


[image: cover]






Table of Contents

	Picture 1

	Epigraphs

	About the Author

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Acknowledgements

	Introduction

    	Chapter I: A MARKET

    	Chapter II: A SECRET 
      KISS

    	Chapter III: A CASE 
      OF KNIVES

    	Chapter IV: A THIN 
      MAN AND A FAT MAN

    	Chapter V: A PRISONER

    	Chapter VI: A BAD 
      HABIT

    	Chapter VII: A REALIST 
      IN ROME

    	Chapter VIII: A 
      WOMAN'S LIFE

    	Chapter IX: FRIENDS

    	Chapter X: A LOVER 
      DENIED

    	Chapter XI: 
      A MAZE MAKER

    	Chapter XII: MIDNIGHT 
      IN SICILY

	POSTSCRIPT

	SOME PLAYERS

	SOURCES







[image: Midnight_In_Sicily_01.jpg]





MIDNIGHT IN SICILY

"Robb writes brilliantly about the cycle of violence in southern Italy. This unclassifiable book melds politics, the mafia, travel, autobiography and serious cooking"

ANDREW TAYLOR, Independent

"I loved this book. It left me in a sweet and sour mood of exultation, grief, despair and hope which lasted for many days"

PETER GOLDSWORTHY, Australian Review of Books

"One of the finest books on the Italian south. [Peter Robb's] analysis is as riveting in its commentary on modern Sicilian life as The Leopard was to an earlier generation"

Economist

"Peter Robb manages to celebrate the literature, art, manners and food of an entire region. His book is a masterpiece of elegant, sceptical enquiry and a pleasure to read"

IAN THOMSON, Evening Standard

"In a short review it is possible only to hint at the richness, vitality and the intellectual and narrative verve of the book . . . a distinctive and powerful work"

DAVID FAIRSERVICE, Quadrant

"I cannot recommend a better book to anyone interested in Italy in general, the crossroad of cultures which is the south of Italy, in the phenomenon of the mafia and its international intrigues, in literature and in food . . . Midnight in Sicily is a triumph"

STEPHANO DE PIERI, Adelaide Review





PETER ROBB was born in Toorak in 1946 and grew up in Australia and New Zealand. He arrived in Europe in 1971, working as a night-club bouncer in England, a philologist in Finland, and a teacher in France. He returned to Australia in the mid '70s and there taught English to immigrants. In 1978 he set off for South America, but he got no further than Naples. He spent the next 15 years in southern Italy teaching and writing. He has recently completed a book on Caravaggio entitled M.
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"One of the great charms of Robb's book is his evident delight in southern Italy, particularly its food, which is recorded with such intensity of memory that one can almost taste it . . . As an introduction to post-war Italy, to the country as well as its politics, it can have few equals"

CAROLINE MOOREHEAD, Times Literary Supplement

"A wonderful book and an outstanding debut"

RICHARD DYER, Boston Globe
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I.M.
 WANDA JAMROZIK





MANY PEOPLE HELPED IN LARGE AND SMALL WAYS WITH my visit to Italy in 1995. Some are named in the account that follows, others not. I'd particularly like to thank Letizia Battaglia, Angelo Benivegna, Pippo Bisso, Giorgio Bocca, Michael Burgoyne, Duncan Campbell, Gian Carlo Caselli, Maria Teresa Chialant, the staff of Corriere della Sera, Anna Maria Currao, Adrian Deamer, Claudio Fabio De Nardis, Michael Duffy, Enzuccia, the staff of L'Espresso, Fabio Gianbrone, Renata La Rovere, Dora Lo Cascio, Guido Lo Forte, Marco Lucchi, Pasquale Marchese, Vincenzo Marchese, Marta Marzotto, Mara Mele, Ady Mineo, Saverio Montalbano, Leoluca Orlando, Lina Panetta, Tullio Pironti, Gordon Poole, Anna Puglisi, the staff of Libreria Feltrinelli Napoli [Regina, Luigi, Paolo, Carlo, Nino, Claudio, Gennaro, Pina], Clara Salvo, the friends of the Sant'Andrea [Bartolo, Dario, Emiliano, Nabil, Stefania, Totò], Umberto Santino, Roberto Scarpinato, Shobha, Alex Snellgrove, Max Suich, Rosario Würzburger. Since nobody was quite sure what I was up to, no one should feel implicated in the result and I hope no one will feel kindness has been compromised. Anyone whose name should figure above and doesn't I ask to forgive the omission.
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  History isn't 

    the devastating bulldozer they say it is.

    It leaves underpasses, crypts, holes 

    and hiding places. There are survivors.

    History's also benevolent: destroys 

    as much as it can: overdoing it, sure, 

    would be better, but history's short 

    of news, doesn't carry out all its vendettas.

  History scrapes the bottom 

    like a drag net 

    with a few rips and more than one fish escapes.

    Sometimes you meet the ectoplasm 

    of an escapee and he doesn't seem particularly happy.

    He doesn't know he's outside, nobody told him.

    The others, in the bag, think 

    they're freer than him.
  Eugenio Montale, "Satura"

  

  When it's night time in Italy 

    it's Wednesday over here.

    When it's midnight in Sicily . . .

The Everly Brothers, "Night Time in Italy"





INTRODUCTION

COLA PESCE WAS ALWAYS PLAYING IN THE SEA AND ONE DAY HIS mother said in exasperation she hoped he'd turn into a fish. Which he practically did, and stayed under water for days at a time. Long distances he travelled in the belly of a big fish, cutting his way out with his knife when he reached his destination.

When the king wanted to know what the sea bed was like, Cola Pesce explored it and told the king there were gardens of coral, precious stones lying on the sand, and here and there heaps of treasure, weapons, people's skeletons, wrecked ships. He went down into the caves under the castel dell'Ovo in Naples and brought up fistfuls of jewels. The king asked how the island of Sicily stayed above the water, and Cola Pesce reported that it was held up by three huge pillars, one of which was broken.

One day the king wanted to know how far down Cola Pesce could go in the sea, and told him to bring up a cannonball shot from the lighthouse at Messina. Cola Pesce said he'd dive if the king insisted, though he thought he'd never come up again. The king insisted, and Cola Pesce dived after the cannonball as it sank, fast enough and deep enough to grab it finally. When he looked up, though, the water above him was now hard and still and closed like marble. He found he was in an empty waterless space and unable to swim and there he stayed forever.

Cola Pesce or Nick Fish has a long history. In Naples they said he was figured on the carved relief of the part man part fish from a Greek or Roman temple that was dredged up from the harbour in the late middle ages. In Sicily his memory receded to Norman times, recorded in the eleventh century by people who'd heard the story from people who'd personally known Cola Pesce himself. Whether he came from Messina or Palermo or Naples, Cola Pesce belonged to that southern part of Italy, hot, dry, sea-girt, wracked by earthquake and eruption, that Italians call the Mezzogiorno, that point in the Mediterranean where Europe is no longer entirely Europe but also Africa, Asia, America. The Mezzogiorno is the furthest part of Italy from Europe and the nearest to the rest of the world.

Cola Pesce had stayed in my mind for years and years, almost as long as Montale's poem about history's interstices and escape routes, with which, in the image of entrapment under water, it ended up coinciding. Cola Pesce was in my mind now, as I came back to Italy, drawn by curiosity and fear, came back to Naples and boarded the night boat for Palermo, preparing to dive into the past, to explore things once half glimpsed and half imagined, desiring knowledge but afraid of entrapment down there in a dire and lifeless mental world of power. I wanted to know how deep the sea was, and what was holding up Sicily. Ready to dive and hoping to surface again, or at least find a rip in the net.






I
 A MARKET

I WOKE WITH A START ABOUT AN HOUR AFTER MIDNIGHT. THE boat was still throbbing doggedly through the dark but I couldn't breathe. The roof of the cabin was a few inches above my face and there was no oxygen in the damp salty fug that was gathered there. The passengers on the other three bunks made no sound in the darkness. Maybe they were dead. I sweated, pressed and paralysed, buried alive. Deep regular breathing brought no calm. I scrambled down without the ladder, putting a foot on an unseen face. The dim corridor was hardly better. The fug was thick with ship's smell of engine oil and paint and stale brine. I found a companion-way up to a deck where I waited till dawn among the lifeboats, still oppressed by the visible and palpable marine haze but breathing. All the oxygen seemed leached from the air on this fine and starless night.

Summer hadn't yet broken. The voyage south brought back other unbearable summer nights in the Mezzogiorno. The canopy of that heavy, airless dead stillness was over us like a fallen tent. In the morning, back in the cabin, I saw someone had screwed shut the cabin's ventilation duct. Everybody seemed to have had a bad crossing. As we eased up to the dock in Palermo smartly dressed passengers were pressing like desperate refugees or immigrants at the place the gangplank would reach. I tried to imagine the place the arriving Greeks and Phoenicians called Panormus, all port, three thousand years ago. A wheelchair with a slavering lolling-headed idiot was shoved into this edgy ill-tempered crowd, ready to be first off. A cluster of nuns was poised for flight.

The yellow taxis lined up on the dock were all gone when I disembarked. After a coffee, several coffees, near the waterfront, I trudged up towards the centre of Palermo, past a showroom with half a dozen new red Ferraris on display. A little further on the carabinieri had set up a road block. There were carabinieri and soldiers, a lot of them, and fretful. The little hotel on via Maqueda, the hotel opposite the art nouveau kiosk, was abandoned. The windows on the first floor were shuttered or glassless, and the peeling wooden door on the street swung open on ruins. Retracing my steps, I found another place, in a third floor warren back towards the harbour, reached in a rattling metal cage. The room was above a coffee wholesaler's, and full of the smell of roasting coffee. Down the road soldiers in camouflage were standing guard with legs wide apart at the entrance to a building of no evident interest. One of them caught my oblique glance as I passed and slipped the safety catch on his machine gun. Seven thousand troops had arrived in Sicily from the continent in the summer of 1992. Three years later the troops were still there. In a certain view, Operation Sicilian Vespers was yet another foreign occupation, and an oddly named one, since it recalled the bloody thirteenth-century uprising by the locals against the occupying Angevins from France, when thousands were massacred in days.

The new place was even closer to where I was headed, which was the panelleria. A lot of the best things in Sicily have lasted since Arab days, and fried slices of chick pea flour must have been around since the ninth century. I've never seen panelle outside of Palermo, and hardly ever outside the Vucciria market. The panelleria was down in a side alley of the tiny market square, a small bare room on the street with a table for cutting out the small rectangles of chick pea dough and a vat of hot oil to fry them in. The panelle were a cheap and austere food, but they were surrounded by abundance.

As in certain sweet and savoury dishes that contain everything, where the savoury merges into the sweet and the sweet into the savoury, dishes that seem to realize a hungry man's dream, so the most abundant and overflowing markets, the richest and most festive and the most baroque, are those of the poor countries where the spectre of hunger is always hovering . . . in Baghdad, Valencia or Palermo, a market is more than a market . . . it's a vision, a dream, a mirage.

The market the Sicilian writer Leonardo Sciascia had in mind here was the Vucciria. It'd been like a dream when I first wandered into it at the end of an earlier summer years and years ago. Whenever I went back to Palermo, the market was the first place I headed for. It was a way of getting my bearings. That first time, twenty-one years earlier, I'd arrived in Palermo mapless from Enna, in the high parched bleak centre of the island, the poorest province in Italy, and strayed through the ruins of the old city. The old city centre of Palermo had been gutted by bombs in 1943, in the months before the Allied armies invaded Sicily. A lot of its finest buildings, palazzi of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the family homes of the Sicilian nobility, about a third of them, were destroyed.

Other European cities had been bombed in the forties, and many worse than Palermo. What was unique to Palermo was that the ruins of the old city were still ruins, thirty years, fifty years on. Staircases still led nowhere, sky shone out of the windows, clumps of weed lodged in the walls, wooden roof beams jutted towards the sky like the ribs of rotting carcasses. Slowly, even the parts that had survived were crumbling into rubble. There were more people living there in the early seventies, in the buildings that were still intact, or partly so, and it must've been a Monday because the washing was strung across the alleys like flags, whipping and billowing everywhere in the powerful sun. It was a very hot day. When I stepped into the Vucciria from a narrow crooked alley, it was a move from the wings on to a stage set in mid-show. The noon sun fell vertically on the tiny space and the stallkeepers had winched out brown canvas awnings. The piazzetta of the Vucciria market was so small and deep that on one side you climbed a flight of stone steps to leave, and when the awnings were out on all sides the sky was covered and everyone was inside a kind of circus tent. The sun beating on the reddish canvas filled the space with a warm diffused light, and the canvas trapped and intensified the odours of the food that was steeply massed on display. It was the belly of Palermo and the heart too. The visual centre of the close and brilliant and almost claustrophobic indoor outdoor theatre was the big fish. On the table were the black eye and the silver rapier and the tail's arc of a swordfish whose body had been mostly sliced away, and blocks of blood-red tuna.

The swordfish and tuna were flanked by many smaller fish, striped mackerel and fat sardines, and squid and prawns and octopus and cuttlefish. I don't remember seeing shellfish. I remember how the diffused red light of the market enhanced the translucent red of the big fishes' flesh and the silver glitter of the smaller ones' skins. The meat was bright red too, redder than usual in this hot muted light. The eye passed more rapidly over the rows of flayed kids' heads with melancholy deep black eyes. There were coils of pearly intestines. There was horse flesh and beef and pork and veal and skinny Mediterranean kids and lambs. There were pale yellow chooks strung up by their bright yellow feet, red crest downmost, and batteries of eggs. The fruit and vegetables were summer things with the sun in their colours. Purple and black eggplant, light green and dark green zucchini, red and yellow peppers, boxes of eggshaped San Marzano tomatoes. Spiked Indian figs with a spreading blush, grapes, black, purple, yellow and white, long yellow honeydew melons, round furrowed canteloupes, slashed wedges of watermelon in red, white and green and studded with big black seeds, yellow peaches and percocche, purple figs and green figs, little freckled apricots. There were sprigs of leaves around the fruit.

It may have been too early for the oranges, but the lemons were there. There may have been only one kind of fig. On that day. There was bread, cheeses, sacks of chick peas, lentils, white beans and nuts, ranks of bottled oil and tinned tomatoes, big open tins of salted anchovies and tuna in oil, blocks of dried tuna roe, there were wine shops and coffee bars. Fat produce from the north, hams and salami, parmesans and gorgonzolas, was harder to find. The odori were in an alley just off the piazza, a bravura massing of thyme and oregano and marjoram and rosemary in dusty drying clumps, chilli bushes uprooted with their leaves still green and the fruit fat, larger chillies dried a dark laquered red and hanging like cords of horns against the evil eye, plaited ropes of garlic, papery white and tinged with purple, dried mud clinging to their root hairs, vats of olives, black and green, large and small, in brine and oil, spiced and not. The booth smelt like a hill in Sardinia at dawn in summer, a concentrate of fragrant Mediterranean scrub.

I list these things now because a lot of them were already gone by 1995. The Vucciria in the summer of 1995 was a slowly fading and diminished place, and words in any case seemed inadequate to recall the lost plenty. What you once found in the Vucciria, and all the markets of the south, was the dense, scarred, irregular and deeply coloured fruit of backbreaking labour. The meaning of this produce was in how it looked, and that was beyond semantics. It might have been caught in an image. Taste, texture, what each thing might become when cooked and combined, these were also matters for the eye. Flavour was form and colour. Freshness translated into the gleam in a fish's eye, the sheen on an eggplant, the resilience of a leaf, the moistness of a speck of manure still clinging to an egg.

There was no shouting at the Vucciria. We weren't in Naples. People in Sicily moved with quiet purpose, and the cadence when you heard it was reproachful, not protesting. The silence of buyers and sellers, housewives and growers and labourers, is enhanced now by the dreamlike patina of memory and the underwater feel of that heaped earthly plenty, and the sea's too, glowing under canvas. And high above the narrow alleys, the faded cottons whipping against the blinding sun. Years after wandering into this hungry man's dream, I learnt that this massed harvest was at that very same time being fixed in an image, though not in Palermo and not from life. It was taking form in the summer of 1974 as a painter's dream in the far north of Italy, and in writing the following winter about the sweet and savoury markets of the Mediterranean, Leonardo Sciascia was describing not the market itself, but this painting of The Vucciria, this dream, by Sciascia's friend the famous Sicilian painter Renato Guttuso, on the occasion of the first showing in Palermo of the painting that would thereafter be the icon of Palermo, the city's ideal image of itself. In the way of images, it represented, that dream of Mediterranean plenty and a people who gathered and consumed it, something that was no longer real. The market and the old city it fed were dwindling and fading as Guttuso painted them from miles away. If I hadn't seen the market for myself that first summer day when I was hungry, I'd have doubted now whether it ever existed.

  Guttuso's name prompted a further twenty-year leap back in 
    time, to 1954. In England 1954 wasn't a specially good year, halfway down 
    from coronation euphoria to the humiliation of Suez. But food rationing ended 
    in 1954, and at the year's close Evelyn Waugh named Elizabeth David's Italian 
    Food as one of the year's two books that had given him most pleasure. 
    Elizabeth David was stunned by the compliment, coming as it did from 
    Mr Evelyn Waugh, a writer whose books have given me more pleasure 
    than I have power to acknowledge. She was particularly gratified because 
    the book had given her a lot of trouble. All that pasta. We've got enough 
    stodge here already, her English friends had said as she set off to garner 
    material. First maddened by the pre- industrial imprecision of Italian cooks, 
    then stirred by a fever to communicate, finally returning home to be 
    chilled by her publisher's indifference, she'd felt her two years' work was 
    in vain. Then Renato Guttuso's promised illustrations, long awaited, started 
    arriving one or two at a time from Rome.

To have had for my book those magnificent drawings and the dazzling jacket picture . . . I would have gone through the whole agony of writing it all over again.

What she liked was their unsentimentality. The cheap battered aluminium pans, the ravenous pasta eaters, the glistening fatty salami, the bunches of artichokes: everything was everyday,

but by Guttuso invested with a quite dangerously blazing vitality, for this artist even the straw round the neck of a wine flask is unravelling itself in a manner positively threatening in its purpose and intensity.

Elizabeth David was as good a critic here of drawing as of cooking. Her book matched its illustrations. Italian Food was a great hymn to the intensity of everyday eating pleasures and a sustained denunciation of Englishness in food, a denunciation whose fury seemed to intensify in each new edition's revisions. Forty years after Elizabeth David's book appeared, its author was lately dead and Italian Food was still in print and still made an exhilarating read. The 1995 edition still included Elizabeth David's passionate praise of Guttuso, but the object of her praise was now gone. The new edition eliminated his illustrations. Only the brilliant lemons remained, in colour on the Penguin cover. The others had been replaced by plates from a sixteenth-century cooking manual. Another tiny step had been taken in Guttuso's progress towards oblivion. Twenty-something years ago he'd been at the height of his fame and painting The Vucciria.

That first blazing summer vision hadn't been my only sight of Palermo before 1995. There'd been other visits in between. The second was five years after the first, at the end of the seventies, a wet winter's fag end when I started seeing the shadows in Palermo. By then I'd been living in Naples for a couple of years, and Naples then was terminally decrepit but intact. The old capital of the Bourbon kingdom belonged to the people who lived in it. By virtue, it had to be said, largely of neglect. Naples was lived in, and densely, all through its centre. It was a city whose people possessed their streets, stayed out in them until the early morning. It was a city whose days and weeks and seasons were strongly marked for everyone by meal hours and holidays and the sea. If it were March 19, for instance, it was San Giuseppe and that meant zeppole, huge grooved shells of choux pastry baked or fried, flattened in the centre by a splodge of yellow pastrycook's cream and a fleck of bitter cherry conserve and dusted with icing sugar, would be on sale hot and fresh every few yards. It meant that the street where I lived, a main street of the business centre, would be given over, inexplicably, to an animal market, and full of goats, turtles, ducklings, goldfish, puppies, monkeys.

I returned to Palermo at the end of the seventies with a certain feel for the resources and shadings of city life in the Mezzogiorno, and by comparison with Naples Palermo was desolate. The streets were closed and shuttered outside business hours, and empty of pedestrians. I saw for the first time the extent of the ruination in the centre, the rubble, the abandon, the places you couldn't see if they were lived in or not. Rain sharpened the sour smell of rotting masonry. Life after dark was silent files of cars along the main arteries. What spooked most was the newer area, the smart part of town I hadn't seen before, stacked with rows and rows of big apartment blocks along the via della Libertà, in place of the art nouveau villas and the parks of the belle époque. In the sinister quiet of Palermo, I realized, there was a lot of money, as there wasn't in Naples. Ingenuously, I asked a couple of people about the mafia. I remember the polite, puzzled blink, the inquiring gaze and the slightly cocked head before my interlocutor vanished. Mafia?

That first summer day in the Vucciria, everything above market stall level had been hidden by the lowered canvas awnings. It wasn't until a wet and miserable evening of the second visit when the canopies were furled that I saw that the building on one side of the little space had a kind of open verandah at first floor level, from which you could look out over the marketplace. This was the Shanghai. It was an eating place reached through a poky door in a side alley and a narrow flight of stairs: you emerged into the kitchen space and thence to the verandah. The rudimentary and rather slovenly cooking there was done in an oven that was also out on the verandah. There was nothing Chinese about it except the name. I couldn't remember if the name came from a distant port of call in the proprietor's seafaring days. I ate that rainy, gusty night on stuffed squid, the only customer on the dimly lit verandah, while the proprietor, who was whitehaired, exuberant and a tad intrusive, read aloud from his collected poems, which were written out in an exercise book. He had a loud voice and it rang out from the verandah over the dark and empty market square.

  By the summer of 1995, heroin was now one of the more important 
    commodities traded in the neighbourhood of the Vucciria. A lot more people 
    had moved out. There was bad heroin on the streets of Palermo and junkies 
    were dying like flies. There were killings in the Vucciria and raids every 
    few days. A crowd the day before had rounded on a police patrol and roughed 
    them up. It was lunchtime on a sunny day when I got there and the tables on 
    the Shangai's verandah were taken by pink and grey couples from northern Europe. 
    There was a TV crew from northern Italy. A couple of listless girls said their 
    grandfather wasn't well. They knew nothing about the Shangai's name. They 
    said I'd have to ask him. They didn't know when he'd be back. And his poetry? 
    I asked. Was he still writing poems? He was too busy drinking wine most 
    of the time, the poet's granddaughter said acidly, swiping at the laminex 
    with a greasy dishcloth, to think about writing poems. It was the panelle 
    I was really after, in any case, and the Shangai didn't have them. I went 
    downstairs to the panelleria and filled my stomach.

  

THE SACK of Palermo sounded as remote as the Sicilian Vespers, but it happened in the fifties and sixties. Most of it happened in four years under two men. Salvo Lima and Vito Ciancimino were two who'd joined early and risen fast when conservative politicians formed the Christian Democrat party, la Democrazia cristiana, at the end of the war in Italy. From 1945 until everything fell apart in 1992, the Christian Democrats were never out of government. Outside Italy the DC had the overt and covert support of the United States, obsessed with stemming the communist tide, and inside Italy it had the support of a Vatican no less obsessed with routing communist atheism. The party's bedrock, though, was the Mezzogiorno and especially the friends in Sicily. People didn't talk about the mafia in Sicily but they talked a lot about friends. And through the postwar years the party's most powerful leader in Sicily was Salvo Lima, and Salvo Lima was more than a friend. He was a made man, a fully inducted member of Cosa Nostra, bound by a lifelong vow to serve the interests of the mafia. As the most powerful politician in Sicily he was one of the more important people in Italy.

  **

Salvo Lima was elected mayor of Palermo in 1958, which was when the sack of Palermo began, and after four years in office moved on to greater things. He later became a deputy minister in Rome and a member of the European parliament. Vito Ciancimino was in charge of public works under Lima and later mayor of Palermo himself. Lima and Ciancimino were an interesting pair. Ciancimino was a barber's son from Corleone who kept his close-clipped Sicilian barber's moustache and his country uncouthness long after he moved to Palermo at the end of the war and into politics. In 1984 he was the first public figure to be arrested, tried and eventually convicted as a mafioso. Twelve million dollars' worth of Ciancimino's personal assets were confiscated at that time. Lima on the other hand was almost too powerful to embarrass. Beyond a certain threshold, power erases embarrassment. He was a white-maned and silk-suited grandee, and when Salvo Lima walked into a Palermo restaurant, silence fell and people came to kiss his hand. The two worked well together in the interests of the friends and the transformation of Palermo in four years was concrete evidence of this.

In four years of early teamwork, these two released 4,200 permits for new building in the city. Nearly three-quarters of these permits, over 3,000 of them, were given to five obscure figures, illiterate or retired, who were fronts for mafia interests. The old centre's buildings, many of them stupendous palazzi of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were encouraged to decay and their poorer inhabitants to leave for cheap mafia-built blocks on the city's outskirts. Those with money were urged into the flashier blocks springing up over the ruins of splendid villas and parks along the more central artery of the via della Libertà. In the fifties, sixties and seventies, while the overall population of Palermo doubled, the old centre's population dropped by two thirds. By 1995 Lima and Ciancimino had both been removed from the scene. Their work remained. When you walked into the new parts of Palermo it was like walking into the mafia mind. The sightless concrete blocks had multiplied like cancer cells. The mafia mind was totalitarian and even on a summer day it chilled you. Italy for decades consumed more cement per capita than any other country in the world and in Sicily construction was in the hands of Cosa Nostra. Construction, property development, real estate had once been the main business for mafia firms. Now they were where the drug money went to the laundry.

Lima and Ciancimino had more in common than mafia. They were both Andreotti men. Giulio Andreotti was a Roman who'd had the most stunning rise of all in the DC after the war. Andreotti was a clever, scrawny little hunchbacked figure with heavy-lensed spectacles, thick black hair and triangular ears projecting batlike from his head. He was a sacristy rat who'd emerged from a war spent in the Vatican and catholic student organizations to rise in the shadow of the party's founder to become a cabinet minister in 1947 when he was only twenty-eight. Although he'd been a member of pretty well every Italian government thereafter, Andreotti had never, in the fifties and sixties, been prime minister. His faction in the DC was too narrowly based. He lacked a wide electoral base and so he lacked clout in the party and if he stayed that way he would never head the government. It was natural that a figure so wholly consumed by the hunger for power as the tiny ascetic Andreotti should want to enlarge his electoral base and it was natural that he should look to Sicily to do it.

So when Salvo Lima was elected to parliament in Rome in 1968, massively, Andreotti did a deal with him. Before their alliance was formalized, Lima advised Andreotti to check him out first with the Italian parliament's antimafia commission, in whose report he was later to figure so largely. I knew I was talked about, he said later, and didn't want to cause him problems. Giulio asked and told me, It's OK. And so, for years and years, it was, although the parliamentary commission shortly afterwards identified Lima as a central element of the mafia power structure in Palermo. Lima's clout in Sicily secured Andreotti the first of his seven prime ministerships a little over three years later. Sicily, from then on, was Andreotti's power base. Lima was eleven years later elected, overwhelmingly again, to the European parliament, but he found little time to spend in Strasbourg. He was needed in Rome. He was needed in Sicily. Andreotti in those days was the god Giulio and Lima was Giulio Andreotti's proconsul in Sicily. He was for decades reckoned the most powerful man in Palermo.

It was as such that Salvo Lima spent the warm spring morning of March 12, 1992 in his claret-coloured villa near the beach at Mondello. Lima was receiving allies and clients in the drawing room, which had a valuable sketch by Renato Guttuso on the wall, a preliminary for his painting of The Vucciria, that celebration of the market and its neighbourhood that Lima as mayor had bled almost to death. The sketch hung next to a photo of Lima with the Kennedy brothers, Jack and Bobby and Teddy. Lima that morning was discussing prospects for the Italian elections. They were due within three weeks and looking good. After heading the last two consecutive governments, Giulio Andreotti had decided to go to the polls.

There was an engagingly personal logic behind Andreotti's decision to go to the people, into which the people entered not at all. An ugly corruption scandal had broken out in Milan the month before and a determined magistrate called Di Pietro was pursuing it. The thing could only get bigger and uglier for the governing parties. It was a good moment for Andreotti to leave the fray for higher things. President Cossiga was about to cut short his increasingly bizarre term as head of state, to everyone's relief. Repository of a great many demochristian secrets, the president had lately been given to bouts of redfaced public rage and the delivery of long and weirdly free-associating harangues that had his party colleagues on edge. They never knew what he was going to say next. Whether Cossiga was now jumping or being pushed, his retirement meant that the Italian prime ministership and the presidency were up for grabs at the same time. Bettino Craxi, the socialist who'd enjoyed two highly lucrative terms in office during the eighties, was anxious to try his hand as prime minister again. The highly public secret deal was that he could have it, the quid pro quo for the DC being Giulio Andreotti's final apotheosis as head of state. The president may have had less power day to day than the prime minister, but he made and unmade governments in a country that usually saw at least one new government a year. The Italian president had clout. This was the way things went in Italy and a normal margin of error in the popular vote would have changed nothing. A direct line to the president would be interesting, Lima doubtless thought.

At mid-morning he left with two of his visitors for the Palace Hotel, where an electoral dinner with Giulio Andreotti was scheduled twelve days hence. Andreotti himself was due to arrive the next day to launch the Sicilian campaign. Lima and friends had hardly moved off when a Honda 600 XL motorbike with electronic fuel injection, straddled by two helmeted youths, overtook their car. Shots were fired from the bike. The car braked and stopped abruptly, and the three dignitaries scrambled out. Lima shrieked, They're coming back! and struggled out of his green loden overcoat and ran. They were his last words. His glove-soft leather pumps weren't made for speed, and it was an awful long time since those soft thighs had run anywhere at all. The next thing the other two noticed, from their hiding place behind a garbage skip, was the Hon. Lima lying face down and dead. He'd been neatly shot in the skull from close behind, at a slight angle. The killers ignored the other two DC potentates crouching behind the dumpster, one of whom was a professor of philosophy whose appointment Lima had been arranging to the board of the state railways, and leisurely left. The friends no longer had any respect for him, it was later explained by Gioacchino Pennino, a Palermo doctor, man of honour and DC politician who became the first political pentito. In the indictment of the Cosa Nostra leadership for the killing, the prosecutors described Lima as having been Cosa Nostra's ambassador to Rome. This was not said immediately. Salvo, said a close colleague, choosing his words of tribute carefully so soon after the actual shooting and exploiting Latinate abstraction to the full, was a man of synthesis. He didn't say of what.

Lima's standing within the DC was nevertheless undeniably such that certain people felt they had to come to Palermo for his funeral, however much they hated doing it, given the questions people were suddenly asking about the government's relations with the mafia. The president of Italy, still the demochristian Cossiga, at first said this was clearly a mafia crime, nothing to do with the state and that he wouldn't be coming to pay his last respects. Something or someone later changed his mind, and he came. The secretary of the DC was there too. So was prime minister Andreotti, who'd perhaps had something to do with convincing the others to come. People were struck by the shrunken, terrorized and humiliated figure the prime minister cut when he came down for Lima's funeral. The minister of justice at that time, Claudio Martelli, remembered two years later how Andreotti looked after Lima's murder: His face had an even waxier look than usual. He was terrified, either because he didn't understand, or maybe because he did. Huddled in his heavy overcoat, Andreotti looked like an aged tortoise retracting into its shell. His nerves frayed by the media's constant linking of his own name with that of Cosa Nostra's latest hit victim, its most distinguished corpse, prime minister Andreotti snapped a few days later that it was really absurd to divide even the dead into political factions. The presidency was slipping from his grasp, the only thing he'd ever wanted and failed to get. He was made a Life Senator as a consolation prize, for distinguished service to the Republic. Not being president was anyhow no longer even the worst of it. Andreotti can't have failed to see that killing as a portent.

  **

ONE OF the first to arrive on the scene of Lima's murder was Paolo Borsellino. He stood there looking at the corpse, the deputy chief of the Palermo prosecutors' office, leader of the Sicilian effort against the mafia, and shaking his head. Borsellino was shaking his head because while others were still wondering which politician in Rome had asked the friends to dispose of Lima in Palermo, he understood the mafia had just terminated its forty-five-year relationship with the DC. It was Borsellino's lifelong friend and antimafia colleague Giovanni Falcone who put the change into words. The crime hadn't been ordered by a politician. By the spring of 1992 the politicians were no longer in charge. Now it's the mafia that wants to give the orders, Falcone said. And if the politicians don't obey, the mafia decides to act on its own.

Falcone and Borsellino both had an acquaintance with Lima which went back well beyond the professional interest they'd developed over the previous decade, when they were the most formidable of the team of magistrates tracking the ever more fearsome Cosa Nostra in Palermo. Falcone and Borsellino had grown up in Lima's Palermo, a few streets apart in the old centre, the quarter known by its old Arab name as La Kalsa that lay between the Vucciria and the sea front. Falcone's family and Borsellino's had both been forced to leave their homes by zoning regulations in the fifties. Falcone and Borsellino were both sons of the embattled old petty bourgeoisie of the Mezzogiorno. Falcone's father used to boast that he'd never taken a coffee at a bar and the son was later scrupulous in avoiding those compromising social contacts that most people in Palermo found quite unavoidable. But the boys had grown up among inner-city mafiosi, been to school with them, knew them through and through, and it was this intimate knowledge of mafia culture, mafia values, the mafia mindset, that enabled judge Falcone and judge Borsellino to make human contact later with mafiosi in crisis, to win their respect and persuade them to turn.

There were mafiosi in personal crisis in the 1980s because the organization itself was in crisis. Mafia values were in crisis. At the very time Cosa Nostra in Palermo was acquiring quite unprecedented wealth from the international traffic in heroin and cocaine, its old structures and friendships had been shattered by the rise of an unusually brutal and treacherous mafia clan from out of town, the family from Corleone and its chief Salvatore Riina, called Uncle Totò by the men of honour. When the mafiosi in crisis began to collaborate, they enabled Falcone and Borsellino to form for the first time in history a detailed understanding of the hitherto secret organization called Cosa Nostra, whose interested friends in government, the judiciary, the church and the media had insisted for decades didn't exist. The outcome of that collaboration was a monumental judicial defeat for the organization, a mass trial begun in the mid-eighties, which in all its phases of appeal had run for six years and which had received its final and almost unexpected sanction by the supreme court two months before the death of Salvo Lima.

Falcone and Borsellino had paid a high price for their success against Cosa Nostra. They'd disturbed too many interests. The Palermo maxi-trial had convicted hundreds of leading mafiosi. It had ratified their thesis that Cosa Nostra was a single organization. But after the initial convictions in 1987 Falcone had been blocked by professional jealousy and obscure manoeuvres from heading the investigating magistrates' antimafia pool and continuing its work in the late eighties. The pool itself was dismantled and its efforts dispersed. Falcone had narrowly escaped death in a bomb attack engineered by highly refined minds, as Falcone put it, and highly placed informers. Borsellino transferred to the dire posting of Marsala, in an area of western Sicily that had an even higher density of mafia activity than Palermo itself and was the centre of the transatlantic heroin traffic. Falcone had gone to Rome in April 1991 to head a new office in the justice ministry and Borsellino had ended up back in Palermo at the end of the year, in Falcone's old job.

Everyone had seen Falcone's move to Rome as a defeat or a surrender, both his colleagues and, it later turned out, Cosa Nostra. A former mafioso called Gaspare Mutolo explained later, The climate relaxed with the end of the antimafia pool . . . and finally with the transfer of Falcone to Rome. He was now considered less dangerous to the organization . . . we used to joke that he'd end up as ambassador to some South American country. Soon after that, Cosa Nostra realized it had made a mistake. New decrees started rattling out of Rome, where Falcone now had the ear of the minister Martelli. In less than a month there was a new law on recycling money and less than a month after that another law on mafia influence on local government. Six months after Falcone's arrival, the coordinating antimafia investigation police group was set up, and a month after that the national antimafia prosecutor's office. District antimafia pools were created, an antiracket law was passed, house arrest was ended for mafiosi appealing against convictions. Measure by measure, Falcone was putting Italian justice into a condition to systematically pursue organized crime for the first time in history. As Mutolo said, Gradually we began to understand that Doctor Falcone was becoming even more dangerous in Rome than he'd been in Palermo.

The April elections that followed Lima's murder in 1992 were a disaster for the ruling parties. The DC got its lowest vote in history and the deal to make Andreotti president fell apart. Andreotti was now wearing Lima like an albatross. Craxi was mired in the corruption scandal. Voting for the president went on interminably. Falcone had been nominated to a new post as superprosecutor of all mafia cases, but this too got stuck in the general paralysis as government in Italy collapsed. On May 19 Falcone said in alarm, Cosa Nostra never forgets. The enemy's always there, waiting to strike . . . we've got to act quickly to build the superprosecutor's office . . . and we can't even agree on electing the president of the Republic.

Four days later, on the Saturday afternoon of May 23, Falcone and his wife, the magistrate Francesca Morvillo, flew back to Palermo on a secret flight in a government plane. Falcone always went home to Palermo for the weekend. The plane landed around six in the evening and the Falcones were met by their three-car escort and seven bodyguards. Three of the guards went in the front car. Three more went in the last. In the middle car, Falcone took the wheel himself with Francesca Morvillo beside him, and got his driver to sit in the back. It was a small breach of procedures, a little indulgence. Before, a helicopter had always gone ahead to oversee the route into the city, but security had been cut back to save money, and the convoy set off fast along the freeway without aerial clearance.

Punta Raisi is one of the world's more dangerous airports. On the far western edge of Palermo, it takes up the last of the narrow strip between the cobalt sea and the mountainous teeth that encircle the city. The freeway to the city curves parallel to the coast, a little inland, affording glimpses of the sea on one side and olive groves under the rocky outcrops on the other, until both are obscured by houses and small factories closer to the city. It was where the freeway runs through Capaci, an outer suburb under mafia control, like all the suburbs of Palermo, that a skateboard had been used to manoeuvre five hundred kilos of plastic explosive into a drainage tunnel under the freeway a few days earlier. When the Falcone convoy passed on its way to Palermo that Saturday near dusk, a group of men of honour had been watching the freeway traffic for some time. They'd sawn off olive branches to get a better view, and littered the ground with the butts of the Merit cigarettes they'd smoked. As the first car passed over the drainage tunnel, the boss Giovanni Brusca detonated the explosive by remote control. Hell opened up before us, said a driver following the convoy. A terrifying explosion . . . a scene from the apocalypse . . . screams of terror . . . an unreal silence. The explosion killed the three in the first car instantly. The guards in the last car were only slightly injured. In Falcone's car in the middle of the crater Francesca Morvillo was unconscious, eyes open, looking up at the sky. Falcone's face was a mask of blood, his head moving, his body trapped. Their driver in the back was injured but alive. Falcone died when they got him to hospital. Francesca Morvillo woke for a moment, asked, Where's Giovanni?, fell unconscious again and died later that evening. My account with Cosa Nostra remains open, Falcone had said the year before. I'll settle it with my death, natural or otherwise.

Paolo Borsellino got to the emergency room in time to see him die. He came out and embraced his daughter, his face lost, shaken, he'd aged visibly in just a few minutes. He wept and his daughter wept and she was crying too because of what she'd heard him say a thousand times: Giovanni's my shield against Cosa Nostra. They'll kill him first, then they'll kill me. At the funeral Giorgio Bocca, a tough and sceptical journalist not easily moved to admiration, watched Paolo Borsellino place his hand on Giovanni Falcone's coffin, in his black legal gown with the embroidered white shirt . . . for the first time he looked to me bellissimo, like an antique knight swearing fidelity before his fallen comrade. Bocca also thought he saw something new, or something old renewed at this public moment.

It was years since I'd seen the faces of honest and brave Italians, not the grotesque and greasy masks of a corrupt and mediocre power, years since I'd seen people's pain and anger . . . I saw the young people's faces, crowds of young people, as if they'd woken from a long sleep . . .

Paolo Borsellino knew he had little time. Falcone had become a martyr in the Italian manner and now Borsellino found that people seem to think I'm a saint. The neofascists proposed him for president, the ministers for justice and the interior wanted him for the superprosecutor's job Falcone had been blocked from getting, and all Borsellino wanted was to find Falcone's murderers in the time he had left. New men of honour, shaken by the killings, wanted to tell him their stories and he listened and he tried to learn what he could. His newest witness told him Cosa Nostra was making so much money from drugs and government contracts it couldn't launder the money fast enough. It had rented an apartment that was filled with banknotes, a cash warehouse. Borsellino had never worked so hard, harder even than for the maxitrial. His family never saw him. He was gone when they rose in the morning and came home when they were asleep at night. He seemed to have death in his eyes, said a colleague. His assistant prosecutor said he was a man in a tremendous hurry . . . someone who knew that his hours were numbered . . . he felt that time was running out on him.

By the middle of July the press was announcing the end of a regime. The corruption being revealed in Milan was vaster than anybody could have imagined, and the governing class was going under. July 19 was a Sunday and before sunrise Borsellino wrote a letter to a school teacher, explaining his love of Sicily, his sense that he had a duty to work on its problems, his confidence in the growing awareness of its young people. He went out of town that summer Sunday with his wife, out in a boat with friends, then to lunch with other friends. Later in the afternoon he went back to Palermo with his escort of six. He wanted to see his mother, who was alone that day. Borsellino's weekend visits to his mother's place in via D'Amelio had become almost predictable, but he wouldn't give them up. There were cars parked around the entrance to the apartment block, despite an earlier request that it be cleared for security. The three cars pulled up, five agents, four men and a woman, surrounding Borsellino with their machine guns ready. When Borsellino pressed the bell at the gate, he was blown to pieces by a car bomb explosion that killed all five around him too, destroyed all the apartments facing the street to the fourth floor, though the building was thirty feet from the road, and shattered its windows as high as the eleventh floor. A few days later Antonino Caponnetto, the elderly founder of that Palermo magistrates' antimafia pool, to whose great maxi-trial the events of 1992 were an epilogue, arrived from Florence to weep in the ruins of via D'Amelio. It's all over, the old man said. It's all over. But it wasn't.

  **

FOURTEEN YEARS earlier, heading for South America in the late European summer, I'd stopped off for a return visit to the Mezzogiorno and ended up settling in Naples. In the spring of that year the former Italian prime minister Aldo Moro had been ambushed and kidnapped in Rome by terrorists of the Red Brigades. He'd been on his way to parliament for the swearing-in of yet another conservative DC government headed by Giulio Andreotti, a government for which Moro himself had most remarkably won the support of Italy's huge communist party, the PCI. After the murder of his driver and bodyguards, Moro was held prisoner for a couple of months in a secret place in the middle of Rome and then murdered. The events of Moro's long imprisonment, the government's total failure to find him or do anything to save his life, were extremely puzzling. The government had masked its inaction as intransigence, defending the state by not compromising with terrorism. Knowing the condition of their state, Italians were sceptical about this. Still, the terrorist emergency wasn't a normal time. Learning the language, I followed the debate, and the deepening of a crisis that seemed entirely ideological, with interest and detachment

Then other things started happening. A year after Moro's murder, a journalist named Pecorelli was found shot in a Rome street. He'd been about to publish a piece on Moro's successor as prime minister, Giulio Andreotti. A new pope, intending to clear up the Vatican's tangled finances, had been found dead in bed in the papal apartments a month after his election. The next pope was shot and wounded in St Peter's square three years later. The Vatican bank was involved at the time in a huge financial collapse, and the government-appointed receiver of the Milan bank that caused it had been shot dead in the street. An Italian airliner flying from Genoa to Palermo with eighty-nine people aboard was shot down in the Mediterranean and the source of the missile attack was never identified. A bomb killed eighty-five people in Bologna station. A secret masonic lodge was discovered that had been plotting a coup d'état. Its members included dozens of leading politicians, magistrates, armed forces chiefs and secret service personnel, journalists and media owners. The general who'd eliminated left-wing terrorism was sent to Palermo and murdered there with his wife less than three months later. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of people died in a couple of years of shooting wars in Naples and Palermo. There was another and bigger banking crash in Milan, the world's worst since the war, and the man who caused it was found hanging under Blackfriars bridge in London. His mentor, Michele Sindona, the architect of the earlier collapse, was himself found dead of strychnine poisoning in a top security prison. Another bomb killed eighteen people on the Naples – Milan express train. A lawyer's severed head was found in a parked car in Naples. And so on and so on and so on.

These events had a certain horrid fascination, and their unfolding enthralled, since nothing was ever explained or resolved. They seemed glimpses of the workings of something larger, something big and hideous that was working itself out in the dark. These constellations of mysteries were themselves constellated by other mysteries, not necessarily lesser, just more briefly or imperfectly glimpsed, or involving more obscure players, less spectacular events and therefore less able to compete for attention. A lot of the players in this endless turbid soap had entered the drama not as players at all but as observers, inquirers, searchers after truth. They were magistrates, journalists, police, lawyers, people trying to ascertain the facts who'd been sucked in and become part of the story itself and usually ended up as its stiffs. Others never went under. They appeared in episode after episode. Many of the episodes seemed unrelated, though you sensed hidden continuities. What you needed was an index, a key to all mythologies, a theorem, a Big Picture into which all the details would fit. Of course I never found one. In the 1980s Falcone and Borsellino had used the information provided by former mafiosi to elaborate a theorem for Cosa Nostra, the analysis that linked and explained the thousands of mysteries of organized crime in Sicily. What was needed now was something even larger, something that would take in the secret life of the Italian republic too, and the other orbiting mysteries of America and the Vatican and the east.

The most frequently recurring name in the linked and nested tales of the thousand and one nights of Italy was Giulio Andreotti's. He'd been around since the forties, a member of pretty well every government in the Italian republic. He'd been prime minister for a good part of the seventies. He was prime minister that disastrous spring of 1992 when everything fell apart. Until that spring of 1992, he was routinely called the finest political mind in Europe. He was a survivor, a winner. Of course his name would come up again and again. It came up too during that seething unstable interregnum after the collapse. Former men of honour started to speak about their former political friends. Most of all, about life senator Andreotti. Long and intricate stories were told about the secret history of crime and politics in Italy, and the magistrates who heard them found a deal of objective confirmation. As they wove the stories and the evidence into a thesis, all the old names and incidents of the eighties started coming together. The politician Moro and his death. The banker Sindona and his death. The journalist Pecorelli and his death. The general Dalla Chiesa and his death. And all the other mysteries of the living and the dead started falling into place around the tiny ageing figure of the longest-lived statesman in Europe. After fourteen years, after the massacres of 1992, I'd left Italy for good, yet I was drawn irresistibly back in 1995 because at the end of the summer Andreotti was going on trial. He was going on trial in Palermo for association with the mafia and a few weeks later he was going on trial in Perugia for murder.

I had some time in Palermo before the Andreotti trial started, and some inquiries to make. I went back to the Vucciria next day and up to the Shangai for lunch, and from the verandah I noticed a very thin young man examining a fish. He was inspecting it closely and speaking intensely with the stallholder. After a few minutes he moved on to another stall and looked rapidly over its wares. Then he moved on again. The fishmongers seemed to know him. He was young and thin and rather poorly dressed and haggling and the sellers were treating him with a certain respect. You could see they thought he was worth convincing. He was in his early twenties and wearing an embroidered maghrebin cap. His chin had a few days' growth on it. I lazily observed his movements round the fish stalls of the little square, until someone banged down the sarde alla beccafica. These were fresh sardines splayed open and cooked wrapped around some fishy forcemeat. They must have been called that because they look like the little birds, figpeckers, long since gone like most birds from Italy, that Byron liked to eat.

When I got down the grubby staircase he was still there. He was so thin that at certain angles he nearly vanished from sight. He had made up his mind to buy, though not from a single seller, buying sarago from one stall, swordfish steaks from another and fresh sardines from a third. He headed off up a dogleg alley and I followed him. After a few yards he turned right into an even narrower lane and slipped into a doorway on the left. He entered a kitchen, and spoke with a cook about his own age, a fair bit more corpulent and wearing glasses and a serious look. Then its door swung shut. The lane, a little further on, opened to the left on a minuscule piazza before a derelict church. A couple of parked cars took up most of its space, but on the other side some heavy earthenware pots had been pulled out around two massive umbrellas of clean white canvas. A couple of tables and some empty chairs stood under them. A big stone step led to a closed glass door. The furnishings looked clean and new in the dirty piazzetta and yet apart from a large and grubby Persian cat sleeping on the step there was no sign of life. It looked like the restaurant whose kitchen was in the lane. Pushing on up a steep little lane, I arrived at piazza San Domenico. I thought I'd return to that piazzetta.

  **

THE VILLA'S name, the one on the fax that had reached me in Sydney from Palermo, had a faint resonance. It wasn't till I got there weeks later that the distant memory took form.

It wasn't yet fully dark and the road stretched ahead very white and boxed in between high walls. Just out of the Salina property on the left could be seen the half-ruined villa Falconeri, owned by Tancredi, his nephew and ward. A spendthrift father, married to the prince's sister, had squandered his entire wealth and then died. It was one of those total ruins in which they melt down even the silver thread in the epaulettes of the servants' liveries . . . they drove past villa Falconeri, whose enormous bougainvillea cascaded over the gates its billows of episcopal silk and lent it an illicit air of opulence in the dark.

Rattling towards a sexual escapade in Palermo, the prince in Tomasi di Lampedusa's novel The Leopard is driven past a villa whose original is now nearly engulfed by the city, though still protected by its own grounds and the Favorita park and the great promontory of Monte Pellegrino. The villa Niscemi was instantly identifiable in the novel by those readers who remembered its blaze of bougainvillea. The real house never fell into ruin, and one of its last inhabitants, a child called Fulco who later became the last duke of Verdura, remembered a distant cousin who occasionally came to play and who when he grew up was to become the duke of Palma and prince of Lampedusa and write a famous novel, even if one the duke of Verdura judged to be historically incorrect. The duke remembered his cousin as a fat, silent boy with big sleepy oriental eyes, who didn't like outdoor games and was shy with the animals.

Nobody would ever have imagined, the duke noted tartly, that in the distant future he would become the author of a masterpiece. The duke wrote that Tancredi and Angelica, the glamorous characters played by Alain Delon and Claudia Cardinale in Visconti's film of The Leopard, were based on his maternal grandparents. I noted a number of factual errors, he said, but after all it is a novelist's privilege to alter the facts. The duke didn't, in his childhood memoir that he published first in English with a title from Lewis Carroll, The Happy Summer Days, and only subsequently recast in the Italian version given me in Palermo, go into exactly what his quarrel was with his cousin's posthumous and fictional version of the family story, but he was sounding a note here that I found was to recur with some insistence over the time I spent in Palermo. The note was accusatory, and the issue was getting things right and getting them wrong. The problem was what made history, the status of fact, the weight of detail and the squaring of different versions of the same thing. It was the problem of interpretation, the question of meaning. The duke of Verdura alluded to matters of fact, a list of points to be corrected, in a tone that queried his cousin's whole way of being in the world. So, when the novel came out, did Leonardo Sciascia. The duke's quarrel with Lampedusa was over family and Sciascia's was over Sicily, and they both challenged the history.

Ways of perceiving the world were an issue in Palermo in 1995. Versions of history. The trial that was about to open, however it ended, and it wouldn't do that for years, was bound to revise a great deal of the known history of Italy since the war. In Naples just before I boarded the night ferry for Palermo, the publisher Tullio Pironti had given me a copy of his latest book. It was a wristbreaking large-format volume of 973 pages, printed on good white paper, and it must have weighed a couple of kilos. Its cover was plain blue, with an outline map of the Italian peninsula and the islands in white. The title, printed at the top in small sober yellow letters, was The True History of Italy. A subtitle read Interrogations, testimony, evidence, analysis. Gian Carlo Caselli and his assistants reconstruct the last twenty years of Italian history. This massive book consisted of an edited version of the main testimony that prosecutors had gathered against Andreotti. I'd taken it dutifully, this monster collection of legal depositions. I'd opened it and been transfixed. By the time I disembarked in Sicily, The True History of Italy had become a talisman. History was on trial. The years I'd lived in southern Italy, from the later seventies to the early nineties, when Andreotti's power was greatest, were also exactly the years, from 1978 to 1992, that in the words of the prosecutors' preliminary findings, set out on page 9 of The True History of Italy,

relations between Sen. Andreotti and Cosa Nostra were established – in a form not contingent or occasional – at least from 1978 and maintained until 1992, such as to materially confirm the charge of membership of a mafia organization.

A few questions were in order in Palermo in 1995, about what made history, and who made it, and how things were.

The last duke of Verdura was long since dead. He'd in any case left Italy many years before. The happy childhood over, he served as an army officer in the first war, and before the second came around he was settled in Hollywood, later New York. He'd turned out to be artistic, and to have social gifts that eluded his shy and awkward cousin. Soon he was designing splendid jewels and in charge of bijoux for Coco Chanel. He became the jeweller to the Beautiful People in America and Europe, and a Beautiful Person ante litteram himself, among whose clients and friends were the duchess of Windsor, Salvador Dalí, Rita Hayworth and Marlene Dietrich. He came back to Europe to write his memoirs and die and take the the family crypt's last remaining place in Palermo cathedral. The princesses who inherited villa Niscemi also lived in America, and in 1987 they sold it to the city of Palermo. Even the bougainvillea that briefly flared in the dark in the opening pages of The Leopard was gone when I arrived at the gates of the villa Niscemi and crunched down its deep gravel drive under the midday sun. Leoluca Orlando, the mayor of Palermo, had invited me to lunch.

  **

IT'D BE less official, less portentous, but not the first visit Orlando had received from an Australian. A few years earlier the Australian ambassador to Rome had decided to visit, during his tour of duty, all those places in Italy from which people had emigrated to Australia. His itinerary naturally got denser and more complex as he moved south into the Mezzogiorno, the territories of the old Bourbon Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. It was these poor and prolific regions with a difficult past that had contributed so largely to Europe's populating of the Americas and Australia. The ambassador covered the region of Campania around Naples, the kingdom's old capital, a couple of hours' drive south of Rome, he visited Apulia in the eastern heel of the Italian boot, Calabria in the peninsula's far southern toe, poor and tiny Lucania, hemmed in by these other three. Finally he arrived on the island of Sicily. Its capital Palermo, the other great city of the old Bourbon kingdom, is almost as close to Africa as to the nearest extremity of what Sicilians call the continent, and a lot closer to Tunis than it is to Rome.

It was in Calabria that the ambassador struck trouble. All of these regions, with the exceptions of Lucania and until very recently Apulia, had a long history of organized crime. That history had been part of a long and dire history of foreign occupation, exploitation and neglect. The Spanish Bourbons, who'd lasted until the time of Garibaldi and Italian unification a little over a century earlier, were merely the most recent of a succession of invaders that went back to the ancient Greeks and Phoenicians nearly three thousand years earlier. From the point of view of the locals, the national government in Rome was not a great improvement. For Rome, the south had always been the problem of the Mezzogiorno.

The criminal activities and organizations developed differently in each region. The volatile urban criminality of the Neapolitan camorra was very different from the old rural mafia's activities in the Sicilian hinterland, and the Calabrian 'ndrangheta another thing again. But in each case a parasitic criminal class had inserted itself in the interstices between rulers and the ruled, exploiting both. Crime, like any successful industry, moved with the times, and these organizations became urban and multinational, vastly rich and powerful conglomerates. The Sicilian mafia, Cosa Nostra, dominated European crime and a piece of the European economy. The others were allies operating under a kind of regional franchise agreement. The mafia most active in Australia was the Calabrian 'ndrangheta, and the 'ndrangheta happened in Calabria to work out of the most impenetrable terrain in Italy. In the mountainous and densely wooded range of the Aspromonte that ran like a backbone down the middle of the region, the 'ndrangheta still ran a kidnap and ransom business. Prisoners could be held securely for months and years in the Aspromonte, while their families drummed up the tens of millions of dollars required to buy their release. The jailers had little to fear from the carabinieri's military search operations. From time to time a once-sleek industrialist, now almost forgotten, with a wispy grey beard to his waist and haunted eyes, would totter out of the mountains to the appalled embrace of his loved ones, after years of living in a hut, chained like a dog, fed from tins.

Since the earnings from these kidnappings were invested in the marijuana plantations of New South Wales, and since the profits from these, running at around sixty million dollars a year when they were disturbed in the late seventies, in turn flowed back into Calabria, it was the 'ndrangheta that particularly had a bone to pick with Australian authorities. Calabrian criminality was, in the words of the parliamentary antimafia commission chairman, a traditional presence in Australia . . . along with honest immigrants. The ambassador was perfectly aware of this when he set out, but he was startled to find that the Italian government refused to guarantee his safe conduct over large tracts of Calabrian territory. It was under the control of the 'ndrangheta and the government in Rome politely forbade the ambassador to extend his goodwill tour into those parts. He hadn't expected that in western Europe at the close of the twentieth century. It was a time, in fact, the end of the eighties, when the man recently appointed antimafia high commissioner had had to report that the Italian state was indeed no longer in control of all of the national territory. In many parts of Sicily, Calabria and Campania the domination of the territory by organized crime groups is absolute, he'd said.

The mayor of Palermo, Leoluca Orlando, said Cosa Nostra was buying the Italian state piece by piece. It was a time when the governor of the Bank of Italy reported that organized crime was contaminating the entire national economic mechanism. It was a time when the national governing body of Italian magistrates, whose head was the president of Italy, reported that justice in Sicily was impossible, and a magistrate in the antimafia pool in Palermo said Cosa Nostra had capillary control over every quarter of Palermo. The ambassador did make it to Sicily and was officially received by Orlando. Cosa Nostra had no specific quarrel with the government of Australia and the visit of its representative passed unnoticed. Cosa Nostra did, however, have a quarrel with Leoluca Orlando, and the ambassador might have felt even less easy about government control of the territory if he'd been shown the twenty-eight bullet-proof vests neatly stacked in the mayoral wardrobe, ready to be donned by staff and visitors in case of attack. The mayor of Palermo, the dissident demochristian and antimafia Leoluca Orlando, had been condemned to death.

At a mafia summit in 1987 the head of Cosa Nostra, Salvatore Riina, had handed down three death sentences. Those who were to die were Giovanni Falcone, Paolo Borsellino and Leoluca Orlando. Six months later Riina's assistant, Baldassare Di Maggio, took delivery of two bazookas, two kalashnikovs, one of them fitted with a grenade launcher, and two containers of plastic explosive. He was instructed that these were to carry out the killing of Falcone, Borsellino and Orlando. The weaponry was concealed in a tomb in the cemetery of San Giuseppe Jato, not far from Palermo. The family of San Giuseppe, headed by Bernardo Brusca and his son Giovanni, were the oldest and closest allies of Riina's group from Corleone that now controlled Cosa Nostra. Falcone and Borsellino were to be killed for the maxi-trial. Orlando's offence was political. He was speaking out too much against the mafia family.

Getting rid of them was easier said than done. The designated victims knew a lot about the ways of their intending killers. There was no hurry, however. When the moment came the three would be removed. The moment very nearly came for Falcone in the early summer of 1989. He'd rented a house on the rocks by the sea at Addaura, and one day in June, just before his top secret movements took him there on his second visit that year, his security escort noticed a skindiver's Adidas bag left negligently on the rocks in front of the house. When they looked into it they found fifty-eight sticks of plastic explosive and a remote-controlled detonator. Nobody was supposed to know Falcone was just about to arrive, or that he was bringing some visitors for a swim and lunch, some Swiss magistrates who were opening up Cosa Nostra's bank accounts.

It was mafia procedure to isolate and discredit a representative of the state before removing him. It made him easier to pick off, and it minimized reprisals. Falcone was an isolated and vulnerable figure at that time, lately the slandered victim of a jealous colleague's anonymous letter campaign, attacked openly and covertly by interested parties in the judiciary and the government. The attempt on his life, some whispered when it failed, hadn't been serious, or he'd planned it himself, for sympathy. Falcone did however receive one striking expression of solidarity, and it was the first to arrive, an early-morning phone call from the Hon. Giulio Andreotti to congratulate him on his narrow escape. Falcone wasn't at all reassured. The next day he told a couple of friends, fellow judges, about it in a somewhat agitated manner. Falcone had never met Andreotti or had any dealings with him. As a Sicilian and student of mafia culture, Falcone was greatly disturbed by his phone call. On page 150 of Tullio Pironti's True History of Italy, I found that one of the judges Falcone confided in later testified that:

He told me that when he was killed we would have to find out who had sent the first wreath of flowers to be placed on his coffin. He explained that this was a widespread custom in mafia crimes . . . He took the Hon. Andreotti's phone call as underlining the isolation in which he found himself . . . Giovanni told me that to save his life he would have to really get to know his political enemies . . .

The other added that

after that, among us three any mention of the Hon. Andreotti's phone call became a kind of coded signal to indicate who had ordered a crime or some other disempowering strategy.

Cosa Nostra killed Falcone in the end, and Borsellino, but their murders had many and curious consequences. One of them was the arrest eleven months later of Salvatore Riina, who turned out to have been living comfortably in Palermo while he was on the run, so to speak, for twenty-four years. Who are you? was Riina's first question when he was flung to the ground in a Palermo street. His first thought was a leadership coup inside Cosa Nostra. It didn't enter his mind that these people might, after all these years, be police. He breathed a sigh of relief. The man who led the undercover police commando to Riina was the one who'd taken Riina's orders five years earlier to kill the three. Baldassare Di Maggio had realized that Riina was about to kill him too. Riina was like that, with people close to him.

  **

LEOLUCA ORLANDO was still alive and ready to talk and ready to lunch at villa Niscemi on a hot September day in 1995. The functionaries fussed around like family servants at the villa's entrance, and for a moment I expected a derisive child in a sailor suit to appear with the family dogs and a fretful Irish governess. Up the early eighteenth-century staircase they led me, past a row of glowering kings of Sicily to a smaller room which must have been the child Fulco's telephone room, the one he'd described as the focus of family life. After a wait on balding red velvet I was summoned to the library. Orlando charged in wearing a dark grey suit and looking small and dark. He'd lost a lot of weight. Five years earlier he'd been a worried bearlike man in a crumpled suit, with a clump of dark hair that kept flopping over his face. Orlando's undapperness, in that Italian context of ruling party power brokers in shiny silk suits, gossamer stockings and glossy black dancing pumps, was deeply sympathetic. So was the way he ignored the insults being heaped on him by president Cossiga.

Another potentate of the ruling party with a submerged and secret past, Cossiga wonderfully embodied the senile arrogance of a fin de régime, as well as that clerical shiftiness that had always characterized the church's party, and was now lost in cloudy dreams of resurrection. Orlando had a lot of trouble with his fellow demochristians in those days, apart from the head of state. As the son of an establishment lawyer in Palermo, a clever boy who'd also studied in Heidelberg, he'd gone naturally into politics and inevitably joined the DC. As a stubborn man of principle, he soon ran into trouble, but fought back. In 1990 Orlando resigned as mayor of Palermo. Claire Sterling described him then after his first years in office:

The effort had transformed him from a hopeful young believer to a weary, harrowed, and sadly battle-scarred figure in just four years. He was the first reformer in a century to last that long in office . . .

She was writing him off too early. Orlando came out fighting again. He broke with Italy's ruling party because in Sicily it was the party of the mafia and beyond reform. In 1991 he formed La Rete, the network, an antimafia association that was to be the nucleus of a new politcal party. Since the DC had southern Italy politically locked up, Orlando's was a brave act. There was no intimation then that a small corruption inquiry in Milan would bring down the regime. Neither could Orlando have foreseen how the murders of Falcone and Borsellino would rouse people to fight Cosa Nostra. In the 1990 elections, the prime minister Andreotti had urged Sicilians not to vote for Orlando in Palermo, although he was the number one candidate of Andreotti's own party. Andreotti's word at that time was still law in the DC, though something was starting to change. People understood the message, and everybody voted for me, Orlando told me now. Orlando for his part had refused in 1989 to head a DC ticket for the European parliament if it included Salvo Lima, because Lima was mafioso. Forced to choose, the DC chose Lima.

Everybody knew that Andreotti was the protector of Lima, said Orlando. And everybody knew that Lima was the political voice of the mafia. Lima was the link between Andreotti and Riina, between the political mind of the mafia and the killers, the bosses. Everyone knew that in Sicily the mafia organized the votes at election time, neighbourhood by neighbourhood, for the candidate who best represented mafia interests. The candidate was almost invariably demochristian. There was a long-gathered inevitability about Orlando's final break with the ruling party. When no one dared speak against Andreotti, I spoke against Andreotti. He was theatrically simplifying a little, but not much. Orlando's oddity in the 1980s had been to be a demochristian who was both a Christian and a democrat. After first Falcone and then Borsellino were killed in 1992, Orlando was urged to leave Sicily for a while for his own safety. He said, If I'm killed I'd like people to know it wasn't only the mafia . . . He was referring to the friends of the friends, the politicians nobody else was yet mentioning in connection with that year's massacres. He stayed in Palermo and slept in a carabinieri barracks. When he stood again for mayor of Palermo in 1993, he won more than three-quarters of the first-round vote. By the time I called two years later his hopes of building La Rete into a national party had faded, as had his popularity. Not that he seemed depressed. He plonked himself in a sofa now and started talking about the last duke of Verdura, the jeweller to the stars. He became expansive. It was the setting, the villa and the garden. When he left the city administration behind and came out of town to the villa Niscemi, Orlando said, he moved into a more reflective mode. He loved coming here. Orlando was flamboyantly pessimistic about the Andreotti trial: I'll be there of course, on the first day. Calling for a conviction in the name of the people of Palermo. The city administration had declared itself an interested party, and would be represented at the trial.

This trial's a defeat, Orlando proclaimed nevertheless. It's like Nuremberg. Victor's justice. There was something to be said for Nuremberg, I thought, with all its faults. You had to offer an accounting to history. You had to assign responsibilities, however imperfectly. It's a political defeat, he insisted. Andreotti should've been dealt with when he was still in power. So should Hitler. It was hard to disagree with that. And sunk in a sofa among the duke's family's incunabula, Leoluca Orlando, who was once the youngest professor of law in the history of Palermo university, gave me a lesson on mafia and politics in postwar Italy. He was saying the trial would never have happened if the Berlin wall hadn't come down, if the Soviet Union hadn't disintegrated. I tried to demur, to qualify, to question. When Andreotti talks about an international conspiracy against him, interrupted Orlando, he's right in a way. He no longer enjoys international protection that he had for all those years of the cold war. The Americans don't need him now the fear of communism's gone.

There was no point trying to make this thing a dialogue. Orlando was no longer even looking at me. He seemed to have forgotten my presence. His eyes were fixed on some distant imaginary point beyond the library wall. The mafia isn't just a criminal organization. It isn't just people with guns. It's a system of power, and it became the formal, legal political system in Sicily at the end of the war. The Americans brought it. It all goes back to 1943 . . . The sun was just past its zenith outside and a blinding white light enveloped the jagged promontory and the green gardens at its foot. The air was quite still. Professor Orlando raised his voice still further, weighted his cadences and gestured somewhere over my shoulder. He was no longer speaking to me. I slumped forgotten on the low divan. Orlando was speaking to History.
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