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To Marco and Fabrizio,

Brothers who taught me to have fun

and to fight, to speak and to swear . . .

All that is needed for boys to be brothers.


What is hell? I think it is the suffering of one who can no longer love.

(Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, Book 6, Chapter 3)

 

 

I believe I am in hell, therefore I am.

(Arthur Rimbaud, A Season in Hell, ‘Night of Hell’)


 

By first light, a boy spies her.

She is enveloped in the salty, windy ambush of the virgin dawn as it rises up from the sea only to dive into the semidarkness that pours over the streets.

The boy lives on the top floor of his building. From there, he can see the sea and he can peer into the houses and streets that belong to the men. Up there, he casts his gaze until it loses its bearings. And where the gaze is lost, the heart remains entangled as well. There’s too much sea spread out ahead, especially at night, when the sea vanishes and he can feel the void beneath the stars.

Why is this scene reborn every morning? The boy has no answer. The rose’s withered petals sting more than its thorns and when he looks in the mirror each morning, he sees a castaway. He touches his face and with the sea stuck inside, he looks in his eyes for what still lives. What still lives is her light, glowing on the last day of school. He studies it like the mysterious maps he loved to contemplate as a child hoping to recover treasure and see those islands, ships, and waves.

The boy watches her. She’s the one who rummages through his heart, in the tangle where dreams grow. Things bathed in too much light cast the same amount of shadow. Every light has its grieving. Every port its shipwreck. But boys do not see the shadow. They prefer to ignore it.

He covers his acerbic face with his hands, as if he could feel his visage with his fingers. He resembles a sailor on the pier as he waits for a contract following mandatory shore leave. He continues to watch her. Without end. He allows light, wind, and salt to reshape his flesh and thoughts.

Light, wind, and salt ought to do as they please. Millennia have transformed even the infertile rocks that lie on the edge of the sea. God put a heart in his chest but he forgot to add the armor. He does this with every boy and in this, for every boy, God is cruel.

The boy is seventeen years old and has a life to invent ahead of him. Seventeen holds no promise of good luck. At seventeen, even ugly actors believe they will grow into handsome men. Blood runs hot and when it presses hard against the heart, they are forced to decide what they will make of themselves.

He has all the questions but the answers will arrive only after he has forgotten them. Seventeen is bad timing between supply and demand.

He pinpoints her in the June light and he is scared because this is the last day of school and on that day summer’s escape resides alone in the soul. But he has a thousand questions. Life seems like those textbook equations whose solutions are found in the lower right hand of the page, framed by parentheses. But he never gets the procedure right. And it worries him that two minuses make a plus and a minus and a plus a minus. The minus is always somewhere in between.

Like a siren, all of that sea and all of that light enchant him. And with remission, he allows himself to be ensnared by that enchantment. He looks down from above, as boys his age love to do when they try to solve a maze without entering it. He has no thread to unspool to avoid becoming lost in the pathways of his fears.

What do boys know about becoming men, anyway? What do they know about using the nighttime or its shadows or its darkness? Boys always expect joy out of life. Little do they know that it is life that expects joy out of them. He would like to have a simple life. But life has never been simple. Even though everyone enjoys life, endures life, speaks of life, and writes of life, very little is known of life. Perhaps he is the simple one and he ought to leave his maze of light and grief to life.

Light on the rooftops and grief in the streets, just like a Caravaggio painting. It is the aesthetic paradox of a city inhabited by men and not suitable for spellbound boys. They do not know the pain that it takes to become and how much courage is needed to shake off illusions. The boy knows even less than the others: He has little flesh around his dreams.

For an instant, she stops bewitching and enchaining him. She has eyes to gaze upon him, jealously, with claws to clutch him as voraciously as any siren, as if to reveal the night that he hides jammed in his heart.

His city.

Palermo.

1993.


PART I

A Never-ending Port

Panormus, conca aurea, suos devorat alienos nutrit.

(Palermo, the golden shell that devours her own but feeds strangers.)

(Inscription under the statue of the Genie of Palermo in the Palazzo Pretorio)

 

 

The sea is the land’s edge also, the granite,

Into which it reaches, the beaches where it tosses

Its hints of earlier and other creation:

The starfish, the horseshoe crab, the whale’s backbone.

(T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, ‘The Dry Salvages,’ 1.16–19)


Chapter 1

The streets are quiet, despite everything.

With each tenaciously slow puff of the sirocco wind, curtains flap like snakes against the heat-besieged windows. A dog wanders about, trampling oases of shade. A rare gust of sea breeze tempers the heat. Even the undercurrent is exhausted by the grind.

Don Pino raises the dust with his big shoes. It turns to gold at the touch of all that light. His gait is fast, not because it’s hurried but because it’s slow in a city that was founded on slowness. He approaches his sunbaked, rusty-red Uno. The child is sitting on the hood, his feet dangling beneath him. He’s six years old and has a white t-shirt, soiled shorts, beachcomber sandals, and a mother named Maria at home. She can be tough. End of story.

‘Where are you going at this time of day, Father Pino?’

‘To school.’

‘To do what?’

‘The same thing that you do.’

‘To give my classmates a beating?’

‘No, to learn.’

‘But you’re a grownup. What do you need to learn?’

‘The more you know, the more you need to learn . . . You’re not going to school today?’

‘School’s out for summer.’

‘Are you sure? Today’s the last day of school. But there is class today. Otherwise, yesterday would have been the last day.’

‘School’s over when you decide it’s over.’

‘Since when?’

‘Damn, you ask some tough questions!’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Waiting.’

‘For what?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What do you mean, “nothing”?’

‘Why do I have to be waiting for something?’

‘How about this?’ he asks as he gives the boy a pat on the cheek.

‘Is your school a school for big kids?’

‘Yes, it is. Sixteen-, seventeen-, and eighteen-year-olds.’

‘And what do they learn them?’

‘They are taught, not learned. They study things that big kids study.’

‘I learn myself things like that.’

‘In this case you say, “I learn them myself.” ’

‘Damn, what a pain in the neck! Teach, learn. It’s all the same.’

‘Well, you’re right about that.’

‘So what do they learn?’

‘Italian, philosophy, chemistry, math . . .’

‘What are you gonna do there?’

‘You get to know the secrets behind things and people.’

‘We have Rosalia for that.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘The hairdresser.’

‘No, no. At school, you learn secrets that even she doesn’t know.’

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Too bad for you.’

‘Well, tell me a secret.’

‘Do you know what “Francesco” means?’

‘I know it’s my name. That’s it.’

‘Yes, that’s true. It’s a name. But it’s an ancient name. It was used for people who descended from the Franks.’

‘Who were they?’

‘They lived during the time of Charlemagne.’

‘And who was he?’

‘Francesco, when is this going to end? The Franks were called Franks because they were free. Frank means free. Francesco means a man who is free.’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I’ll tell you another time.’

‘So what do you learn them?’

‘ “I teach them” is the proper way to say it. I teach them religion.’

‘What does religion have to do with it?’

‘Religion teaches you the most important secret of all.’

‘How to steal something and never get caught?’

‘No.’

‘Then what?’

‘If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.’

‘I’m no snitch. I won’t tell a soul.’

‘That has nothing to do with it. It’s a secret that’s hard to understand.’

‘I’m going to be seven soon. I can understand just about anything!’

‘Someday I’ll tell you the secret.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Do you perform miracles?’

‘No, I’m too small for that.’

‘But you’re, like, 150,000 years old!’

‘Fifty-five years old.’

‘But isn’t that more than 100,000?’

‘Watch it, kid. Who do you think you are?’

‘But if you’re so small, why do you have such big feet?’

‘To walk far and get to the people who need me.’

‘And what about those ears? They’re huge, Don Pino!’

‘They let me listen more and talk less.’

‘You have really big hands, too . . .’

‘I just can’t get anything past you, can I?’

Don Pino smiles, puts his hand on the boy’s head, and messes up his red, Norman hair. It’s just like those blue eyes: Uncut diamonds that the Nordic peoples mounted on the Arabs’ dark skin after they had snatched up their cities.

Francesco smiles. And his eyes sparkle like magic. History is layered in those eyes.

‘Damn, you know so many things, Don Pino.’

‘Come on. I’ve got to get going. Otherwise, I’m going to be late.’

‘But you’re always late, Don Pino.’

‘Look who’s talking!’

‘And why the bald head? Why is your head so smooth?’

Don Pino pretends to give him a kick in the butt and starts laughing.

‘Do you see how beautiful the sunshine is here in Palermo?’

‘But we’re not in Palermo! We’re in Brancaccio!’

‘Fine. It’s the same difference. My bald head helps to reflect the sunlight so that people can see better.’

He bends over to show him up close and Francesco places his hand on his head.

‘Damn, you have a hard head, Don Pino!’

‘It’s for breaking through the thickest of walls,’ says Don Pino, grinning like a boy as he speaks. A small boy, like a seed in the ground, like flower seed that his mother used to keep on her balcony, like the lumps of yeast that she used to put into the bread dough.

‘Would you be my daddy, Don Pino?’ says Francesco.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘Well, I only have my mother. I don’t know where my father is. It’s a mystery. Maybe you know the answer since you know so many things that are hard to understand.’

‘No, Francesco, I don’t.’

Don Pino fumbles for his keys in his pocket but they wriggle free like fish caught in a net that’s been hoisted aboard a fishing boat.

Francesco looks down at the ground, motionless.

Don Pino finally finds his keys and starts to open the door. But Francesco doesn’t budge. Don Pino leans over so that he can look him in the eye.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asks him.

‘Everyone calls you “father.” But you don’t want to be my dad even though I don’t have a dad.’

‘That’s true. But I’m not your father.’

‘Then why does everyone call you “Father Pino”? Do you know why?’

‘Well . . . because . . . It’s a figure of speech.’

‘You’re a father and you belong to the Church. But aren’t there some fathers that don’t belong to the Church?’

Don Pino stands there in silence.

‘Come on, Francesco. Let’s just say there’s some truth to what you’re saying.’

He takes him by the hand and the child gets down from the hood of the car and smiles.

Don Pino smiles, too. He gets in the car and makes the sign of the horns.

‘You’ve got horns! Pointy ones!’ says Don Pino.

‘So that I can break the ‘‘thickest walls’’ just like you.’

Francesco closes the door and sticks his tongue out at Don Pino.

Don Pino pretends to be angry and he starts to drive off.

But the child knocks on the window with a worried look on his face.

Don Pino rolls down the window.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asks.

‘When you perform a miracle, do you promise you’ll tell me?’

‘I promise.’

‘But it needs to be a big one, like making it snow in Brancaccio.’

‘Snow in Brancaccio? You’re asking the impossible.’

‘I’ve only ever seen snow in cartoons. What kind of a priest are you, anyway?’

‘Okay, sure.’

‘Ciao, Father.’

‘Ciao, Francesco.’

As he drives away, Don Pino looks in the mirror and sees a somber face.

He can feel those kids kicking in his heart like babies in their mother’s womb. One of these days, they’ll rip that little heart of his right out of his chest. And who knows how much time he has left? Who will take care of Francesco and all the rest of them? Who will take care of Maria, Riccardo, Lucia, Totò . . .?

He’s run out of time. There’s no time left yet there are all those kids, just like seeds scattered in a field. The thorns wish to choke them. Hungry crows wish to devour them.

The train crossing’s barrier has been lowered. The train crossing that separates Brancaccio from Palermo like a ghetto. A little girl stands beyond the barrier on the other side of the tracks. She looks out toward the arriving train. She leans over as if there were a line that she shouldn’t cross. A doll dangles upside down in her hand.

Before Don Pino can get out of his car, the train bolts by him and swallows up the girl. Her hair goes wild in the suction of the train cars. She focuses on them like film unspooling at the movies. Her imagination follows that train as her thoughts are filled with every possible destination. She would like to get on it, with her doll, so that she can take it far away. She doesn’t know where the trains go but she knows they go far. Just like the ships that go behind the sea. Who knows where they end up? This is the reason that the only thing she enjoys more in the world than her doll is when her father teaches her how to swim. So that she can go see what’s behind the sea.

She disappears with the last train car. Don Pino stands motionless halfway between the barrier and the car door, looking at a mirage. He doesn’t know who that girl is. He knows only that he saw her fly away toward a train with her colored dress, out of reach. What if she had been run over?

The barrier rises up again. Don Pino slowly gets back in his car, looking for any signs of her presence. And as if on cue, a car horn starts honking. Where could they be going in such a hurry in a city where parking is a mere aspiration?

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry? Your wedding?’ says Don Pino to the driver sarcastically.

‘Yeah, I’m marrying your sister, Father.’

Don Pino tells him to get lost with a good-natured smile. He leaves again and thinks of the girl. He doesn’t know who she is but he understands her. There’s a train to catch. It’s just beyond the barrier that stands between us and our fear.

Wherever that train takes you, it spits you out of hell. His grandfather worked for the railroad and he used to tell him stories about his trips on the tracks. He was just a boy back then and he couldn’t understand how the trains could walk or how the tracks seemed to be endless. If a train were running backward, how did they pick it up so that another train could pass by? And where did all the trains go anyway?

The children’s questions stick with him because he is weak like them. He is afraid like them and dreams like them. He trusts like them and forgets things right away like them. And he does not give up, just like them.

There’s only one thing that’s different about him. He can’t ignore death like they do.


Chapter 2

Wind and light lash the streets of Brancaccio, a neighborhood composed of houses that resemble the scales of a fish that writhes ever more slowly as it dies, gasping all the while for water and life. A dark area of Palermo’s endless port with the sea at its back, Brancaccio rises from the debris that every sea discards along the coast. The Hunter walks across those bits and pieces.

He’s nearly thirty years old. He has a name, the one his mother gave him when he was born, the one that they repeated in church when they baptized him. But now this is his real name. He got the name ‘the Hunter’ thanks to his silent determination in doing what must be done because a man is someone who does what a man must do. The way he sees it, the world is divided into two groups: Predators, the group to which he belongs; and prey that has been sniffed out, identified, hunted down, and killed. He walks with his head held high and his gaze is never distracted from the line of sight. Aim without distraction is a sign of strength. Three decades into this life and he already commands respect, like a father commands respect from his sons. And sons he has, three of them. Then there are all the rest of them. They’re guaranteed a bright future just as long as they stay in line and obey. The Hunter.

Nuccio is with him. Roughly twenty years old with a long nose that makes him look like a bird, thin lips, the night before stuck between his teeth like his ever-lit cigarette. His eyes are sad. Not because he’s sad but because sadness has shaped his features.

They monitor their surroundings as they wander without any apparent destination through the sirocco maze.

As shutters are raised, they reveal multi-form activities behind a sign that they all share: ‘24-HOUR-ACTIVE CARRIAGEWAY. DO NOT BLOCK.’ Yes, it’s called a ‘carriageway’ because in another era carriages went in and out of buildings. Sides of beef hang on hooks and shamelessly show off their meat and limp entrails. Motor scooters waiting to be repaired are dirty with grease. Loaves of bread, their crusts covered with sesame seeds. Brooms, detergent, perfume, toys, soccer balls. And everything else you can imagine. Wicker and wooden chairs, still empty, stand ready outside the shops for breaks between clients. Here, winter lasts three or four months if you’re not lucky. Otherwise it stays away.

The Hunter glances around him before his eyes are once again motionless and steady. He spits on the ground and his saliva mixes with the dust in the street teeming with double-parked cars and trash cans already fermenting in the violent heat of the early hours of the day. The acrid smell of things rotting mixes with the sea-soaked morning to create a bittersweet odor that pervades the neighborhood and the entire city. Heaven on one street, hell around the corner.

A woman hangs her languid sheets in the nearly immobile air. She’s wearing a robe and curlers. Groups of children roam the streets in search of dogs, cats, and lizards to torture; in search of adventure among things that have been discarded by grownups; in search of asphalt patches for a soccer game, a break from the cement and from their boredom. Their threadbare leather ball is so light that it nearly floats away.

They say hello to the Hunter and he smiles like a father smiles at his children.

‘What’s your name?’ Nuccio asks one of the children.

‘Francesco,’ he answers, his chest puffed up after being called upon.

‘Very good. Very good. You always need to tell me the truth. And when the cops come around?’

‘Never tell the truth.’

‘Very good. And how old are you?’

‘Seven. Well, almost.’

‘Only seven years old and you are already this tall? Damn, it won’t be long before you can kill a cop.’

‘How would I do that?’

‘With a gun. How else?’

‘But I don’t have a gun.’

‘When the time comes, you’ll have one.’

They all stare at him as he leaves, their eyes magnetized by his swagger. Anyone with a cigarette and a gun is a hero. Francesco wants to be like him, with a white shirt open at the collar, cigarette between his lips, and some serious attitude.

In the meantime, the Hunter has kept walking. Nuccio watches him from behind. He’d like to be that powerful. That’s why he’s following and learning from him. It’s the food chain of respect. The Hunter has closely cropped hair as curly as an Arab’s. Few in Brancaccio could dispense justice with a gun like him.

‘You gotta do what you gotta do,’ he tells him over and over.

It’s the right thing to do.

The family doesn’t do anything that’s not right to do. And it guarantees order in a city where chaos is just another type of order. If it weren’t for them, Nuccio would get bored. He wouldn’t even have the money he needed for cigarettes, and he’d have to find a job on his own. His parents have told him a thousand times. But he has no intention of spending his life breaking his back like his mother and father. Why would anyone want to do that?

All you get is a broken back. No, he’s twenty years old and he has other plans. He wants to get himself a villa by the sea where he can take his girlfriend. He’s already promised her. As sure as his name is Nuccio. He was born, raised, and still hasn’t died in Brancaccio.

The Hunter stops in front of a fishmonger’s stand and presses his finger against the head of a swordfish which stares back at him from its bed of ice with a crazed white eye. Nature has condemned fish to live without eyelids so they see everything, even when they die. The Hunter doesn’t utter a word. Attitude is all someone with power needs and words only get in the way unless they are absolutely necessary.

A restless man is wearing an apron soiled with blood and scales. He slices off a piece of swordfish with a knife twice the size of his hands. He wraps it in butcher paper and places the fish in a bag. He slips in an envelope and hands the Hunter the bag without looking up at him.

The Hunter checks the contents of the envelope. Nuccio observes his calculated coolness. He spits the butt of his cigarette and lights another. He snorts in the summer air and the smoke hovers above him in a not entirely ephemeral halo. It’s going to be a hot day today. When the smoke remains suspended like that, it will always turn out hot.

‘So?’ Nuccio makes the sign of the cross in the damp air as if to say, ‘Are we sending a man to the cemetery?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘What do you mean “fine”?’

This guy needs to learn how not to ask the same question twice.

The swordfish eyeball screaming from its socket reminds the Hunter of his first victim. A bullet is instant destiny. The eyes of prey aren’t like fish eyes. They drain immediately. Fish eyes take too long to die. Either way, everyone dies sooner or later. The way they die is just a detail. You gotta do what you gotta do. He has a family to feed, three marvelous children that he loves more than anything in the world. And the 5 million lire that they give him each month mean food and future and even more importantly, they mean health. If you have that, you have everything.

Killing doesn’t lead to all the remorse that they talk about in the movies. It’s much easier than on film. The wolf has to deliver the meal to its pack. And that’s how some people are born to be prey and others to be hunters in this world. Nature is the one who decides. The rest just falls into place. Killing is simple equilibrium. Cops, rivals, traitors. They are human animals. If blood needs to be splattered when you strike, it’s nobody’s fault. Life is made with blood. Destiny? Fate? Or however the fuck you see it. He needs to protect his children and raise them right. The Hunter became the Hunter for them, from the very first time he robbed someone.

He was fed up with hearing his friends brag about things they had never actually done. And he needed money. It was a day like any other day and he put on a ski mask and robbed a jewelry store. That’s it. There was nothing else to add. Little by little, hit after hit, prey after prey, he earned himself his name: The Hunter. Planning and acting and playing it cool like a snake. The secret is that receiving and executing an order are the same thing. Obedience is the only form of loyalty required. It’s the devotion due to the neighborhood gods so that their wishes are fulfilled.

No one wants to upset Mother Nature’s balance. The cops don’t need to come to the neighborhood looking for fugitives. They don’t need to come and check up on things like that priest from San Gaetano who fills up the church with babies and children and cops, and that center he opened next door, the Holy Father Center. Amen. He needs to keep an eye on him. Something really ugly could happen in there. People come all the way from Palermo, from the rich people’s neighborhoods. They show up with their designer clothes and they think that they can teach us how to live here in Brancaccio. They speak fancy Italian. Once his kid went to play soccer at the Holy Father Center and he had to give him a good beating to make him forget how much fun he had. He made him slash the tires of the cars that belonged to those smart-aleck kids who speak Italian. He gave the job to his son and to two other boys, a couple of kids that were just standing around waiting for something to do. After fifth grade, that is pretty normal for Brancaccio. Children go to school when they feel like it. And they’re the ones who assign the homework.

He stopped going to school after fifth grade. And then the street became his classroom. You should take what you want with your hands. Or with the claws that pop out when you don’t get the piece of meat that you wanted. It’s just like what happens to wolves. In the fury of grabbing for the meat, they can’t stop their claws from popping out.

Nuccio hasn’t killed anyone yet. He’s still waiting for the right moment. When they call on him to do it, he will and that will be the end of the story. He knows that’s the test of obedience that can make your career. At the moment, he’s just dealing, collecting, and looking after a few whores. He knows how to do his job but that’s not all. He’s also capable of skimming a little off the top just for the hell of it. But the Hunter doesn’t know that.

The Hunter watches out over the empty street. The street is what makes a man a man. They know the street and its rules. Anyone who doesn’t learn will die like a fish who tries to breathe out of water because it thinks the water’s dirty. That’s the water where you were born and where you have to swim. You have to dominate so as not to be dominated. It’s not a question of good or bad. And that priest just doesn’t want to understand. It’s a question of dignity.

‘Take this to Maria,’ he says to Nuccio as he hands him the fish.

‘Sure thing.’

Nuccio couldn’t ask for anything better.

And with the package with the fish arrives the answer to Nuccio’s earlier question about the cemetery: ‘It’s like putting a piece of metal into a piece of flesh. Nothing more, nothing less.’

Nuccio goes into the courtyard of an apartment building with crumbling balconies and blinds colored pink by the sun. The aroma of boiled vegetables descends like a veil over the space. The sky is clear above, and what a beautiful day it is: Bright and warm, a day for the beach. Before he heads up, he looks in his bag and notices there is an envelope. He opens it and there are 200,000 lire for Maria. He puts the envelope in his pocket and walks up. He rings the doorbell and a girl with dark eyes like an Arab princess and blue bags under her eyes like a prostitute barely cracks open the door.

‘This is for you.’

‘Thanks.’

Maria extends her hand to grab the bag without opening the door any more. But Nuccio pushes her back with delicate forcefulness.

He goes into the kitchen and tosses the swordfish steak on the table. He turns and sets his eyes on Maria. He moves closer and puts his finger on the mascara streak that runs down her cheek. He presses the skin on her face and squeezes her mouth between his thumb and index finger as he takes what he is due.

Maria can feel hell enter her body. Her eyes are like those of a fish dumped out onto the shore. As they search for water, their spines convulse and whip about so violently that their extreme force nearly breaks the residue of life to which they still cling.

A piece of meat in a piece of meat can wound just as much.


Chapter 3

They are children like all children. But they have the uncontrollable sneer that strays have on nights when the sirocco blows. Francesco watches them. They laugh and he laughs, too. But he’s just pretending because he doesn’t want to feel left out.

The dog has a broken leg, a missing eye, and black liquid smeared on its side. He’s whimpering so he must have another hidden gash in his bag of bones. He’s as big as a German shepherd but he’s a mutt. You can tell from the unusual blend of colors and shapes he wears on his fur.

The apartment building is still under construction but has been forever abandoned to its mattresses and syringes. You can see roofs and uniform swaths of sky. Everything is rusted over and sharp, like the rods that emerge from cement blocks like iron bushes.

They drag the dog to the edge of what would be the kids’ playroom in the best of all possible worlds. That’s where he is supposed to lie down and dream of hunting and eating meat. Francesco wishes he were at school but this morning his mother didn’t drop him off, nor did she tell him to go on his own.

She didn’t even get up. And when she’s like this, all he wants to do is hit the streets. Last night, he heard her laughing until late. And then he heard her sobbing after she’d been left alone. He opens his eyes during the night and can hear his mother and the men who laugh with her. Then he closes and reopens them again to see if he’s dreaming. But even in the dark, the sounds are still there.

So in the morning, he got dressed by himself and he took to the street. The first street took him to Don Pino’s car and then his encounter with Nuccio. And then the street took him where it wanted to, where it decided to take him, where it ends.

Now Francesco wishes he were at school with Ms. Gabriella. She smells nice. There are colored walls in that little classroom where you don’t have to listen to the creaking bones of an animal won in a dogfight by a man who bets on its pain. No, it’s not nighttime there. It’s far from the basements of Via Hazon. That dog doesn’t have a name. A fighting dog doesn’t ever have a name.

There’s a big poster on the wall of the classroom with a large letter D. And there’s a drawing of a dog that’s not bleeding and doesn’t have a broken leg. It’s a whole dog and it’s clean, the way things should be. It’s a dog with happy eyes. But everyone knows that at school they teach you things the way they should be, not the way they are. Francesco can see the red drool drop from the mutilated teeth of the dog with no name.

He closes his eyes and then reopens them. But the drool is still there, dripping. There is no mirage, no nightmare, and no miracle either. Everything is real in Brancaccio, for better or for worse. He’d like to call that dog by a dog name. But he doesn’t know any dog names. Pino does, for sure. He repeats this to himself, as if the dog could hear him. The first name that comes to mind: Dog. He’d like to see him get up again and be healed like the dog on the poster at school. But a dog can’t hear you if you just call him Dog. He could try Charlemagne, like the King of the Franks. That would be a perfect name for a dog. Everything is perfect, just the way it is supposed to be, on the posters at school: Cherries, gnomes, butterflies, fish, bottles . . . Ms. Gabriella knows some great stories about the drawings on the signs, like the one about the boy who is so good at swimming that he reminds people of a fish. They call him Colapesce, like the legendary Sicilian ‘fish man.’

One day, he stays in the water trying to find the bottom of the sea as everyone waits for him to come out. He goes to the beach when he’s worried that he will run into Colapesce. He’s afraid that he’ll see the fish man come out of the water. And that’s why he never swims far from shore. Then there is the story of the mermaid who wants to become a girl and she sprouts legs. But they are very sore because she’s never used them. Francesco loves these stories that mix men and fish and it’s not clear whether it’s a fish or a man or both.

His favorite time to go to the beach is when his mother comes with him and she puts on her green bathing suit and lets her beautiful hair down. Swimming underwater and opening his eyes and seeing all the things mixed up together the way they look when you open your eyes underwater. Then his eyes start burning. But he likes the silence underwater and he likes diving into the waves, under the waves, with the waves. The sea and his class at school are the only things that he likes.

Aside from his mother, everything beyond the posters at school is ugly. The houses don’t have roofs and white smoke coming out of the chimney tops. The dogs have broken backs and empty eye sockets. Cherries? He’s never even seen one, and bottles are used only for breaking with rocks.

And he’s scared. Especially when the hot wind outside is so strong that it makes the windows burst open. But he doesn’t have the courage to get up and go close them because maybe the wind will snatch him up and he will fly away. And he doesn’t have a dad who would go looking for him and bring him back home.

His friends kick the dog in its stomach and it makes a muffled gurgle. Then the dog whimpers and grinds its teeth. They break its ribs. Francesco doesn’t know how to repair a broken dog. The only thing to do now is for him to break it, too, so that nothing living and suffering is left. That would be worse than death.

He kicks it on its snout and it creaks. The trembling spreads from the tip of his foot all the way to the inside of his head like a whip cracking. The only way to shake it off is by giving the dog another kick and kicking harder and harder. And hell is when you no longer feel the pain of shattering something, when you no longer feel it in your spine, in your bones, in your head, in your heart. Hell is the anesthesia that makes you no longer feel the life in what is living. But Francesco has something that resists inside of him even as he kicks the limp, loose flesh.

He goes over the subjects in the posters, just as the teacher asked his class to do. Let’s repeat together. The letter B is for the bee that once stung him. The letter Z is for the zebra that reminds him of the Juventus soccer club and Roberto Baggio and how he wants to be like Roberto Baggio even though there are still some who prefer Schillaci. The letter F is for the frame that he would like to jump through. The letter E is for the eggs that he likes when his mom makes him zabaione with sugar. He can’t remember what the letter I is for. He just can’t remember it at all.

And so he just keeps on kicking and he seems like anything but a child. He and his friends quench their thirst with that crushing, wounding, and destruction. The dog’s missing eye opens with each blow, emptier each time.

Then they push the carcass over as it still gasps for life. They aim for a cinder block with the rods sticking out. The dog ends up on its side and one of the rusty iron rods punctures it, slicing through like a piece of paper. The dog moans hoarsely and falls back on the ground as his innards, now turned to mush, spill out freely. One last convulsion decrees the end to its instinct for survival.

The children shout. The dog is dead. Losers deserve to die. The children laugh. They cheer like crazy people who know only the game of making sacrifices to the faceless god of apathy.

Francesco opens the eyes that he had closed because of his fear. But it’s all still there and he can see blood splattered like fireworks around the dog as the flies and wasps began to flutter around it. He still can’t remember what I is for. He cheers as well because he doesn’t know what else to do. The mob mentality has swallowed him up and he can feel the buzz of destruction in his slender arms.

H must be for hell. But there is no hell on first-graders’ posters. If anything, there is F for fire. But hell and fire have nothing to do with one another. Hell is pure subtraction. Hell is taking away all the life and all the love from within.


Chapter 4

It’s over.

Noontime is the only moment on the last day of school worth remembering. The school bell rings like the Seven Trumpets of the Apocalypse. The summer, which the kids wish were eternal, swallows them up and casts its spell over them. It abducts and scatters them.

The sunlight is so strong that it practically drowns them. It sparkles on the rooftops before falling on and gushing over the streets of men with amazement. It bathes and warms all the salty surfaces of the sea. Only an impossible rain could crack that blue marble sky. Amid a tide of bodies and souls, you can hear a voice if you lend an ear.

I like to find the right words. Words and their sounds are what saves me. I learned this at elementary school when everything is, well, elementary: I use words to anchor all the things that drift on the sea inside my heart; I dock them to the port in my head. This is the only way to stop them from crashing into one another, from running aground and breaking apart.

When I didn’t know the name of something new, I would invent it. And that was all it took. When I was a child, the thing that was hiding under my bed in the dark of night was called Nero. And that made me less afraid. I didn’t even know of the existence of the Roman emperor Nero. And when I discovered there was an emperor named Nero, I was convinced that I had created the tyrant myself.

I love wordplay. I love rhymes, assonance, and adverbs. But especially adverbs. But when conjunctions connect clauses or sentences (something that I learned at elementary school but later forgot), it has a cathartic effect on my brain.

‘Cathartic’ is an anchor-word. It’s one of those words that can dock a large number of things. I learned it when I studied ancient Greek tragedy and it can help you to relax when you are afflicted by the greatest causes of stress: Fear and anxiety.

I, too, am docked to the four syllables of my name. I pass my time quietly in the port as I watch the world from the shore. My name is regal: It’s composed of the imperial eagle, veins of gold that emerge from my hair, and the wholly confident blue (at least, I’d like to think that’s the case) of my eyes.

My name is Federico. I was named after Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor. This city was the jewel of his empire.

That was also the name of my grandfather, commander of ships, who died seventeen years ago. But I know his tomb well. It’s between the cliff and the sea in the shadow of Mount Pellegrino. A tomb with a view of the sea, just like he wanted it. I have no idea what kind of tomb I will have, and it’s not exactly the moment to be thinking about it. But I want it by the sea, too.

Federico came from far away and he crossed many lands and seas to get here. That’s how he built his empire. Unless I’m a complete loser, my name will force me to do great things in life. I’m not saying I’ll become an emperor. But I do want to have a view of the open sea.

There are days when the emptiness nips at my chest and the void frays my insides. I know that I should really get a move on but all that emptiness and that void leave me paralyzed. I want for nothing but am still not happy. I don’t even understand how all of this space can fit inside of me. Blood, muscles, and nerves don’t leave much room for emptiness and according to the laws of physics, there is no such thing as a void. But inside of me, a few cubic centimeters are lurking. You can’t see them. They are hidden. It’s as if they had been smuggled in.

In the byzantine golden light, this guy’s bicycle shimmers to the point of seeming like it could float away. If you look carefully, you can see that he has his bathing suit hidden under his jeans, a common sight around these parts starting in May.

He turns his back on Vittorio Emanuele Classics High School and a year that was both boring and beautiful. Then he heads down the ancient road that leads from the belly of the city to the port where it dives into the sea.

But here, the port is everything. There are thousands of cities that men and nature have set up along the sea. But there is just one that can claim this name by its very essence, brilliance, and fate.

Palermo, the never-ending port.

The Phoenicians called it Ziz, the flower, because of the rivers that flow like petals to the city’s center. The rivers aren’t there anymore. And don’t even bother looking for any traces left by the flow of water.

Pan ormus.

The name meant never-ending port for the Greeks and Romans.

The original meaning really hasn’t changed. It was the name that ancient mariners used to call it when they managed to moor there after surviving storms or being becalmed.

Ships were welcomed by these docile sands like heads resting on silk pillows. And the bay would nurse the tired sailors with a feminine embrace: never-ending port. An embrace that was kilometers and kilometers in size. Ever loyal. At least in appearance, just like everything that boasts of being never-ending.

But you mustn’t ever forget that an embrace can also be used to strangle you. Ambushes set for those who are taken in by such sweetness and lower their guard: Ports are full of sailors and scoundrels, deals and dangers. Double-minded souls suited for an ambiguous place. Once upon a time and forever more, just like there will always be young dreamers ever ready to set out to sea, with no particular destination, because they are unable to see the horizon without wanting to break it in two.

I believe that someday I will be a poet. I might already be a poet but a poet who leans toward baroque exaggeration. That’s what my Italian teacher says but, then again, he doesn’t mind a touch of baroque. He also says that I’ll heal someday. He was like this, too, when he was seventeen years old. If you ask me, he hasn’t changed a bit and he’s trying to correct a defect in me that he still has as well. I love the quick-wittedness of the baroque style, the metaphor that dislocates reality and the great plays on words used to raise the ante.

Maybe that’s the reason why the boy plays with the city and the city with him. He walks through the alleys that lead to the sea like the Cretan Labyrinth. Sudden darkness hides the sun and offers an unexpected coolness. For every light, there is a shadow: In a city lashed by light, the whipping of the shadows can be just as violent. The never-ending port.

Never-ending cargo, never-ending negotiations, never-ending money, never-ending conmen, never-ending brothels, never-ending wine, never-ending arrivals, never-ending departures.

From the heart of the ancient Arab city, he can slip through the old alleyways all the way to the actual port. He passes by the Arab–Norman cathedral on his way. It looks like a sandcastle built against a shade of blue for which no adjective has yet been invented.

The coral-colored cupolas of San Giovanni light up while the gold in the mosaics of the Palatine Chapel do little to pay homage to the Eden that once existed there. Only a few tiles remain. The rubble left over from the Second World War is real as well. It has long since petrified and now stands motionless in the streets of the city center, like a black-and-white photo that refuses to fade.

He might brush up against the immense ficus as the sun bathes it in light. If he does, he will smell the sea as it impregnates the tophus stones. If it weren’t their natural color, you’d think that it were an exaggerated shade of yellow. But it’s just the effect of the sky, which acts as a backdrop. It resembles a magic lantern from One Thousand and One Nights more than any other city. All you have to do is to rub a few stones together and some genie will appear. Not just any genie: A wheeling-and-dealing genie who will inspire more wishes than he will grant.

An Arab geographer once said that ‘to look out on to Palermo is to make your head spin.’ It’s all knotted up together, so much so that it can dislocate your brain as if it were your shoulder. The never-ending port. The never-ending embrace. The never-ending crush.

The boy’s senses are well trained. He lets himself be guided by Ariadne’s thread, which, in this case, is a humble aroma of sfincione, the classic Sicilian pizza, piled up high on a Piaggio Ape, a three-wheeler, known as the Lapino in Palermo. The fragrance of the pizza is mixed in with the dust and noise emitted by low-horse-power exposed motors as they burn gas that has been mixed unwisely with oil. The boy is heading downhill on his bike and he’s nearly as fast as the Lapino. You can have lunch around these parts for just 1,000 lire. Poverty has never been ashamed to show itself here. The simple things are cheap because people have learned to make do with what they have to survive. Sfincione is also a good cure for the blues. To tell the truth, there’s no room in a port for sadness. Those who are sad know the best place to hide it: In the words of the stories. Never-ending port. Never-ending stories. Never-ending voices.

He stays on the trail of this three-wheeled cart and inhales the smell of onion on a slightly charred bed of tomato. Everything and nothing seem familiar because everything and nothing are constantly being improvised on these streets. Every day and all things are different, even if nothing has changed from day one. The fishmonger knows this. He constantly rearranges his all so as to confuse even the most eagle-eyed of ladies. A raucous voice gurgles through a loudspeaker, promising flavors as comforting as a mother’s bosom.
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