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  FOREWORD





  After the success of my previous book, Too Much Tuscan Sun: Confessions of a Chianti Tour Guide, many people suggested I write a sequel. The idea intrigued me . . . but I’d never really considered myself a writer. The first book had been written just for fun, to help fill my evenings. If someone had told me at the time that the book would not only be published but published successfully, propelling me on a whirlwind of TV appearances, magazine and radio interviews, and a coast-to-coast publicity tour of the United States, I’d have thought they were having me on . . . or just plain nuts.




  And yet, bizarrely, so it was: I found myself, a high-school dropout, standing at a podium, lecturing genuine academics. And eventually I thought, Well . . . if the Swiss can win the America’s Cup and the Jamaicans can have an Olympic bobsled team, then anything is possible. I can go from being someone who wrote a book to being someone who writes books.




  I spent many weeks trying to figure out what I could write about. People who liked the first book asked for more stories of my experiences with tourists, but I had used the best of that material in Too Much Tuscan Sun. Others suggested that I just make up some wild stories and pretend they were real, but if experience has taught me anything, it’s that the truth is always stranger and more wonderful than anything I could invent from whole cloth.




  I received many e-mails from readers asking me to write more about my life in Vagliagli, but to be honest, I thought that the beauty of my existence lay in its utter simplicity. A diary of my everyday life would no doubt strike readers as uneventful.




  It took distance, and time, to make me see differently. The day after I returned from my three-month American book tour, something magical occurred. I didn’t wake up that morning with the idea of writing a book, but as I wandered my home territory, reconnecting with familiar sights, sounds, aromas, and (especially) friends and neighbors, I began to realize just how rich my life here is. Each new vista and encounter brought back a wealth of anecdote, folklore, history, and just plain gossip that I had taken for granted before my stay in America.




  So much happened that day to jar my memory and stir my unconscious mind that I realized I was surrounded by material for a book. In fact, I might as well have been collecting ideas my whole life, without realizing it, for some as-yet-unsuspected purpose.




  When I returned home from that memorable first day back in the Chianti hills, I sat down and started writing an account of it. Within a few months I had a manuscript ready to send off to my tour client turned friend and book collaborator, Robert Rodi in Chicago, and then to the publisher.




  Every event included in this book happened on that early-spring day of 2005. Even the serendipitous lunch incident. You may believe it . . . you may not . . . but whatever you do: Enjoy!
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4:08 A.M.




  Maybe it’s the jet lag, or maybe just the excitement of having returned to my beloved hills, but I awaken very early. I normally sleep with my shutters open because I like to rise with the first rays of the sun, but right now it’s still invincibly dark. I try to go back to sleep; it’s useless. I can still hear the monotonous roar of the Boeing 777 echoing in my head. I extend my arm to the empty space beside me; it’s been more than a year, but I’m still not used to having the bed all to myself. I turn to face the photo of Cristina that sits on the bedside table and is so vivid in my mind. I’m very fond of this picture: She’s crouched down, embracing my late dog Dick Rogers, and I think that here she’s at her best—smiling ear to ear with a loving expression on her face. I don’t understand why she’s gone. I continue to leave my keys in the front door in case she returns. How I miss her . . .




  I pass an hour or so in drowsy contemplation. Now the sun extends its first tentative rays into the sky like a swimmer testing the water with his toe. All is well, for soon the sun begins to rise from behind the hills, outlining them a majestic red. As the sky brightens and the stars gently vanish, I notice the light blue Samsonite suitcase that I hauled around for months through innumerable airport terminals: It’s still waiting to be unpacked. Feeling its silent rebuke, I crawl out of bed.




  I make my way down the flight of granite steps and prepare a long brew of caffè d’orzo that I sweeten with a teaspoon of honey. I then toast a slice of Tuscan bread, cover it with precious extra-virgin olive oil, add a pinch of salt, and rub a fresh tomato on the crusty surface. I feel like I’m in heaven. For the first time in many weeks, I sit on the terrace with my feet on the brick wall and simply enjoy the spectacle. The sun slowly takes possession of the landscape, flooding with incandescence the castles and villas scattered across the hilltops and valleys.




  My village, Vagliagli, is yet fast asleep. The only sounds are the baying of a group of hunting dogs in their kennels, eager to be out and on the scent of wild boar, and the distinctive call of the cuckoo echoing down the valley. The local church bell chimes six o’clock. Its stone tower glows in reflected sun.




  Already it’s unusually warm. As I prepare to sip from the steaming ceramic cup, I spot in the distance a hot-air balloon floating above the oak trees. In the awed silence of this Chianti morning, it renders the atmosphere, if possible, even more magical. The view suddenly brings back fond memories of my brief association with a delightful local balloon club . . .




  The Chianti Balloon Club




  Early in my career as a tour guide, I befriended a distinctive Swiss gentleman who owned a stone farmhouse tucked away in the Chianti hills that he had patiently restored with his own hands. I always envied its gorgeous location; I could’ve happily spent hours on its terrace enjoying the vista, which incorporated both the local countryside and the towers of Siena rising triumphantly into the sky.




  Our first meeting took the form of an interview for a local magazine that he often wrote for. Friedrich had come across a brochure publicizing my Rooster Tours, and he saw in me a potential article. He seemed to be intrigued by the services I was offering: accompanying small groups of visitors in a four-wheel-drive vehicle to discover the Chianti countryside off the beaten track.




  We arranged to meet in a run-down bar in Siena. There I found myself shaking hands with a lanky young man, an out-sized cowboy hat hiding his complete baldness, despite what I later discovered to be a flawless skull—perfectly round, no imperfections or lumps. Friedrich had clearly been cultivating and trimming his amazing handlebar mustache with care. He wore a jeans jacket that matched a pair of blue jeans he’d tucked into heavy brown boots. My first thought was: It’s the Red Baron reincarnated! Curiously, months later, I discovered that he was indeed a baron, even though he preferred keeping this under wraps—unlike so many pompous toffs I’d known who boasted about their blue-blooded origins.




  At the end of the interview, as we started to relax, our conversation turned to other subjects. Friedrich told me about his passion for flying (There you go, I thought to myself, while failing to suppress a giggle, he is the Red Baron!), and he told me how he’d recently obtained a license to fly hot-air balloons. This had inspired him to found the Chianti Balloon Club, with the intent to organize flights for tourists over the local hills. We’d hit it off sufficiently for him to ask me, now, whether I’d like to join his team.




  In those days my Rooster Tours hadn’t yet taken off, and if someone had offered me a job shoveling manure in a chicken coop, I’d have accepted. Of course I agreed enthusiastically. He took me to see the beautiful red-and-yellow-striped balloon that he kept in an old barn on his property.




  Friedrich’s lawn was large enough to accommodate inflating the balloon and was thus perfect for departures. He explained that because hot-air balloons can fly only in the direction of the wind, and that the only control a pilot exercises is the ability to go up or down, he needed a ground crew to follow him during his flights, to pick him up at his landing sites, and then to drive him back to home base. It was fundamental that this person—whom I realized by now would be me—be at the designated spot before landing in order to capture the rope and tether the balloon to the ground. During the flight, he continued, he would keep me constantly updated on his location by walkie-talkie. He would also provide me with his nine-seater Land Rover, to which he’d hooked a trailer large enough to hold the basket and gas burner. In a few minutes we shook hands again, putting the seal on our working partnership—and burgeoning friendship.




  We spent the next weeks scattering our promotional brochures among the various hotels in the area. After just ten days Friedrich called me with excitement in his voice to tell me that a German couple had purchased a flight as a birthday surprise for Guenther, and was I available on Wednesday?




  “Yes, of course,” I said. “Who’s Guenther?”




  “I have no idea,” Friedrich replied. “The important thing is, we’ve booked our first flight!”




  On the designated day I awakened at dawn—Friedrich wanted to take advantage of the more powerful thermal winds of early morning. The stars were still visible in the crystal-clear sky, the wind was low and constant, and there wasn’t so much as a cloud on the horizon . . . A perfect summer morning, I thought as I closed the shutters and kissed Cristina on her forehead—gently, so as not to pull her from the arms of Morpheus.




  The day was cool and the drive pleasant, the roads were deserted, and as I approached Friedrich’s airfield, the sun emerged from behind Pratomagno Mountain, inundating the valleys with an almost fairy-tale golden glow. My appreciation of such beauty was cut short, however: A large porcupine dashed across the road before me, leaving behind a trail of quills (as they always do when alarmed). I managed to miss the thing by mere inches, and also to miss careering into the ditch. I didn’t know what kind of omen this was, but I was young enough not to care too much.




  Moments later I reached Friedrich’s house, parked next to the shed, then set out across the lawn. He was already busy with a couple of helpers, inflating the gigantic sheath with butane gas. After about twenty minutes the balloon was fully inflated and towered over our heads, the ropes firmly tightened to prevent it from sailing clean away. I stepped up and greeted Friedrich, who seemed understandably nervous. For this special occasion he was sporting an elegant white jet pilot’s shirt festooned with collar badges.




  “No sign of clients yet, Dario,” he said while glancing at his watch for perhaps the fiftieth time since I’d greeted him.




  Just then a black Mercedes entered through the open gate and rolled up the gravel driveway in a cloud of dust. As it drew nearer we recognized a German license plate. Our first Chianti Balloon Club clients had arrived.




  A handsome older couple stepped out of the car. At first glance I guessed them to be somewhere in their late sixties. She was dressed head to toe in an elegant, expensive ensemble, possibly Prada, with a pair of white-framed sunglasses that she politely removed as she shook our hands. He was equally dashing in a yachting jacket and sailor hat. I wondered for a moment at this odd choice of clothing—we were far from the ocean—but then I realized he would soon be, in a sense, sailing.




  Herr and Frau Mueller now told us that Guenther hadn’t slept a wink all night, so impatient was he for his birthday surprise. Friedrich and I glanced at each other to gauge which of us would be asking the obvious question—but of course I was just a crew member. Friedrich cleared his throat and said, “Well, that’s fine. But . . . where is the birthday boy?”




  The Muellers said, in eerie unison, “Guenther iss in ze car. Ve vill fetch im immediately.” With German precision they pivoted on their heels and opened the car’s rear door—and to our astonishment a huge Doberman pinscher of rare beauty leapt out, wagging his tail in delight. “Ziss iss Guenther ze Third,” Mr. Mueller told us as the canine politely sat and raised a paw, which we felt obliged to shake.




  “Vell, are you ready, Guenther, my boy?” Mrs. Mueller said, stroking his head. His tongue lolled out of his mouth as he looked up at her adoringly.




  We were at a loss for a moment; we had, after all, no experience whatsoever in escorting clients to the launch site, and our maiden effort was to be made more complex by our first client’s belonging to an entirely unexpected species. Yet the Muellers seemed oblivious to our perplexity. Not once did they reveal even a hint of awareness that the situation was unusual.




  As we led the group to the balloon, Guenther strained against his leash in excitement, and we could see that he wore a big black collar that appeared to be studded with diamonds. Perhaps they were fake—but then, given the obvious pampering the Muellers lavished on the dog, perhaps they weren’t. The closer we got to the balloon, now swaying to and fro in the light morning wind, the more impatient Guenther got. I feared he might actually break the leash.




  “Vhen must ve return for Guenther, Herr Friedrich?” Mrs. Mueller asked.




  Friedrich actually faltered in his step, he was so surprised. “You—you aren’t coming?”




  “Oh, no, iss Guenther’s birthday treat, not ours. Ve vill go for a quick svim and zhen return vhen you say.”




  Friedrich somehow composed himself long enough to explain that the flight would last approximately three hours, and the drive back to the launch site less than half an hour. The Muellers checked their watches, then joined us for a toast as Friedrich popped open a bottle of champagne to initiate the enterprise.




  After giving their pooch a final briefing (“Be a verrry goot boy, my Guenther”) and a long list of endearments in German, the pair left. When their car pulled away, Friedrich and I were left standing with Guenther at our feet, staring up at us as if to say, When do we start?




  We were silent for a moment; I had no idea what must be running through Friedrich’s mind. But then he surprised me by rolling up his sleeves and barking orders to his other helpers, all business. “Dario, grab the hound and lower him into the basket,” he said, turning to me. “Let’s get this show on the road.”




  I knelt before the dog, patted him on the head, looked him in the eye, and, drawing courage from his seemingly friendly expression, said, “Okay, Guenther—you’re not going to make things difficult, are you? You’ll work with me here, right?” Heextended his enormous tongue and slurped my face, leaving me with a sheen of saliva. Then he laid down on his back and extended his legs in the air. I put my right hand under his impressive-looking collar and with my left embraced his backside while I gently raised him up. I kept expecting a snarl of protest, or worse, but he just kept licking me, as though my head were a cone of gelato. I carried him to the basket, where I handed him over to Friedrich, who was now ready to take off. Gingerly he set the dog down. Guenther jumped up and hung his forepaws over the rim. Now he was ready for takeoff, too.




  We released the ropes and the balloon rose heavenward. I jumped into the Land Rover and pulled away, keeping one eye on the balloon as it sailed silently into the Chianti sky, floating delicately westward, just above the treetops. It wasn’t nearly as easy as I’d imagined to keep the balloon in view, due to the vast acres of unnavigable forest that I had to skirt by whatever roads I could find. Even so, I managed to remain in fairly close range, at least enough to see Guenther’s handsome head peering over the basket rim, barking with delight and enjoying every moment of this new experience.




  I called Friedrich on the walkie-talkie and asked how things were proceeding up there. He told me that Guenther was behaving well and having a great time, which was confirmed by the staccato woof-woof-woofing that punctuated Friedrich’s words. I signed off and was overcome by hilarity. For a moment I even envied the dog, imagining the panorama of Chianti he was enjoying from up there: the vast sweep of the vines now covered in leaves and almost ready to give birth to their ruby-red grapes, the rows of ancient, silvery olive trees, the thick oak forests giving sanctuary to wildlife of all kinds.




  And so the hours passed, with the balloon moving majestically across the landscape and me in the Land Rover, giving increasingly jealous chase. I was just wondering whether the castles and villages were as beautiful from a bird’s-eye view as they were from the ground when Friedrich interrupted my daydream by calling to say he’d spotted an open field and would be starting his descent. “Be sure to get there in time to grab the tether,” he added.




  When I reached the field he’d chosen, I saw at once that it wasn’t uncultivated; small green blades of young wheat had just started to pop from the earth. I called Friedrich and tried to warn him, but he’d already gained too much momentum to pull up again. He advised me to invent some suitable explanation in case the farmer appeared.




  Of course the farmer appeared—balloons descending in rural Chianti don’t go unnoticed. Before I’d had even a moment to find something to say, he came barreling across the field toward me, waving his fists and howling virulent Tuscan oaths (which I’ll refrain from translating here). The only thing I could think of was that if in fact we came to blows, I’d soon have a Doberman on hand to defend me!




  When the farmer got closer, I recognized him as Gosto, a big local farmer known as “Bucket” because of the huge quantities of wine he was capable of downing in the local osterias. He had other legendary traits as well: He’d lost three fingers cutting wood with a chain saw, and was famous for his repertoire of epithets and foul language—and for being almost pathologically superstitious.




  It was this last trait I had in mind when he got close enough to recognize me and screamed, “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Dario? Get off my field before I call the carabinieri!”




  “Gosto!” I retorted as I chased one of the tethers Friedrich had dropped from the basket. “Get over here and grab a rope! Don’t you know that if a hot-air balloon lands in your field, you’re guaranteed a bumper crop?”




  Gosto stopped swearing enough to consider this. He couldn’t possibly have heard the legend before, since I’d just made it up, but apparently he didn’t want to risk jinxing himself. He calmed down and pitched right in; despite having only two fingers on his right hand, he pulled his rope with incredible strength, and thanks to his help the balloon came to a gentle landing, without too much damage to his young wheat. He even entertained Guenther while we packed up the equipment and loaded the basket onto the trailer. All things considered, we decided the least we could do was give him the entire champagne breakfast our clients were meant to enjoy upon landing. (Clearly, Guenther wouldn’t miss it.) He emptied the bottle of sparkling wine with a couple of gulps—“Bucket” indeed.




  On the way back Friedrich and I rehashed the events of the morning from our separate perspectives, and each time we laughed, Guenther howled in accompaniment from the back-seat. On our return we found the Muellers impatiently waiting. Guenther leapt out of the vehicle and bounded toward them, wagging his tail almost lethally. The trio embraced emotionally.




  “Guenther has been wonderfully behaved,” Friedrich said, “and he enjoyed every moment of the flight.”




  “Vell zen,” said Mrs. Mueller, “you must do us vun more favor.” She returned to her car and produced a birthday cake made entirely of dog food, with four big black German sausages stuck in vertically in place of candles. “Ve vill all sing Happy Birthday to Guenther.”




  After all we’d been through that morning, nothing could throw us . . . although I did have a bit of trouble keeping a straight face. Afterward our young client devoured the cake in a matter of minutes, while the Muellers again thanked us for having taken care of Guenther the Third.




  On his way back to the Mercedes, Guenther left a present for us as well—a big, black steaming one right on Friedrich’s driveway. We decided to accept it in the spirit in which it was given.




  I helped Friedrich through several more flights before he decided the Chianti Balloon Club wasn’t such a good idea after all, and quit. He continues to fly for his own pleasure, though, and it’s not uncommon, on a clear summer morning, to see his red-and-yellow folly floating peacefully through the skies.




  As for Gosto, that year he enjoyed a very abundant crop, and in the wine bars he let it be known that it had all been thanks to the good luck of a balloon landing in his field.




  Today many balloon trips are offered in Tuscany, and the belief that a balloon landing in a cultivated field guarantees a good crop is widely held. I wonder if I was the first to invent the story, or whether it’s only the most obvious excuse to come to mind at the sight of an angry farmer running toward you, fists waving in the air.
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7:14 A.M.




  The sun has now risen fully and the village is coming to life. The first cars zip past my house carrying commuters to work in Siena, their swiftness at odds with the leisurely pace of a few strolling retirees. My village of Vagliagli (which translates as “valley of garlic”) is a graceful hamlet perched on a beautiful hill on the southern border of the Chianti region. Its origins, as is the case for most of the villages around here, are lost in the mists of time. Etruscan tombs that have been dug out close by prove the area was already settled around 500 B.C., and later it became a Roman colony. In the Middle Ages the settlement was probably fortified and used as an outpost during the endless wars between Siena and Florence. At the end of the battles in the sixteenth century, the imposing walls and towers gradually were taken down and Vagliagli transformed into a peaceful village. Today there are no more than 300 souls, the majority of which work for the three major wineries that own the vineyards surrounding the village. A minority commutes 15 miles southwards on a spectacular twisty panoramic road that winds through a scenery of vineyards, olive groves, and thick oak forests to work in the banks and hospital in Siena. Still today this remains the only paved road leading to the village; the other accesses coming from north, east, and west are gravel. For this reason Vagliagli has remained a bit cut off from the busy world and outside of the main tourist tracks. The village center is built around a rectangular square with a little bar, a grocery store, a post office (that will be closing soon), a pharmacy that opens three days a week, a well-known restaurant, and a wine bar that opens only for dinner.




  As I take in the movements of the morning, my eye settles on tall Gino, marching proudly as ever up the walk; he definitely doesn’t look his age, and has always impressed me with his wonderfully confident sense of style. Even for a morning walk, he’s sporting an elegant suit and tie, and his closet must boast a sizable collection of hats—every other day he’s tucked his head into a new one. Gino was a prisoner of war in Africa, but despite my many attempts to draw his story from him, he remains resolutely silent on the subject—“for political reasons,” he says. This past September, during the village grape fest, I’d stooped to repeatedly refilling his glass of wine, hoping inebriation would loosen his lips, with the result that he drank me under the table and walked away none the worse for wear. (I wish I could say the same for myself.)




  Behind him, his step much slower and bent forward on his stick, is Raffaele, who I know won’t go very far; it’s his habit to take possession of the first wooden bench overlooking the valley like a king on a throne. Since he stopped smoking he’s taken to carrying a vine twig in his inner pocket, which he’ll stick into the corner of his mouth.




  Now come the kids, bursting out of their homes and heading for school, their young shoulders easily bearing backpacks groaning with battered books. As they file noisily into the yellow school bus, some of them wave to me from the windows. I raise my cup to them, and instantly a chorus of “Ciao, Inglese” echoes from the back of my mind. I shut my eyes and recall those sweet days . . .




  Ciao, Inglese




  When I was nine years old, my parents decided to leave London and return to Italy. On a winter morning my father crammed the Volvo with luggage, and the four of us, my parents, brother, and me, plus Suzie the cat, left behind Leopold Road, Wimbledon, and with it our English way of life.




  After what seemed to me an endless drive through France, we crossed the Alps and entered Italy. We soon reached the Tuscan house my parents had rented temporarily, until they found something suitable to purchase in the area. This stopgap house was on the border of southern Chianti, perched on a hill overlooking the Val d’Elsa. It was part of a fairly large old estate called Caligiano, which comprised a villa padronale (manor house) and a series of farmhouses attached to the main structure. The other folks living on the premises were the owners and their tenant farmers, who earned their living cultivating the surrounding fields.




  The very first morning I was awakened by the sound of the cock crowing, definitely a new experience for me; up to then my wake-up call had been the annoying jangle of an alarm clock. I opened the shutters and was virtually assaulted by the early-morning sun. Below my window a group of hens and chickens were busily scratching about in search of worms, some of them trailed by their little yellow chicks, while close by on a dry-brick wall stood the rooster, majestically puffing his lungs before releasing his primeval cry. His declaration of supremacy completed, he lowered his crested head toward the coop and began to patrol the harem, as though daring anyone now to come and lay claim to them.




  As I watched, Suzie cautiously crawled outside for her first escapade on her new turf. Even for her, all these changes must have seemed disorienting. She had, after all, lived her life prowling the rooftops of Victorian-era homes in urban London; now she had to take entirely new bearings, exploring the surrounding wheat fields and vineyards. I wondered, if she’d had a choice, what her preference would have been. My speculations were suddenly interrupted by a violent stirring below: The hens had noticed Suzie. They were darting about, puffed up and flapping their wings to send their chicks to safety. They then organized themselves into an almost military formation around the terrorized invader; Suzie crouched lower and lower to the ground, sensible to the growing threat.




  Heads bobbing menacingly, the fowl advanced. Suzie was soon cornered against the stone wall. She managed to escape imminent harm with a great feline leap right over the birds’ lines; when she landed she wasted no time in darting up the stairs in disgrace. It must have appalled her that her long nights of literal catfighting with her feline rivals on London rooftops hadn’t adequately prepared her for a confrontation with a bevy of birds.




  After breakfast I went into the yard to kick my soccer ball about, but I soon had to give up; it had become covered in poultry droppings, and when I trapped it on my chest and then went for a header, I covered myself in chicken shit, too.




  I took a quick shower, and then my older brother, Cristiano, and I investigated the barn, stacked high with bales of hay. In no time we’d figured out what fun it was to climb to the top and then dive down into their midst, raising vortexes of yellow dust that spun madly in the rays of sun filtering through the narrow vertical window.




  After we tired of the game, we decided to explore the property in full. Our first discovery was a small pond full of croaking frogs bordered by soft green moss. Leaning against the adjacent wall was a long wooden pole; an old German military helmet was strapped to it to serve as a bucket. We dipped the pole beneath the pond’s surface, and when we fished it out we were delighted to see that we’d actually made a catch: There was a beautiful triton swimming around in the rusty helmet. We observed the gorgeous little amphibian for a while, utterly fascinated, before carefully returning it to its habitat and continuing our exploration.




  We descended into a vineyard that bordered an oak forest, from which every now and then we heard the unmistakable sounds of a hunt: rifle reports, shouts of encouragement, and the barking of hounds that were no doubt tracking down hares and pheasants. We continued our descent until we reached a river, deep and swift. After stumbling across an old arched stone bridge, we found, on the other side, a set of railway tracks. These we followed for a few miles till we heard the whistle of an approaching engine. My brother produced a small coin from his inner pocket and placed it on one of the rails, and we jumped into a ditch to avoid being hit. When the train passed and we emerged, we checked out the coin; it had been completely flattened and resembled an ancient medallion.




  We continued our trek. Soon, behind a curve, we spotted a small brick shed with an old wooden door painted green. The door was unlocked, so we entered. The place was full of tools and wine flasks, and in the corner there was a pile of magazines. We picked one up and leafed through it; it was hard-core pornography. I had never seen anything like it and had a hard time understanding what all those naked people were doing lying on top of each other. Cristiano grinned and patiently explained the mechanics of it all to me, but just when it was getting interesting, we were interrupted by the appearance of an extremely angry man.




  He was obviously an employee of the Italian national rail, with the scruffy gray uniform and hat with black plastic peak to prove it. His face was frighteningly red, and when he started shouting at us, we were almost floored by the wallop of his alcoholic breath. Given his bloodshot eyes and the vein on his forehead that looked ready to burst, we dropped the magazines and shot out the door, knocking him to the floor in our haste. He flailed us as he tumbled, but was fortunately far too drunk to catch either of us.




  All the same, he scrabbled back to his feet and started chasing us, shouting a stream of profanity. Propelled by fear, we ran heedless of where we were going as long as it was away from him. By great good fortune we soon came to the stone bridge, which we flew across, back to the steep vineyard. Instinctively we began to climb, perhaps sensing that our drunken pursuer would be unlikely to follow, even though this meant returning a different way than we had originally come. But to our horror the railway man, despite the hill’s steepness, was still in dogged pursuit.




  Cristiano pointed out a small ingress someone had dug into the side of the hill, partially covered by black ivy. Without a word he dived toward it. I followed, my heart now pounding soloudly I could barely hear the shrieks of the man behind us. We pushed the trails of ivy aside and crawled into what seemed to be a long tunnel. The walls were covered with cockroaches, and as we made our way deeper the light disappeared utterly. We were in total darkness. But at least we were safe!




  As our joy over escaping the railway man ebbed, it was replaced by growing alarm at being stuck underground in a cockroach-infested tunnel that led nowhere we knew, and which was too narrow to allow us to turn around. Fortunately, the darkness soon began to abate, and to our relief we could soon see a dim light in the distance. Our harrowing escape was now officially a success.




  But the surprises weren’t over. As we emerged blinking into the bright Tuscan sunlight, we realized that we were right back at Caligiano, our new home. The tunnel, we later learned, had been excavated by a previous generation of farmers as a World War II bomb shelter.




  At that moment our mother leaned out the window and shouted “È pronto!”—lunch is ready! This was wonderful news, because we were ravenous after all our adventures. But as I approached the house, I noticed that I’d picked up a passenger in the tunnel: A tiny bat, sound asleep, hung head-down from my collar. I gently detached his furry little feet and spent a few minutes observing the bizarre little creature, deep in slumber and unaware of my scrutiny. I turned back and replaced it delicately in the cave, then raced to the house.




  When our mother asked what we had done that morning, we shrugged. “Niente.” Nothing.




  [image: image]




  That night, as I lay in bed staring at the wooden beams above my head, I thought about my first day in Italy. Certainly I’d had a great time exploring the surrounding area, and England was already beginning to seem a distant memory. But I was apprehensive all the same, because the next day would be my first at an Italian school. I wasn’t worried about the language; at home we’d always spoken Italian and I was almost fluent, though I had a strong British accent (it would later disappear after just a few months). No, my worry was: Would I like it? Would I fit in? . . .




  I could hear the sound of a woodworm coming from one of the beams, and I tried to work out the problem in my head: If a worm eats X inches of the beam every day and the beam is Y feet long, how much time will it take him to devour it all? I was never good at equations, and within minutes I had bored myself to sleep.




  The next day my parents drove us to the local village of Staggia Senese, which in those years had fewer than a thousand inhabitants, and dropped us off at the public school. A bunch of kids were noisily fooling around in front as they waited for the bell marking the beginning of class. My brother and I separated, gravitating toward the students who were more visibly our respective ages. As I approached my peers, several broke away to meet me halfway. They began peppering me with questions: “Where do you live?” “Where are you from?” When I told them I had just moved from London, I instantly became a major attraction. The children pointed at me and called out to the others, “Inglese, Inglese!” In those days, some thirty years ago, tourism had not yet taken off; most of my new classmates had never seen a foreigner. Before I knew it I was surrounded by curious eyes and hands, as if I were an alien from outer space who might disappear at any moment.
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