellectual effort required to make sense of Silvio’s elaborate prose, plus the need to show my appreciation in a language I spoke badly, there was very little energy left over for taking in the surroundings. As we clattered through the outskirts of the town and the buildings thinned out to give way to country roads, the most I could pick out by way of scenery were stone walls or open vineyards. Silvio told me we were only a mile from the sea, but there was no view, and the land was very, very flat. Without lighting of any kind, at this hour it was also very, very black. There seemed to be no landmarks until we completed the last bend in the road, and there it was before us—Santa Maria. The car’s headlights revealed the stark outlines of pines and cypress trees, then as we approached the iron gates, parallel lines of palms on either side of the drive. Suddenly, beyond the gates a castle loomed out of the darkness, complete with crenellated walls and Rapunzel towers. It was not a castle in the intimidating military sense, more like a five-year-old’s attempt at castle design. Not that I had the vaguest idea at the time of what a Sicilian castle should look like, but it reminded me of crusader castles, or rather a miniature version of one, lifted from the desert and plonked down in a lush Sicilian setting. My pidgin Italian wasn’t up to getting any of this across. I blurted out that the castello was bellissimo. Silvio insisted it was not a castle but a villa, and even so, it was molto malandata. It may have been “run-down,” but in the darkness all I could see was fairy-tale romance.

Once inside, we climbed a flight of marble steps, at the top of which, to my utter amazement, Silvio’s parents were waiting. Goffredo and Maria had stayed up until three in the morning. Not only had they never set eyes on me before, but until only days before, they hadn’t even known of my existence. Overjoyed at my arrival, Maria embraced me like a long-lost daughter, and Goffredo bowed and kissed my hand. Too exhausted to take in much of what they were saying or to appreciate the food that Maria had kept warm for me, I mouthed effusive thanks, meanwhile longing for bed. Talking nonstop, Maria ushered me down a long, dimly lit corridor smelling distinctly of drains. I was vaguely aware of a room with a high ceiling, dark cumbersome furniture, and a cold marble floor. A large photo of Marcello puffing on a cigar told me this must have been his bedroom. What happened then has dissolved into oblivion. All I remember now is Maria smiling down on me and wishing me sogni d’oro—golden dreams.

 

I WOKE TO SUNSHINE POURING INTO THE ROOM AND A DAWN chorus doing overtime. By day I saw what Silvio had meant by malandato. At best one could say the room donned an air of shabby chic, but there were green mildew stains on the walls and patches where plaster and stone had parted company. A chilly draft came through the broken window shutters. Despite the evident frailty of the antique wooden contraptions, I decided to tackle them anyway in my curiosity to see the garden. The lever was stiff, but eventually it gave way to my exertions with a loud crash, mercifully without resulting in damage. I was looking down on a garden planted closely with trees, but before I could even make out what kind, a great whiff of perfume invaded the room. Even from the upper floor the scent was overwhelming. A forest of glossy green studded with tiny ivory blossoms was enclosed by yellow stone walls, gaping open in parts as though they had been eaten away. Some of the walls were hidden by wisteria floating over them in a great cloud of lilac, others by a creeping blanket of jasmine. The ground was covered with brilliant green undergrowth, dotted with a myriad of yellow flowers. Beyond the far wall, a row of lofty cypress trees shivered in the spring breeze. The scene would have been worthy of a bucolic poet, had it not been for the presence of two moth-eaten-looking mongrels convulsed in enthusiastic barking, apparently overjoyed to receive some human attention.

Having heard the dogs and the battle with the shutters, Maria was now knocking on my door. She had been up for hours and was anxious to show me around. While Silvio and Goffredo slept, she gave me a huge bowl of caffe latte before taking me on a guided tour. Curious as I was to see the rest of the villa, I was even more curious about Maria herself. Marcello had given me a synopsis of her fall from riches to poverty. Even if he hadn’t told me, I could see from the state of the house that there was no longer money to spare.

“She is an eternal optimist,” he said, “always full of projects and schemes to sell something or other, to write a bestseller, to raise money somehow. She never gives up hope that one of her many projects is about to come off and make her rich again. Be careful,” he had warned me. “Don’t let her push you around. She is used to having her own way and doesn’t take no for an answer.

“E prepotente, mia madre.”

If my designs on Marcello were to succeed, Maria would play an important role in my future life, so this prepotente caveat had put me on my guard. Yet, I found her far from pushy. On that initial meeting I warmed to this kind woman, who had stayed up to the small hours to welcome me and was so clearly delighted to have me as her guest. At the time I was totally overwhelmed, but later I realized that the essence of Maria’s charm was the intense pleasure she took in the company of others, in my case, of a total stranger. With a clear pink-and-white complexion devoid of lines or wrinkles, green eyes, and a rosebud mouth, she had the aura of a prewar movie star. Various portraits placed around the sitting room confirmed this impression. One photograph in particular of the young Maria posing confidently for the camera, wearing an ermine stole and diamond necklace, evoked the glamour of a bygone age. That day, dressed theatrically in a bright flowery skirt, flashy costume jewelry, and a gypsy shawl, she could have stepped off the stage of a production of Carmen. Not exactly what one expected to see on the lady of the manor, not even one who had come down in the world. The Sicilian—or was it only this family’s—penchant for dressing up had not escaped my notice. On the previous night, Silvio had donned the tweeds of an Edwardian squire on a Sunday shoot, and Marcello, when I first met him, had been dressed as a lion.

[image: image]

I knew from Marcello that his mother was an extrovert, but never in my life had I met anyone as outgoing as this. She was full of questions, not about why I was traveling alone, for that was obvious—I’d come all the way down the leg of Italy to meet her, of course—and full of compliments.

“Come sei bella—not as slim as I was at your age, but all the same molto bella.”

I took the reference to my solid build in good part, for having lived in Italy for several months, by then I had learned that personal remarks of this kind were meant as expressions of interest rather than criticism. She talked to me as though we were sisters who had been separated since birth and she had a life history to cover. I answered the barrage of questions as best I could, preferring to listen to her rather than recount a life story of my own. The fascinating rags-to-riches story she told was already familiar to me in Marcello’s version—how her father, Luigi Vaccara, had started life as son of a sharecropper and ended up as “the Rockerfeller of Sicily.” Maria was as proud of her father’s humble origins as she was of his achievements. In his early twenties he had built up his own wine industry. From wine he branched into fishing and shipping, launching the first fleet of engine-powered fishing trawlers from Mazara. This was in the 1930s, the age of Fascism and Mussolini’s Black Shirts. I dared not ask her how far Luigi had had to toe the Fascist line, but on a later occasion she showed me a photograph of the family in those early days: Luigi’s five children all dressed in black, the four sons in descending order, with a sullen little Maria at the end of the line. This is the only photograph I have ever seen of Maria looking unhappy.

“Papa was Podestà, Mayor of Mazara, and a close friend of the Minister of Aviation, who even made available military planes to fly him back and forth to the Vaccara wine factory in Tripoli.” She must have seen the alarm on my face at the mention of a Fascist connection.

“No one held it against him after the war. Everyone was a Fascist in those days,” she explained. “You had to go along with it to survive. There was no choice.”

Before we left the room Maria showed me a photograph of herself holding Marcello and Pilli in her arms. Aged two and four, respectively, they were dressed in girlie outfits, their dark locks curled into ringlets. Somewhat aghast at the effects this kind of parenting might have had on the Sicilian male, one of whom I was planning to marry, I asked, “Was it normal to dress boys like that in those days in Sicily?”
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“Well, they looked so sweet and I always wanted girls.” I was beginning to see what Marcello meant by prepotente.


“Did you know I went to boarding school when I was only six years old?” I was surprised. I had been told that boarding school had never been popular in Italy; it was a last resort for dealing with misfits or served as a crammer for the rich-and-thick. Most Italians with money are happy for their children to rub shoulders with the less privileged. Otherwise they send them to private day schools run by the Church. Boarding for its own sake is regarded as cruel and unusual punishment for children and parents alike, especially parents, who are generally loath for their little birds to fly the nest. This reluctance to let go still applies even when the fledglings mature into middle age. So what was Luigi doing by sending his baby girl away? I was about to commiserate when she cut me short, full of enthusiasm.

“Si, si, La Santissima Annunziata di Poggio Imperiale a Firenze. Haven’t you heard of it?”

I had to confess I hadn’t.

“You must have heard of it. It’s the most famous girls’ school in Italy. Even the Queen went there.”

“The Queen?”

“Not your Queen, The last Queen of Italy. Look!”

She pulled out a photograph dated 1922 and signed “Maria José of Belgium.” I was eager to see more photographs, but Maria had other things on the agenda.

“I’ll show you the photo albums later. Come into the kitchen and meet Antonietta. She’s making pasta al forno in your honor.”

The kitchen wore the same look as the rest of the house, but with more of the shabby and less of the chic. The walls were brown with smoke and the ceiling completely black, presumably the result of accidental fires. In the chaos on the central table there was a pile of the reddest tomatoes I had ever seen. Antonietta was tiny. Hunched over the table with brown wizened face and hands, hair drawn tight under a headscarf and apron tied over a shapeless black dress, she fitted the stereotype of Sicilian widow to a tee. She grinned at me mischievously, exposing gums almost bereft of teeth. How old could she be? Far too old to be working, surely. Maria read my thoughts.

“She’s only about my age (which I took to be sixtyish), but she doesn’t know exactly when she was born. They didn’t keep official records of births in those days. She’s had eighteen children. That’s why she looks old. Actually she’s as strong as an ox.”

Out of Antonietta’s earshot, Maria told me she had been working for the family for many years. At the time of their worst financial crisis, she had gone without wages. Maria was so grateful that she had given her a plot of land so that Antonietta could build her own house. Could this tiny little woman really have had eighteen children? Catching the word figli, Antonietta began gabbling away in dialect, which Maria had to translate. Seven of them had died, the rest had left home except for two sons, grown up now but still unmarried. She had made an early start that day, as she had to leave by eleven to get lunch for these two grown sons. Then she would be coming back to the villa to wash up after lunch.

Leaving Antonietta to get on with the baked pasta, Maria was keen to show me the rest of the house. She explained that the family had lived upstairs ever since her mother had become an invalid and could no longer manage the stairs. To be able to accommodate Nonna Francesca, the main kitchen had been moved to the first floor, to what had once been a breakfast room. The upstairs sitting room became the main reception room, and the rooms downstairs were abandoned. So instead of relegating Granny to her sickroom, the whole family had moved upstairs in order to keep her company. By the time her mother died, Maria could not afford to reconvert the villa, so the family remained in what was for all intents and purposes, an upstairs flat. Maria was optimistic that they would one day use the ground floor again.

“But of course we’ll move the kitchen and dining room downstairs again, as soon as things look up.” (As soon as things look up? Why would they, and on what
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