PASTA, PANE. VINO

way through every orifice in the old part,
shooting through cracks, bending around
corners, slipping through the great stone
arches at the edge of the port. Follow the
light and see where it leads you.

It will take you past a street corner
where men gather to eat simmered offal
from clandestine street carts. (Don’t fill
up before dinner!) Past the window of a
workshop on Via IV Aprile, where inside
an old man with wild hair whittles wood
into magnificent little toys. (NO PICTURES!
an exasperated sign reminds you) On to
Via Alessandro Paternostro, to places
such as Bar Salvatore, where people fill the
streets in the early hours of the evening for
an gperétivo, that much-beloved Italian way
to warm up for dinner with free bar snacks
and booze. (Make it a spritz: prosecco,
Aperol, and soda water, the closest thing to
a Sicilian sunset in a glass.)

It’s not all postcard pretty, of course.
Much of Palermo can feel like an archae-
ological dig suddenly suspended: ancient
buildings roped off and abandoned, cor-
ridors of plywood that stretch on without

150

meaning. On the street corners of even the
nicest parts of the city’s historic district,
you'll find garbage stacked up in moun-
tains of stench and decay—a by-product
of southern Italy’s penchant for strikes,
labor disputes, and l\fIafia mischief making.
When I walked by one such prodigious pile
on Via Butera, one of Palermo’s most ele-
gant streets, and snapped a photo, a man
in an apron came out of the corner bar and
barked at me, “Great, there you go! A beau-
tiful memory of Palermo!”

By now you probably need another
drink. If you're up past midnight and
thirsty, you'll find your way to the Vuc-
ciria—a small piazza with a few snak-
ing tributaries where the city funnels its
hungriest and thirstiest citizens. During
the day, when the Vucciria Market stalls
line the streets, pushing everything from
swordfish to Grana Padano to fake Prada,
you can slip in to Taverna Azzurra, sip a €1
glass of marsala from the bodega barrel and
listen to the old men talk about Silvio Ber-
lusconi and Serie A in a language no other

Italians would understand. (Sicilians—

palermitani in particular—speak a dialect
that bears only a passing resemblance to
the language spoken on the mainland.)

But on a weekend night you'll find the
piazza transformed into a pulsating street
party. Grills set up around the sunken
piazza sizzle with the scent of stigghiola, goat
or lamb intestines wrapped around leeks
and cooked until they crackle. Music pulses
from parts unknown. There is no apparent
order: drinks appear magically, music ar-
rives from sources unknown, and smoke, a
mixture of charred crustaceans and Afri-
can hash, hangs thick in the air as throngs
of young, drunk palermitani and a few lucky

visitors push the night until it buckles.
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“Palermo is changing. You can see it every-
where,” says Nicoletta Polo Lanza Tomasi,
the duchess of Palma. We’re sitting in the
patio gardens of the seventeenth-century
Palazzo Lanza Tomasi, the former palace of
Giuseppe di Lampedusa. He lived upstairs

in the 1950s as he went from café to café in
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Palermo, stitching together the scenes that
would finally become one of the great mas-
terpieces of Sicilian literature, The Leopard.

He would not live to see it published. In
fact, just days before succumbing to a tumor
on his lung in the spring of 1957, he received
his latest rejection letter from the Italian
publishing world, a final injustice in a life
that had accumulated more than a few as it
ground to a halt. He had left his beloved Pal-
ermo for Rome, hoping for a cure that would
never come. Before setting off for his death-
bed to the north, he left a letter to Gioac-
chino Lanza di Assaro, a distant cousin who
had grown so close to Lampedusa in his later
years that he had been adopted as his son.

He knew his days were numbered:

My dearest Gi,

I am anxious that, even with the curtain down,
my woice should reach you to convey to you bow
grateful I am for the comfort your presence has
brought me these last two or three years of my
life which bave been so painful and somber but
which would bave been quite simply tragic were

it not for you.
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