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		CATERPILLARS

		…

		[image: ] IT TAKES ALL OF NINETY SECONDS. TEN SLEEK, TAUTLY muscled racehorses tear into the sandy track, hurtling themselves forward at nearly lethal speed. Their jockeys crouch low to minimize resistance; some lash out at each other with their crops, and those hardest hit tumble off their mounts and scramble frantically out of the way of the flurry of surgically sharp hooves. Once around the piazza … twice … three times, the roar of the crowd escalating to a cosmic howl. Then the horse in the lead sails over the finish line—a cannon sounds, like the pop of a Christmas cracker against the citywide roar of ecstasy—and my friend Dario Castagno looks over his shoulder at me. I meet his eyes and nod to him, mouthing the words Vai, vai via! Go, go on!

		He leaps down the length of the bleachers and joins the throng of spectators who are flowing over the railing onto the track, like a wave of human magma; the last I see of him, he’s fighting off another man for the honor of pressing his lips to those of the victorious horse.

		The bleachers are trembling, quivering beneath the feet of the scores of people who are descending in a kind of rapturous fury. Only Jeffrey and I remain in place, the mass of humanity diverting around us as though we’re an outcropping of rock in a river. There’s no particular reason for us to stay rooted to our seats; but neither is there any enticement to get up. Where would we go? Everywhere we look, we see only tumult; the Piazza del Campo, the beautiful medieval square at the heart of Siena, is overrun with its citizenry, who are in various stages of agitation, ranging from the merely ecstatic to the kind of violent rapture most Americans ever see only in revival tents.

		This, then, is the immediate aftermath of the Palio, Siena’s annual bareback horse race around the perimeter of its central piazza. It’s an ancient rite, an explosive expression of municipal pride, and both Jeffrey and I find it a head-jarring thrill. Why else would we have ventured to Italy in August? It’s the month of the ferragosto holiday, when seaside resorts fill up with refugees from every city in the country, leaving virtual ghost towns behind them, their shops shuttered and their restaurants dark, so that American tourists wander the empty streets brandishing their MasterCards in vain. The sole exception is Siena, which has its ancient, inimitable business to attend to.

		The race itself lasts only a matter of heartbeats; but there’s a historical procession that precedes it—a gorgeous display of medieval costumes, heraldry, and gasp-inducing flag-tossing competitions—that requires a few solid hours to make its way around the Campo. Hence the bleacher seats, or palchi, which Dario has obtained for us at an exorbitant cost. The seats are small and hard, yet they’re far more comfortable than watching the race from the vantage point chosen by most of the populace—which is within the piazza itself, shoulder to shoulder, elbow to elbow, buttocks to belt buckle.

		“What do we do now?” Jeffrey asks me, and I really ought to have an answer. It’s our agreed-on division of labor: I’m responsible for all things cultural, Jeffrey for all things sensual. I’m supposed to know which cathedrals have the gaudiest relics, he, which restaurants the highest Michelin ratings.

		I admit I’m not sure. I’d been counting on Dario to shepherd us through this part of the experience; he’s the native, after all, the one who actually had a stake in the race today—a winning stake, as it turns out. He’s a member of the Bruco, or Caterpillar, contrada, or city quarter, and he warned us earlier that if they won, he’d be leaving us to our own devices—which is exactly what’s happened. It’s the Caterpillar horse that has triumphed, the Caterpillar jockey who’s now being stripped half naked and carried aloft by the jubilant members of the contrada, the Caterpillar constituents who are now forming a human pyramid to reach and claim the beautiful painted banner, called the drappellone, which is the sole prize awarded to the Palio’s victor. And it’s into this seething well of activity that Dario has flung himself, mind-melding with his Caterpillar brethren as they reach a kind of collective nirvana.

		We can’t blame him for leaving us. We’re excited for him—and we feel a kind of remote kinship to the Caterpillar itself, as Dario has given each of us its kerchief—in Italian, fazzoletto—to wear tied around our necks, in the Sienese manner. The Caterpillar’s distinctive blue, gold, and green mark us out as being part of the victory today, and we’re basking in the association, however tangential.

		“I think,” I say, summoning up all my powers of concentration, “after the race everyone goes to the Duomo for a thanksgiving service.”

		Jeffrey looks at me dubiously. “Are you sure?”

		“I’m not sure of anything right now. But it’s all I’ve got.”

		And so we begin our descent from the bleachers into the roiling cauldron of the post-Palio Piazza del Campo. We wend our way out into the streets of Siena—narrow, cobbled, and lined by elegantly simple buildings in earthen colors with terra-cotta roofs—usually the scene of a hundred different tableaux all expressing easygoing Tuscan urbanity. But today there’s no diminution of emotional intensity; the streets are as riotous as the piazza.

		In fact, the sheer violence of the joy on display takes me aback; I try, and fail, to come up with anything I’ve seen to compare with it. We live on the north side of the Windy City, home of the Chicago Cubs, so we’re familiar with the euphoria that barrels through the streets whenever that team clinches a division title—the kind of euphoria that can, whoops, result in broken windows and overturned cars—but it’s not really the same thing at all. For it to be analogous, the Cubs would have to be one of seventeen ball clubs in Chicago, each one specific to a certain neighborhood; fans would have to have been baptized in the Cubs church and grown up identifying themselves not as Cubs fans but as Cubs themselves; the Cubs would have to be not merely a beloved team but a family, a community, the foundation of our very identity.

		And, oh yeah, there’d have to be only two ball games every summer. And the Cubs would’ve just won one of them, against all other Chicago teams.

		That’s a bit like what Dario is going through right at this moment, I imagine. The brucaioli—the people of the Bruco—have just pulled off the one thing that really matters in Sienese society: a victory in the Palio. Even now they’re parading through the streets, hoisting aloft the hard-won drappellone. People are reaching out to touch it, fondle it, kiss it. There’s a new banner commissioned for every Palio, designed by a new artist and always incorporating the Virgin Mary, who is the patron saint of this event. “Bru-bru-bruco!” Jeffrey shouts, native style, as it passes, without a trace of irony. I’d join him, but my throat is constricted by an unexpected swelling of emotion. This is, I realize, seriously cool.

		In the Middle Ages, nearly every city in Italy had some kind of annual civic competition, ranging from the highly skilled (archery) to the refreshingly Neanderthal (hurling large rocks at one another’s heads)—but those traditions eventually withered away, worn down by a relentlessly encroaching modernity. Not in Siena. In fact, the Palio has if anything grown in importance and stature over the ensuing centuries. Part of the reason is historical; when Florence, Siena’s perpetual antagonist, finally and decisively defeated the city in 1555, it instituted an oppressive rule that all but cut off the Sienese from outside influence. The city was not allowed to grow or flourish. The entire Renaissance just glanced right off it, as though it were under a bell jar. Effectively ghettoized in their own hometown, the Sienese responded as good Italians always do: defiantly. They placed increasing emphasis on their native customs, rituals, and protocols. Chief among these was the Palio. In this sense, it was for many years not merely an expression of civic unity and strength but a tool of civic survival. The Palio reminded—still reminds—the Sienese of who they are.

		And who exactly are they? In a way, there are seventeen different answers. The old walled city is divided into as many districts, each of which is named after a mascot, usually an animal. Each has its own colors, flag, church, fountain, and theme songs; they’re like a clutch of pint-size sovereign states all parked within the municipal polity. The Sienese call them contrade, and they are, in no particular order, the Eagle, the Snail, the Owl, the Dragon, the Giraffe, the Porcupine, the She-Wolf, the Seashell, the Goose, the Caterpillar, the Wave, the Panther, the Forest, the Tortoise, the Unicorn, the Tower, and the Ram.

		Some contrade are wealthy, some not. Some have ancient, bitter feuds with their neighbors; others have no enemies at all. What they all have in common—apart from an independent governing body and a constitution—is that their adherents view themselves primarily as contradaioli, that is, as members of their contrade. Stop anyone on any street in Siena and ask him to identify himself. He won’t say, “I am a Sienese” or “I am a Tuscan” or even “I am an Italian.” What he’ll say, head held high and eyes spitting pride, is “I am of the Dragon.”

		Today, wearing our fazzoletti, we feel that we are of the Caterpillar. And in this spirit of borrowed glory we set out for the Duomo—Siena’s magnificent, if bizarrely unfinished, thirteenth-century cathedral.

		Unfortunately, I’m not quite sure how to get there. We might follow the crowd, of course, but it keeps breaking up and spinning off in all directions (even straight up; I spot someone actually scaling a wall to climb in a window). Still, I can see the tip of the Duomo from where we’re standing, and I figure all I have to do is head toward it.

		Siena’s medieval thoroughfares lack the gridlike regularity we associate with modern metropolises; they twist and turn, they snake and skirt, they fork and double back. (Siena was the first city in the world to ban all vehicles—even bicycles—from its city center, very likely for this reason; the bottlenecks would otherwise be hideous. Two Vespas abreast could clog the average alley as quickly as a lump of gorgonzola can an artery.) And so it proves that the worst way to get anywhere is to head straight for it; we find ourselves, in the manner of Looking-glass Land, right back where we started.

		I’m forced to fall back on that most unmasculine of last resorts: asking directions. In my halting Italian, I interpose myself between smiling natives and ask plizz excuse but can you say how is to find Duomo, and am graciously bestowed a full complement of fulsome instructions and extravagant gestures, almost as though I asked not for guidance but for an abbreviated performance of Puccini’s Suor Angelica. But it does the trick.

		The Duomo is so packed with people, we don’t even have room to sweat. And if the noise on the street was cacophonous, in here, under the vaulted roof, it’s like having your brains clawed out of your head. You can’t see anything either, except the very top of the altar, and the ceaselessly waving contrada flags that threaten at any moment to descend lethally, like a guillotine.

		For all the discomfort and incipient peril, the principal sensation is one of joy: reeling, riotous, airborne—yet strangely regulated. I’m being crushed on all sides, but I feel safe; I’m in the arms of something so much larger than I am. Calm descends over me. I’m experiencing a kind of bliss, the quiet transport of being buoyed by a roiling yet eternal sea.

		And then I’m buoyed by something else. The service—which, over the deficient sound system, has sounded to me like endless incantations of someone’s monosyllabic mantra—has now apparently concluded, and the vast mass of people has rotated clockwise and is heading back toward the doors. For a few moments, I’m pressed against an ample-breasted woman in the most ungracious way imaginable. “Perdonimi, signora!” I holler at her, begging her forgiveness for our accidental intimacy, but she can’t hear me, barely even notices me. Instead, she’s smiling.

		I’ve completely lost track of Jeffrey, but I feel certain he’ll know to look for me outside. Unfortunately, when I’m finally squeezed out the door (I imagine this is what it was like to exit the birth canal), I find the portico thick with churning humanity. I crane my neck skyward, where the first stars are just now blinking awake, and gulp down a few soothing swallows of cool night air.

		It’s the only respite I get, though, before being literally swept up—yes, I said literally; for a few terrifying moments I am actually lifted off my feet and carried away—by a mob of people in the throes of something like a benevolent frenzy. I gird my loins, slip into Terminator mode, and try to power my way out of their midst, but it’s useless; I’m like a pebble in a landslide. It’s then that I notice their fazzoletti: blue, green, and gold, just like mine. These are the brucaioli; they’ve simply absorbed me, like attracting like. I give in and go with the flow.

		It isn’t hard to figure out where this is headed; I’m hoping Jeffrey will deduce it as well. Possibly he’s even in the same situation, somewhere behind or even ahead of me. In any case, I can’t seem to summon up any consternation; the mood around me is too triumphal, too ebullient. I’m riding a wave of sheer happiness.

		As I suspected, we end up back in the Caterpillar district. We were just here last night for the cena della prova generale, the big dinner before the day of the race, held in the expansive garden of the Caterpillar headquarters. We were seated at a long table reserved for visitors, while the rest of the garden was brimming with exuberant natives. “This is our Palio,” Dario had told me confidentially. “We are certainly going to win. We have the best horse, the best jockey. And we have paid off all the right parties so that we expect no interference.” He made no secret of the fact that greasing palms was part of the process. Victory in the Palio isn’t just won; it’s purchased. “Of course,” he added, “there’s always the unexpected, the freak occurrence that no one can foresee, that throws everything out of alignment. That’s part of the excitement of the race. But this year I feel such confidence. The wind is at our back.” And that’s when he told me he would, despite his kind attentiveness to Jeffrey and me, be off like a shot should the Caterpillar triumph.

		Dario didn’t sit with us at the big dinner; he’d been recruited to do table service. But occasionally he swung by to see how we were doing and to refill our wineglasses. (Wine cups, actually. It’s pretty downscale, this dinner; but then it’s an open-air affair, practically a picnic. And there are something like two thousand diners. Which would be a lot of stemware to wash.)

		We were the only foreigners at the visitors’ table. Everyone else was from elsewhere in Italy—Rome, Venice, Bologna—and seemed to regard the full-bore carousing of their Sienese hosts with the kind of upraised eyebrows a maiden aunt might display at a frat party. We sat next to a couple from the nearby town of Poggibonsi, which is within the province of Siena but since it’s outside the city walls is as foreign to the urban Sienese as any hamlet in Asia or Africa, and thus consigned to this corner for aliens. We’d actually passed Poggibonsi a day or so earlier in Dario’s van, and the name instantly became a kind of in-joke. Afterward, whenever there was a lull in the day’s activities, one of us would exclaim, “Poggibonsi!” to the general hilarity of the other. We’d done so a few times during the dinner, too, before we learned of our neighbors’ actual habitation there, so I had to invent some awkward lie to explain why we’d been continually blurting out the name of their hometown. “We plan to visit tomorrow,” I said, “and we are so excited.”

		The couple’s eyes widened. “You come to Poggibonsi?” They exchanged a furtive glance. “Why?”

		“We are told it is so beautiful.” I was sure this would pacify them, but they just looked at me all the more strangely. Later I would learn that Poggibonsi is a drab little industrial town. The only tourists they ever see there are the ones who are hopelessly lost.

		Eventually the Poggibonsesi and I grew tired of reaching quite so far across the language divide, and we politely drew back from each other. I turned my attention instead to the assembled Caterpillars.

		What I saw was a kind of revelation. There’d been a burst of activity when the dinner began, with the medieval-clad drummer boys making a stirringly martial entrance and a rousing rendition of the contrada’s anthem, which begins as follows:

		
			
				Viva viva la bella Contrada

				Che di tutte è più grande e più forte

				Vada fiero chi schiuse le porte

				All’impavida sua Nobiltà.



				(Long live the beautiful contrada

				Mightiest and strongest of all

				Be proud who opened the gates

				To its undaunted nobility.)

			

		

		I enjoyed that; it’s what’s drawn me to Italians in general—their theatricality, their love of tradition, their spirit. Ever since my first trip to Rome, some ten years ago, I’ve found the robustness of the Italians’ appetites (for food, for music, for fashion) to be a welcome antidote to the dismaying anemia of modern American culture, which seems anchored by the Internet on one end and the shopping mall on the other. Being of Italian blood myself (my grandfather was born in Asiago), I imagined that there was something in my DNA that responded to the Roman way of life—and the Venetian, and the Milanese, and the Bolognese, and all the others I’ve experienced in the years since. But it wasn’t till last night, taking in what was actually going on in the ancient society surrounding me, that I found what I didn’t even know I’d been looking for: the ideal Italian society. And hence the ideal society, period.

		A first glance seemed to argue for a deeply segregated community: there were tables at which only middle-aged men were seated; others where their distaff counterparts held court. Couples with young children were relegated to a certain set of tables, while teenagers had their own dedicated seating, from which they seemed forever to be darting away and then back again.

		Yet they weren’t in any real sense separate. Because there was one overriding mood in the place: that of exuberant fellowship, of camaraderie, of the sheer joy of being among others who are exactly like you. Throughout the night, small groupings of a half-dozen or more persons would rise from their seats and robustly sing one of the Caterpillar’s many anthems—even teenage girls did so, without a trace of irony; teenage girls, perhaps the most jaded and world-weary citizens in any Western democracy. They stood as one, tossed back their impeccably coiffed hair, put their arms around each other’s waists, and swayed back and forth while chirping the same patriotic tunes their fathers and grandfathers had been bellowing all night long. The effect was disorienting, as though a group of American mall rats had leapt up and crooned “Down by the Old Mill Stream,” barbershop quartet style. There were many different songs, some of them popular tunes rewritten to incorporate the name of the contrada’s horse, Berio (most recognizable, the Disney tune “Hi-ho, hi-ho” becoming “Ber-io, Ber-io”), and plenty of choruses of the contrada’s marching anthem, which I’d heard many times in the preceding days:

		
			
				Si sa che non lo volete

				Il nostro bel brucone

				Per forza e per amore

				Lo dovete rispetta’!

			

		

		
			
				(We know you do not want

				Our beautiful caterpillar

				But by hook or by crook

				You must respect it!)

			

		

		And then the speeches began; long addresses by the contrada’s executives. I’ve been to any number of fund-raising events in my life, and at each of them the perfunctory, monotonous, tinged-in-sanctimony speeches have served as the chief buzz kill. Initially people will sit up straight and pretend to listen attentively. But about fifteen minutes in, they’ll become restless and start to whisper, then to murmur, and then pity the poor closer, who has to pitch his or her voice above a steady hum of chatter by people who are now only biding their time until the band starts.

		Yet the brucaioli not only listened, they engaged. They laughed and applauded and whistled and called out comments. Again, even the teenagers were on board. I caught some of them standing on their chairs so they could get a better view of the guy at the podium. Just some middle-aged dude in a suit and tie; nothing at all remarkable about him. But they were all hanging on his every word, in a way you almost never encounter in America, where listening is just what you pretend to do while waiting your turn to speak. Some of the teens were even showing real emotion; you could see the tears on their faces reflected in the flickering light. I couldn’t imagine what kind of magnificent oratory could so move them. (Later I asked Dario; he told me it was just the usual boilerplate stuff—“Whatever happens tomorrow, we will leave the piazza with our heads held high,” and so on.)

		I hadn’t been able to get all those images and observations out of my head; all day long, back at the villa we’d rented in the Tuscan countryside, they’d played over and over in my memory. I’d had no idea then, of course, that I’d be returning so soon and in the midst of a huge contingent of the very natives I’d been studying from afar, every one of them now suffused with a kind of sacred mania.

		When we finally arrive, the Caterpillar district is churning with color—not only the blue, green, and gold of the contrada but the various hues of its allies, who have come to help celebrate the victory. Everywhere people are sucking on pacifiers—actual infant pacifiers, as though the entire community has commenced teething several decades late—because, as Dario explained, a Palio victory is a kind of rebirth. Grown men are openly weeping. I see a pair of fashionable young women clutching each other in an almost desperate embrace, from which they don’t disentangle themselves the entire time my eyes are on them. Children ride on their father’s shoulders, and teenagers pass through the crowd with liter jugs of red wine, which they cheerfully dispense to anyone who presents an empty cup.

		Suddenly the weight of the throng increases, as though we’re being wrung through a presser; I’m forced back against the chill stone walls of the buildings lining the street. My first thought is that the crowd has parted to allow a car to pass; then I remember that none is allowed within the old city center. A drumroll rises above the homogeneous din and increases in volume, till I realize that a small parade has formed. As it passes I see some of the contrada youth in historic dress—caps and boots, doublets and hose—marching by waving their flag to and fro, to and fro. These are the esteemed alfieri. One of their banners sweeps over my head and glances across my brow, like a furtive kiss. The drummer brings up the rear, and when he’s passed by the crowd expands, as if exhaling; I find I can move again.

		As I allow the surge of the crowd to carry me along, the sound of the drum is replaced by a lusty incantation of a victory song by an impromptu choir of several dozen voices, most of them either stone drunk or well on the way. Despite the slurring I can just make out the words:

		
			
				E lo volevi e lo volevi

				Sì per forza ma con la nostra forza

				S’è fatto ripurga’!

				O sudici, e o sudici

				Poveri sudici, non lo vincete più!

			

		

		
			
				(And you wanted it, you wanted it

				With all your might, but with our might

				We made you take laxatives!

				Oh you filthy ones, and oh you filthy ones,

				Poor filthy ones, you’ll never win again!)

			

		

		I’m left wondering about that reference to laxatives: is it an idiomatic expression, or do the losers really punish themselves with the trots? (I’ll later learn that in fact they do exactly that, to quite literally purge themselves of the shame. No, seriously.) I’m still contemplating it when several of the men in my vicinity take a sharp turn against the tide, as it were. I’m bumped one way, then another, and in the process am completely turned around. Several other people suffer the same incapacity, so that for a few moments we’re all stepping on one another’s toes as we try to reorient ourselves.

		One of them, a young woman with long black hair and large, luminous green eyes, offers a brief apology, then grins widely and adds a little coda. My jaw drops, because what I think I’ve just heard is “Siamo andati in culo a tutti”—basically, “Now we’re up everyone’s ass!” I say to her, in my best Italian, “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

		“Ah,” she replies in English—clearly my best Italian isn’t good enough—“you are an American.”

		“Yes,” I say, fingering the fazzoletto around my neck and adding, “but a friend to the Caterpillar.”

		“You came from America for this Palio?”

		“Just for this, yes.”

		“You have brought good luck,” she says, and she removes something from around her own neck, something I haven’t noticed before: a pacifier strung on a ribbon. She presents it to me.

		I feel suddenly abashed. “Thank you,” I say, and just as I’m about to take it from her, she gives it a twist; the little plastic grip is suddenly animated by blinking lights.

		I laugh in appreciation. “Grazie, grazie,” I say.

		The current of the crowd carries us along together.

		“My name’s Rob,” I say. “Roberto. Robert.” Jesus, I’m giving her multiple choice here. The excitement’s gone to my head.

		“Beatrice,” she says, pronouncing it in the Italian manner—Bay-ah-TREE-chay. She offers her hand, and after I shake it she says, “You are here all by yourself?”

		“No, I’m with a friend. We got separated at the Duomo, but I think he’ll know where to find me. We were here last night, at the dinner.”

		She looks at me with a slightly higher regard. “So you really are a friend of the Bruco.”

		“I have another friend—almost a brother—who is one of you. He invited us.” I mention Dario’s name, on the chance that she might recognize it; she nods in a way that means she’s either heard of him or knows him very well or doesn’t know him at all—it’s hard to say. The Sienese are like that; a bit guarded even at their most open.

		We suddenly find ourselves before the stone grotto that marks the very epicenter of the Caterpillar district. She asks, “And what do you think of us?”

		“I think you’re wonderful,” I tell her, meaning it. “The ideal society.”

		“We think so too,” she says, and there’s no swagger in her voice, no puffed-up pride; nor any obsequious gratitude for my validation or condescending affirmation of my good taste. For a moment the guard is down, and what lies behind it is beguiling in its plainness. Courtesy and civic pride. That’s all. I didn’t know they still made people like this.

		“And also,” I add, “yes, I agree, you are now up everyone’s ass.”

		She flicks my fazzoletto and says, “You too.”

		A moment later she’s engulfed by a trio of friends and is led away by them; and I myself am driven toward Via del Comune, the street on which the Caterpillar headquarters is located. As soon as I round the corner, it’s as if night changes to day; the entire street is lit up like a football stadium—only not by industrial floodlights but by innumerable lamps, sconces, torches, and streetlights. People are crammed into every window overlooking the scene, as hundreds of brucaioli and well-wishers stream to and fro, embracing each other and laughing and drinking and dancing, while the chapel bell clangs, clangs, clangs, like a baby with a wooden spoon banging on a pot; it’s that kind of joyousness—bold and insistent and not even close to being tired yet.

		I start down the street—and when I say “down,” I mean literally; the length of Via del Comune runs at as close to a twenty-degree angle as makes no difference—and am fast closing in on the contrada headquarters, which is bound to be ground zero for unfettered Caterpillar glee. I can’t wait to see it, can’t wait to walk out onto the balcony overlooking the gardens where, just last night, two thousand people sat at tables, serenely feasting, while speeches were spoken and songs were sung and food was served and plates were cleared, and where tonight the scene must be entirely different: a chaos of surging, wine-stoked boisterousness, formless and free-flowing. Last night was the contrada at its most functional; tonight I’ll see it with its hair down.

		Except that my enthusiasm overruns my caution. I’ve barely made it to the entrance when a group of young bucks, loud and slap-happy, get into a playful shoving match; I should step back, out of their way, but I’m so close … one of them loses his footing and knocks into me, spilling a cup of wine over my shirtfront. He’s immediately apologetic, but the damage is done; I’m drenched, and I can feel the wine slowly seeping past my waistband.

		I take a few moments to consider whether I might still proceed as planned: insinuate myself into the festivities, drink in all the sights and sounds and sensations. But despite sporting the Bruco fazzoletto, I’m an outsider; I don’t know anyone here, and I’d hoped to cloak myself in invisibility—rely on my ability to move among these people unnoticed, the better to see them as they really are. I can scarcely do that now, with a splatter of warm wine clinging to me like blood. Anyone might presume I’ve just been shot in the stomach.

		Reluctantly I head back up Via del Comune, hoping to run into Jeffrey somewhere on the way. Which I do, at the top of the street; he appears with a look both irritated and relieved. “I thought I might find you here,” he says.

		“I figured you would,” I reply, panting from my climb.

		“What happened?”

		“I got carried away by a crowd of people at the Duomo. Seriously, at one point my feet weren’t even touching the ground; I was dangling like a marionette.”

		“No, I mean, there.” He points to my belly.

		“Someone spilled wine on me. He was nice about it.”

		“You ready to go, then?”

		I look back down the street—more and more people passing us by, flinging themselves bodily into the festivities like badminton birdies. “I guess so,” I say. “I’d love to stay and check this out, but it’s trickling down into my crotch now.” I screw up my face in disgust and tug at my zipper to create a little pocket of air—as though this will help dry out my nether regions. No such luck.

		As we head back toward the city center, Jeffrey notices my pacifier. “Where’d you get that?”

		“Gift,” I tell him, dangling it before me. “From a Caterpillar gal. To thank me for bringing good luck.” I twist the grip, and it lights up.

		He laughs. “No way.”

		“Way. She also told me we were ‘up the ass of everybody.’ ”

		“I bet that sounds a hell of a lot better in Italian.”

		“What doesn’t?”

		At the end of Via dei Rossi, where the Caterpillar district ends, I take another look back, long and regretful. And then I let go. Sometimes it’s all you can do.

		[image: ]

		WE SPEND THE NEXT few days touring the neighboring towns—Montalcino, San Gimignano, Colle di Val d’Elsa, but not Poggibonsi—and indulging in wine tastings at local vineyards. Then comes the night before our departure, when we’ve packed up all our suitcases and set them in the hall for the morning, and we have to decide what to do about dinner. The refrigerator is empty, so I say, “Let’s go to Siena. We know we can get a good meal there.”

		And we do, at one of our favorite restaurants, Da Nello. We’ve got the place to ourselves, since we’re dining ridiculously early—we have to, in order to get on the road tomorrow in time to make our flight. The light of early evening is still golden as we depart, so we head to the Campo to take in, one last time, the sheer splendor of the place.

		It becomes apparent even before we reach the piazza that something’s going on there. We hear the staccato report of drums, the steady hum of chatter spiked with shots of girlish shrieking, and a kind of free-for-all brawling of musical genres. When we reach the perimeter, we find what all this is in aid of: a procession—by the indefatigable Caterpillars, the proud brucaioli.

		“This must be the victory parade,” I say, stunned by our luck at having stumbled upon it. “Look, it’s all musically themed.” And so it is: there are floats with shaggy-looking rock groups performing atop them, marchers dressed in bulky costumes representing the treble and bass clef symbols as well as individual musical notes, strolling ensembles furiously playing a variety of instruments—even the contrada kitchen workers are here, using actual kettles as kettledrums.

		“Why music?” Jeffrey asks.

		“Because of the winning horse. Berio—like the composer.”

		“Oh,” he says, a bit unenthusiastically. “Him.” (A few years earlier, we went to a Lyric Opera of Chicago production of Un Re in Ascolto but found its narrative too unlinear to follow and its score too dissonant to enjoy; we ended up leaving at the interval. What can I tell you, we’re vulgarians; we like showstoppers.)

		“Isn’t that Dario?” Jeffrey says. “It is! Over there!”

		I look to where he’s pointing and see, to my astonishment, our good friend—ever suave, ever dignified, ever at his ease in any place or situation—marching frenetically with four other men, all playing flutes and none wearing pants. “Why are they walking like penguins?” I ask. “I don’t get it.”

		The closer they get, the odder it seems. I’ve known Dario for several years, ever since we hired him to escort us around the Chianti wine country; he was the region’s first dedicated tour guide and has become something of a celebrity as a result. He’s best known for his old-world charm, poise, and diplomacy, and for the unflappability with which he handles even the most batshit-insane American clients. Seeing him now, strutting about with bare legs and mugging like a clown, is like being thrown into Bizarro world. What possible cultural force could prompt my old friend to so gleefully jettison his trademark dignity?

		As he passes, we wave to attract his attention, but he doesn’t see us. He’s too thoroughly in the zone.

		The parade moves at a more leisurely pace than the average briskly martial American affair, and there appears to be no end in sight. Much as I’d like to see it in its entirety, we have to tear ourselves away and get back to the villa for an early night.

		Back at the car, I say, “I’m not done here.”

		Jeffrey pauses with his hand on the ignition key. “Well, make up your mind. Is it an early night, or isn’t it?”

		“I don’t mean tonight. I mean, I’m coming back someday. I’m coming back, and I’m doing all of this over again. I’m not letting these people out of my sight.”

		And then Jeffrey pulls into traffic and drives away, and we turn our minds back to car rental returns and seat assignments.
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