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FRUITS OF THE PREVENTIVE SYSTEM

by Pascual Chávez Villanueva    

Ninni Di Leo

(Palermo 1957 – 1974)

Ninni lived an ordinary sort of life until he fell ill and his sufferings purified him like gold in a crucible. He was attending the Technical Institute, and was doing well in everything except Italian. His favourite subject was geography: he knew a great deal about it but only came second in the exams, yet was quite happy that a friend of his came first because “as well as studying he also worked in the bakery with his father.” Unselfish by nature, he never thought about himself.

When he was 12 he began to attend the Ranchibile salesian oratory in Palermo. There were two regular highlights on Sunday: in the morning his prayers and Mass without fail, in the afternoon with his ear glued to the radio, Inter. He loved music, dancing, basket-ball (he was 1,82 tall), and table football. Out of the blue his illness struck in the summer of 1973. In July he had an unexpected attack: headache, vomiting, a flushed face. Amid great anxiety he was rushed to hospital and the attack passed, but the doctors’ diagnosis was terrible: leukaemia. They tried the impossible: Ninni with his mother went to a hospital in Paris. There he became a firm favourite providing entertainment and comfort for the other children who like him were fighting for their lives. To some he read and explained the life of Dominic Savio that he kept under his pillow, others he taught how to suffer and to make sacrifices. His strange way of speaking French made them laugh but they were all charmed by his smile. In that place where there were not a few atheists, he used to say his prayers with his mother. Ninni loved to pray, especially with other people because, “where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” He often went to Communion but he didn’t want it to become just a habit: he wanted to savour it each time.

After the first period of treatment in Paris, he began a stage of intensive and painful therapy in the isolation of a sterile ward cut off from the world. One day, the specialist seeing how much he was suffering told him: “Let yourself go; say a few swearwords! How is it you never complain?  What have you done to God?”. Ninni’s reply was classic and quite amusing: “What has God got to do with it? Didn’t Our Lord suffer a great deal? Any way, swearwords won’t help, they’ll only come out sterilized by the sterile ward.” The stay in Paris came to an end when there was no longer any hope of a cure. He went home to Palermo  to pass his last months of life there. He still wanted to live, to study, to play basketball,  to listen to music, to dance... At a party in his honour to everyone’s surprise he joined in enthusiastically. It was his last dance. On 23 January 1974 he flew to heaven, his face relaxed, serene, and with a smile on his lips.
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