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Between Faith and Flesh
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NOTE ON NAMES
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Certain names in this book have been changed to protect the privacy of patients and their families. Giuseppe, Mr. Rossi, Elena, and Maria are not the real names of the individuals whose stories are told here. The clinical details are accurate; the identities are not. This is a debt that every medical memoir owes to the people whose trust made the work possible.

For Davide, Margherita, and Isabella —

because it is not simple, in the ordinary days of a life,

to see the person you live beside.

I wanted you to know me — not as your father at the dinner table,

but as the man I was becoming through all those years I was away.

Before the first cut, you are still yourself.

You have a name, a history, a nervous system shaped by forty years of living. You have doubts. You carry the memory of every patient lost and every artery that bled where it should not have bled. Your hands remember failures your conscious mind has filed away.

Then the scalpel touches skin.

And something shifts. Not gradually — instantly. The person you were ten seconds ago recedes, and what remains is a function: a set of hands, a set of eyes, a set of decisions calibrated to the narrowest possible margin. The room is cold. The lights are bright. The monitors beep in a rhythm you stopped hearing years ago because it has become the rhythm of your own concentration.

Later — if there is a later — you will be a person again.

That is the bargain: to become a function in order to save a life, then to become human again in order to bear the weight of what you have done.
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PROLOGUE
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The Culture of Service

In every man's life, there is a story before his own.

Mine began not in a book or a classroom but in a doorway. My father, Pietro Cinà, was a Carabiniere—-a man of the State, stationed across Sicily for three decades, transferred every few years so he would never grow too close to any one place. I knew almost nothing of his work as a child. He did not tell stories. He did not explain himself. I knew him the way a son knows a father who keeps his own counsel: through observation, through silence, through the shape of his presence when he came home.

What I remember most is his posture. Not slumped, not weary in the theatrical way exhausted men sometimes perform. Just upright. Contained. A man who had carried weight all day and would not set it down carelessly, not even in his own doorway. There was something in the way he stood—-shoulders back, spine aligned, as if even rest required discipline—-that told me more than any lecture could. He never raised his voice. Order followed him like a shadow. It was in his bearing, his shaving ritual, his impeccable creases, the careful folding of shirts as if they were flags.

To a boy, such things seem ordinary—-until you grow old enough to understand that discipline is a kind of love.

His hands, I remember, were always steady. Not a surgeon's hands—-broader, rougher, shaped by a different kind of service. But steady in the way that only sustained discipline can produce. I would spend a lifetime learning that steadiness is not a trait. It is a practice. And the practice begins long before you know what it is for.

That quiet culture—-doing difficult work well, without fanfare—-seeped into me before I had words for it. Surgery would later give me a different uniform, but when I scrubbed in for the first time, I recognised something: the same silence before action, the same focus that excludes everything but the task, the same understanding that the people who depend on you are not watching to be impressed. They are watching because they have no choice.

Let me show you what that looks like.

•  •  •
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The call comes at 5:47. Ruptured thoracoabdominal aortic aneurysm. Male, sixty-seven. Hemodynamically unstable. Twelve minutes out.

I am already awake—-surgeons sleep like soldiers, one ear always listening. By 5:52 I am in the car. By 6:08 I am scrubbing. The water is too hot but I do not adjust it. The heat focuses me.

There is a moment, between the scrub and the gown, when the body remembers every case that has gone wrong. Not as thought—-as sensation. A tightness behind the sternum, a coldness in the fingers that has nothing to do with the water temperature. The body keeps its own ledger, and it presents the bill before every operation. You pay it silently, and you proceed.

His name is Walter. He has a wife named Helen and two grown daughters. I know this because the resident tells me while I am gowning. I do not want to know this. Not yet. Later, if he lives, I will want to know everything. But now, in this moment, Walter must become an anatomy. A problem to solve. A sequence of decisions measured in minutes and millimetres.

This is the first bargain surgery asks of you: to see a person and choose, deliberately, to see a body instead.

But the seeing is never neutral. My gaze, my steadiness, my fatigue, my fear—-all of these enter the system I am trying to repair. The surgeon is never outside the event he is trying to control.

6:30. Chest open. The aneurysm is massive—-eight centimetres, extending from the descending thoracic aorta into the abdomen, past the arteries that feed the kidneys and the gut. The back wall has ruptured. His blood pressure has collapsed to a number that means minutes, not hours. We are running out of time.

I clamp the aorta above the aneurysm. The clock starts. From this moment, everything below the clamp—-his spinal cord, his kidneys, his intestines—-is starving for oxygen. Every second of clamp time is a second of cellular death. Move too slowly, and he wakes up paralysed—-or does not wake at all. Move too quickly, and you make errors that kill him on the table.

The team moves in silence. We have rehearsed this. The perfusionist manages the bypass circuit. The anaesthesiologist tracks the body's distress signals—-acid building in the blood, the kidneys going quiet. The scrub nurse anticipates my hand before I reach. This is the choreography of crisis: no wasted motion, no wasted word.

I sew. Proximal anastomosis first—-the upper junction where the graft meets the native aorta. Prolene, a synthetic thread finer than fishing line, running in a continuous spiral. The needle holder is an extension of my fingers. I do not think about Walter. I do not think about Helen waiting somewhere with her daughters. I think only about the next stitch, the tension of the suture, the way the tissue holds or tears.

7:55. The graft is in. Renal arteries reimplanted. Visceral vessels perfused. I release the clamp. The graft fills. It holds. No leak.

If it had not held—-if the anastomosis had given way, if the tissue had been too fragile, if one suture had cut through—-we would have had perhaps ninety seconds before the field filled with blood and the body entered a cascade from which no technique could recover. I do not think about this at the time. I think about it now, writing these words, and the distance between those two responses is the distance surgery teaches you to maintain.

The anaesthesiologist looks up: "Pressure's coming up. Ninety systolic."

We are not finished—-there are hours of work ahead, closing, watching, waiting for the complications that may yet come. But the worst is past. Walter's body has survived the insult. Whether Walter the person survives—-whether he wakes, whether he walks, whether he recognises his daughters—-that we will not know for days.

•  •  •
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9:25. I step out to speak with Helen.

She is smaller than I expected, grey-haired, wearing a cardigan she must have pulled on in the dark. Her daughters stand behind her like sentinels.

"He's alive," I say. "The surgery went as well as we could hope. But the next forty-eight hours are critical."

She nods. She does not cry. She has been married to Walter for forty-three years; she knows what questions to ask.

"Will he walk?"

"I don't know yet."

I could have said more. I could have told her the clamp time, the moments when his pressure dropped, the statistical likelihood of spinal cord injury. I chose not to. Not because she couldn't handle the truth, but because in that moment, truth without hope is cruelty. Every surgeon learns this calibration—-how much to say, when to say it, what silence protects and what silence betrays. I gave her enough to prepare, not enough to despair.

The words are not reports. They are interventions—-each sentence reshapes the system it describes, alters the hope or grief it claims merely to measure.

Every person who has ever delivered difficult news—-a teacher, a commander, a parent, a physician—-knows this calibration. How much truth is mercy, and when does mercy become evasion? There is no formula. There is only the person in front of you, and the weight of what you know, and the judgement of what they can bear.

"Will he know me?"

"I hope so."

She reaches out and takes my hand. Her fingers are cold. "Thank you," she says. "Thank you for trying."

This is the second bargain: after you have made yourself into a function, you must become a person again. You must feel what you refused to feel in the operating room. You must carry Helen's cold fingers with you into the next case, and the next, and the next.

Some surgeons never learn this transition. They stay functions forever—-efficient, brilliant, hollow. Others feel too much, too soon, and they break. The ones who last are the ones who learn to move between: machine in the morning, human by afternoon, and somehow whole enough to do it again tomorrow.

This is not emotional flexibility. It is trained steadiness under moral load—-the discipline of remaining fully aware of consequences while acting with the calm that consequences demand.

•  •  •
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Walter lived. He walked out of the hospital three weeks later, Helen holding his arm. I saw them once more, at a follow-up appointment. He shook my hand and said, "I don't remember anything. Helen tells me you saved my life."

I wanted to tell him: I didn't save your life. I saved a body—-and your life came back to inhabit it. But that is not what families want to hear. So I said what surgeons say: "You did the hard part. You survived."

But Walter lived, and I have carried patients who did not. For every Walter there is a name I do not speak aloud—-someone whose body held every suture, whose graft was flawless, whose heart stopped anyway at three in the morning while I was asleep in my bed. You will meet some of them in this book. Their weight is the truer weight of precision, and it never lifts.

That night, I sat alone in my office and let myself feel it: the fear I had not felt at 6:30, the relief I had not felt at 7:55, the weight of Helen's cold hand. This is the price of the bargain. You pay it in silence, after the work is done.

What, then, does a lifetime of this teach? Perhaps only this: that you cannot control outcomes. The aorta does not negotiate. The tissue holds or tears. The body has imperatives that override your intentions. But you can control response. You can control preparation, presence, precision. The mastery is not over circumstance. It is over the self that meets circumstance.

I came to understand this slowly, case after case, decade after decade: not that I would win, but that I would show up—-fully, completely, with everything I had—-and let the outcome be what it would be.

•  •  •
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Years ago, I learned that trees in a forest are connected by underground fungal networks—-mycorrhizal threads that share nutrients, send warnings, support each other across species and generations. A life has such a network too. My father's discipline feeds my steadiness in the operating room. Helen's cold hand feeds my understanding that surgery is not a performance but a relationship. The patients I could not save—-including the one whose face I still see when I close my eyes—-feed my insistence that precision is never enough.

This book is an attempt to trace those hidden connections—-to make visible what was invisible while I was living it. It is not a manual of surgical technique. It is a book about what it costs to decide—-well, honestly, and humanly—-when the margins are thin and the consequences are real.

It begins in a village of five hundred people, in the volcanic dust of southern Sicily, where a boy watched ants build architectures he could not yet name. It ends—-but I will not tell you how it ends. The bargain is not yet complete. There is a third term I did not discover until decades later, and its cost was higher than anything the operating room had prepared me for.

PART I

—
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Chapter 1
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The Carabiniere's Son

Before the scalpel, before the sutures, before the weight of lives held in steady hands—-there was a boy who could not stay.

I was born in Gela, on the southern coast of Sicily, where my mother Marianna Legname Caradonna had roots in an upper-middle-class family of teachers and businessmen. My father, Pietro Cinà, was a Carabiniere from Palermo—-a man of the State. Custom required that a child be born in the mother's city, and so Gela was my birthplace, though not my home. It would be the first of many places that claimed me briefly and let me go.

The Carabinieri had a rule: officers could not remain too long in any one posting. The logic was institutional—-to prevent corruption, to keep the law's representatives from growing too entangled with local interests. For the State, this was prudence. For a child, it was something else entirely. It meant that home was provisional. That friends were temporary. That the landscape of childhood would keep shifting beneath my feet, and the only constant would be the man who carried us from one place to the next—-my father, upright in the doorway, shirts folded like flags, silence where other men had stories.

This is a universal condition disguised as an individual one. Anyone who has moved a child from one school to another, who has watched a family uproot for a posting or a contract or a war, knows the particular silence of the first night in a new house—-when the walls are wrong and the sounds are wrong and the only thing that is right is the person who carried you there.

We moved first to Ciavolo, a small farming town near Marsala, where two contadini—-peasant farmers who were friends of my parents—-became surrogate grandparents. I called them nonno and nonna, though they shared no blood with me. This was my first lesson in how family can be chosen, how belonging is constructed through presence and care rather than inheritance alone. Then Marsala itself—-fragmented memories, impressionistic, the way early childhood always is. I remember my father taking me to the asilo on his bicycle because we did not yet own a car. I remember the marina at dusk, the way the salt air tasted of rust and fish scales, and the boats knocking gently against the dock like restless animals. But mostly I remember what I did not yet understand: that we would leave. That we would always leave.

•  •  •
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At six years old, I found myself in Pedalino.

It was a small town in the province of Ragusa—-a handful of stone houses scattered across farmland, surrounded by the particular silence of the Sicilian interior. My father had been appointed commander of the local Carabinieri station, and we lived in a house the State provided: a modest building attached to his duties the way a uniform is attached to a body. Here I completed my first three years of elementary school. I remember my teacher, Signora Occhipinti. I remember my first friends—-faces now faded, names half-forgotten. But what I remember most vividly is the dust.

The dust of the farmyard in the long Sicilian afternoons, when the light thickened to amber and the adults retreated indoors, and a boy was free to do what boys in the countryside have always done: to wander, to watch, to lie on his stomach in the dirt and look at things until they revealed themselves.

I became fascinated with insects. It sounds ordinary, the way many childhood interests sound ordinary in retrospect. But it was not ordinary to me. I spent entire afternoons chasing and collecting crickets and butterflies, building crude enclosures for them, watching them move and feed and rest. And most of all, I watched the ants.

There was a colony beside the courtyard wall, and I returned to it every day the way some children return to a river or a secret place in the woods. I would crouch on my heels—-knees in the dust, chin on my fists—-and watch. The colony was a city in miniature: tunnels, chambers, highways, depots. The ants communicated through touch and scent, each encounter a brief negotiation conducted in a chemical language I could not hear but could almost feel. They carried loads many times their own weight. Their individual movements served a collective intelligence that none of them could see. A single ant was nothing—-a speck, a reflex, a machine running on instinct. But together they built something that had the unmistakable quality of intention.

I did not have the vocabulary then for what I was witnessing. I only knew that watching felt important. That if I stayed long enough, if I refused to look away, something would be revealed that haste would have hidden. The ants taught me that the world contains more than what meets the careless glance. Truth, I began to sense, rewards those who wait.

I remember one afternoon in particular. A line of ants had encountered a dead beetle—-enormous relative to their bodies, wedged in a crack in the courtyard wall. For an hour I watched them assess it, recruit reinforcements, attempt angles of approach that failed, retreat, regroup, and try again. They solved the problem not through any single brilliant act but through the accumulation of small adjustments, each one correcting the last. It would be thirty years before I understood that I had been watching the principle that governs complex surgery: not the heroic stroke, but the disciplined sequence of corrections that moves the whole system toward resolution.

I did not know I was training. No one told me that the hours I spent watching ants in the dust of Pedalino were rehearsals for the hours I would later spend watching the pulse of an artery under a surgical clamp, or reading the slow language of a wound that was deciding whether to heal. But the discipline was the same: hold still. Look closely. Do not impose your expectations on what you see. Let the thing itself tell you what it is.

What I could not yet know was that the watching was changing me as much as it was revealing them. The observer is never separate from what he attends to. Every hour of sustained attention was constructing the circuits—-neural, cognitive, moral—-that would later govern the hands, the eye, the judgement. I thought I was studying ants. The ants were building a surgeon.

I was also drawn to the farm animals—-cows giving birth, yielding milk, moving with a patience that steadied me. And to the little church in Pedalino, where I discovered that I was so hopelessly out of tune that I could not participate in the choir. Music was never my language. But the church itself—-the ritual, the incense, the architecture of something larger than a boy's small concerns—-that left its mark.

Pedalino taught me how to look -—that patience is a form of attention, and attention a form of respect. These were not lessons anyone spoke aloud. They were absorbed through hours of watching, waiting, wondering—-in the dust of a Sicilian farmyard, where the training had begun, unmarked and unnamed.

•  •  •
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Years later, when I finally read my father's diary, I found a passage that made the boy in the dust and the Carabiniere in the doorway suddenly legible as two figures in the same story.

My father, Pietro Cinà, had written a memoir late in life: L'Aurora in Sicilia -—Diario di un Carabiniere. I did not know its contents when I was young. I knew only its author—-through observation, through silence, through the shape of his service. But the diary revealed what silence had concealed: that my father's life before mine had been a life of extraordinary, unspoken discipline.

He had begun in war. In February 1942, at twenty years old, he was embarked on the steamship Maddalena G, a Carabiniere assigned to military police escort duty on convoys crossing the Adriatic, the Ionian, the Aegean—-carrying weapons, troops, and supplies to combatants in Greece and North Africa. The Mediterranean was not yet the tourist sea I would later know; it was a theatre of submarines and air raids, where young men learned that duty is what remains when safety disappears. After the armistice, the confusion of co-belligerence, the liberation of Rome, he served at the Ministry of Defence under General Berardi—-trusted with reserved assignments for Military Intelligence. By the time he returned to Sicily, he had become the man I would know only in outline: station commander, transferred across the island for three decades, retiring in 1978 as Maresciallo Maggiore Aiutante.

But one passage in the diary arrested me. In June 1949, as commander of a mobile unit in Santo Stefano di Quisquina, my father set out at one in the morning with his Carabinieri to capture a wanted mafioso.

I try to imagine it. The darkness of the Sicilian interior in the hour before dawn. No streetlights, no moon perhaps, only the faint phosphorescence of stars over the mountains above Agrigento. The men would have walked in single file, boots crunching on the stony mule tracks that wound through the hills. No talking—-sound carries at night, especially in country where every shepherd knows every stranger. Just the rhythm of footsteps, the creak of leather, the weight of their carbines.

Four hours they walked. My father does not dramatise this in his diary—-that was not his way. He records only the sobriety of the task: the time of departure, the terrain, the objective. But I know what four hours of walking through difficult country means. I know the way fatigue accumulates in the thighs, the way alertness sharpens and then dulls and then sharpens again. I know how the mind wanders and must be recalled, how discipline is not a single act but a continuous effort of return.

The man they sought was dangerous—-wanted by the State, protected by the silence of the countryside, capable of violence. My father and his men were walking toward that violence with nothing but training and each other. There was no theatre in their mission, no audience. Only the task, the darkness, and whatever waited at the end of the trail.

They made the arrest. My father does not describe how—-whether there was resistance, whether weapons were drawn, whether anyone was hurt. He records only that the mission was accomplished. That restraint, too, is instructive. The work speaks; the worker does not.

I think of his hands on that walk—-gripping the carbine in darkness, steadied by training against whatever waited at the trail's end. If his hand had trembled, if his nerve had failed at the wrong moment, the mission could have ended differently—-for him, for his men, for the family that would not yet exist for another decade. How many lives turn on the steadiness of a single pair of hands in a single hour of darkness?

When I first read those lines, decades after Pedalino, I recognised a kinship across professions and generations. The boy crouched in the dust watching ants. The Carabiniere walking through darkness toward danger. Both were acts of the same discipline: hold still, attend, do not flinch. In the operating room, we also move through darkness—-different darkness, sterile and bright, but still a territory where the path is narrow and the cost of error is measured in blood. We also set out before dawn, walking toward whatever waits. We also rely on training and on each other. And we also learn that courage is often just endurance in the dark: the willingness to keep moving forward when you cannot see where the trail leads.

This is what the ancient teachers meant by equanimity: not the absence of fear, but the trained capacity to act well in its presence. Virtue not as a state of feeling but as a discipline of response—-sharpened by repetition, tested in darkness, sustained by the knowledge that steadiness serves others even when it costs the self.

•  •  •
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From Pedalino, we moved to Barrafranca, in the province of Enna. Here I studied my fourth and fifth years of elementary school and all three years of scuola media—-the bridge between childhood and adolescence. And here I met the man who taught me that attention could become something more than private pleasure. It could become knowledge.

Prof. Orofino was my elementary school teacher, and he was unlike anyone I had encountered. Other teachers delivered information—-dates, rules, declensions—-and expected us to receive it. Orofino placed a lump of wet clay in our hands and asked us what the Romans would have made of it.

It was not a rhetorical question. He waited. He watched us think. And then he showed us: how to shape the clay the way the ancient Greeks and Romans had done, moulding vessels with our fingers, feeling the continuity between our small hands and the civilisations that had flourished and fallen on this same soil. He opened doors to science, astronomy, geology, history, geography—-and showed us how they connected, how understanding the rocks beneath your feet helps you understand the people who walked on them a thousand years ago.

He took us to visit the ancient tombs scattered through the countryside. Standing in those silent chambers, surrounded by stones laid by hands dead for millennia, I felt something shift. The past was not abstract. It was present, physical, touchable. And we were part of a continuity that extended far beyond our small lives.

What Orofino understood—-and what I would spend decades confirming in operating rooms and lecture halls—-is that the deepest teaching does not transfer information. It changes the structure of the learner's attention. After the clay, I did not merely know something about Roman pottery. I saw differently. The hands that had shaped the clay had themselves been shaped. This is what every great teacher does, in every discipline: not fill a vessel, but alter the instrument that does the perceiving.

Prof. Orofino was my first mentor—-though I did not know the word then. He was the first person outside my family who saw something in me worth cultivating. He was the first to demonstrate that teaching is an act of faith: faith that the seed you plant will grow, even if you never see the tree.

In the scuola media years, I discovered the bicycle. This was independence of a different order—-the ability to roam beyond the town's boundaries, to choose my own direction, to feel the wind as a kind of permission. I experimented with drawing, mosaics made from marble stones, Italian grammar and logic—-the structure beneath language, the rules that made communication possible. I won a prize for an essay on "A Dream." The subject seems significant now: even then, I was trying to articulate what lay beyond the visible, what inhabited the space between certainty and possibility.

The Carabinieri station at Barrafranca had a courtyard garden with a fountain stocked with fish, a cage of birds, free pigeons that came and went. It was a small ecosystem, and I studied it the way I had studied the ants—-with patience, with attention, with the growing conviction that the natural world had secrets to reveal to those who watched closely enough.

•  •  •
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And then there was the lizard.

I found it on a wall in the courtyard—-a small, green-brown creature with a pulse visible in its throat, quick as a blink. I wanted it. Not to harm it, but to have it. To keep it close, to study it at my leisure, to make it mine the way I had made the ants mine by watching. So I caught it. I built an enclosure. I offered it food.

It would not eat. It sat motionless in the corner of its box, throat pulsing, eyes fixed on some middle distance that was not the cardboard wall in front of it but the memory of the wall where I had found it—-the warm stone, the open sky, the freedom to run. After two days, I understood. Some things must be left free to be understood. You cannot possess what you wish to know; you can only attend to it, on its own terms, in its own territory. The moment you cage it, you are no longer studying the creature. You are studying captivity.

I let the lizard go. I watched it disappear over the courtyard wall in a blur of green, and I felt something I would not have been able to name: the first stirring of an ethic that would govern my life as a surgeon. You work with the body, not on it. You collaborate with tissue rather than dominate it. Control is an illusion; the artery has its own will, the wound its own intelligence, the patient his own imperatives. The surgeon who understands this—-who has learned, perhaps from a lizard on a wall in Barrafranca, that some things must be left free to be understood—-is the surgeon who does not break what he is trying to mend.

Pedalino taught me how to look -—that patience is a form of attention, and attention a form of respect.: that the act of measurement changes the thing measured. To cage is to alter. To cut is to alter. To observe, even, is to alter. The surgeon who enters a body is not a neutral visitor. He becomes part of the system—-and the system, from that moment, includes his judgement, his history, his hands.

What the lizard could not teach me—-what only decades of operating would reveal—-is that the choice is rarely between control and freedom. It is between two kinds of care, both defensible, both costly. The surgeon who intervenes may save a life and diminish it. The surgeon who holds back may preserve dignity and lose the patient. The lizard had shown me the principle. The operating room would teach me that the principle has no clean resolution.

•  •  •
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My father never lectured me about duty. He simply embodied it. He woke early, worked faithfully, came home tired but upright. The life was the lesson.

Barrafranca did not have a high school. And so, as I approached adolescence, we prepared to move again—-this time to Siracusa, a city of ancient light and classical severity, where my intellectual formation would take its decisive shape. But I carried Pedalino with me. I carried the ants, the dust, the long afternoons. I carried my father's night walk through the hills above Agrigento. I carried Prof. Orofino's clay and the silent tombs. I carried the lizard that would not eat.

The boy who could not stay had learned the one thing that staying teaches: how to look. How to attend. How to hold still long enough for the world to show you what it is.

Displacement had given me, without my knowledge or consent, the surgeon's first instrument. Not a scalpel. Not a clamp. An eye.
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Chapter 2
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Siracusa -—Grammar of the Mind, Theatre of the Soul

In Pedalino, I had learned to look. In Siracusa, I learned to think.

We arrived when I was thirteen -—another transfer, another city, another set of streets to memorise. But Siracusa was not Barrafranca. It was not farmland and dust. It was a city where Greek temples rose from the earth like arguments, where the stone theatre of Dionysius still held its shape after two and a half thousand years, where the light off the harbour was so brilliant and harsh that it seemed to demand clarity of everything it touched. The ruins of past empires watched from every corner, and something in the air whispered: you are part of something older than yourself.

It was somewhat of a struggle -—moving from a smaller town surrounded by farmland, where my friends and I had roamed free, to a city requiring the exploration of unfamiliar geography and exposure to new faces. But the struggle was generative. Adaptation, once again, proved not to be loss. It is the beginning of a different kind of growth.

I remember the first morning walking to school through streets that were not mine. The limestone buildings were the colour of old bone, and the harbour light cut between them in sharp angles that seemed to insist on precision. I passed the remains of the Temple of Apollo -—columns standing in the open air like a sentence missing its verb -—and I thought: this city does not forgive vagueness. Everything here, from the architecture to the light, demands that you say exactly what you mean.

My mother and grandmother had taught me to read well before I entered elementary school. It was my mother who nurtured my mind, but it was my father who formed its structure. She loved beauty and language; he loved order. Between them, something was built in me -—a fusion of rigour and resonance that I could not name then, but would later come to live out in surgery, where the hand must be as disciplined as a grammatical rule and as responsive as a line of poetry.

When I entered the Liceo Classico Tommaso Gargallo in 1967, I did not see it as schooling. I saw it as initiation.

•  •  •
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At Liceo Classico, Greek and Latin were not electives. They were the curriculum. Seven years of Latin, five years of Greek. We translated not for grades, but for truth.

These ancient languages could express with surgical precision what modern tongues blur together. Latin's subjunctive could mark something as contrary to fact, as merely possible, as feared, as intended -—each shade of unreality given its own grammatical form. The Greek optative, the ablative absolute, the aspectual stems of Greek verbs: each carried the same demand. Mean exactly what you say. Reality, possibility, and contingency each had its own syntax. In that way, syntax became a kind of moral training: what is precise has integrity. What is vague deceives.

The
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