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Prologue





There was the sky. There was water, there were roots. There was religion, there was matter, there was home. There were bees, there were magnolias, animals, fire. There was the city, there was the temperature of the air that changed in your breath. There was light, there were bodies, organs, bread. There were years, molecules, there was blood; and there were dogs, stars, climbing plants.


And there was thirst. Names.


There were names.


There was me.

























NIMBUS


(JANUARY 8, 1978)





I was eleven years old and lived among cats ravaged by rhinotracheitis and mange. They were warped skeletons with a bit of skin on them; infected: if you touched them you could die. Every afternoon String went to feed them at the end of the garden opposite our apartment; sometimes I went with her. They came toward us slowly, their bodies angled askew, and looked at us with eyes that were drops of water and mud. Among the dying I’d grown attached to the worst, the one that sat at the end of the asphalted paths, sunken in the abyss; he heard our footsteps and moved his head slowly, like a blind man following a song, his sooty-black coat reduced to fluff on his flaking skin, one leg hanging loose among the others. He’d been lame ever since he was a kitten; now he was full grown, a natural cripple.


String put the saucepan down on a low wall that formed the base of a pale green railing. While her back was turned, I touched the railing with my tongue to taste the chlorine of the old paint and rust, then turned away and swallowed. I took a spoon and scooped up a little heap of ditalini with meat sauce. I carried it over to the cripple, crouched down beside him, and let him smell it. He pushed his scabby face forward, his nose blurring in the steam; then he picked up a lump of black meat between two teeth and started gnawing at it. String gestured to me not to touch him, told me to pour it all out and step back. I made a little volcano with the ditalini; the cripple listened to it with his nose, then went on tenaciously biting the lump, filtering each mouthful through the gaps between his teeth, twisting his head to destroy and swallow, turning nutriment into blood. When he’d finished he lay down with his muzzle on the ground in front of the little wet volcano, the idol to be worshipped. He was no longer hungry; his breath hissed out from the fan of his ribs. I touched him with the tip of the spoon; he didn’t move, but emitted a pigeon-like whirr from his neck. He could still manage a yawn; he opened his mouth and ate air. Then he sank back into a stupor, his head in the midst of a patch of light.


Behind me I heard the last scrapes of ladle against saucepan. For years, at this time of day, down in the gardens, String had ladled food out of her saucepan with a vigorous movement of shoulder, arm, and hand, making little heaps of pasta on the ground. Then she’d click her tongue to call the cats and look around to see if they were happy, if they had enough to eat, as they staggered in toward the food from all directions. Then she’d walk home, encrusted ladle in one hand, saucepan in the other: her sword and shield.


Now she’d finished and had sat down on a bench to rest. I checked that she wasn’t looking, then took a piece of barbed wire out of the pocket of my windbreaker and pressed the spikes into the bare patches on the cripple’s back. Each time the skin dimpled in for a moment, then slowly flattened out again. He never moved, except for a slight twitch of the head. I’d increase the pressure and he’d shudder, have a brief fit of nerves, an outburst of bewildered indignation that lasted a few seconds before fading away, then settle back into his former pensive pose.


“Let’s go,” said String.


I got up, put the barbed wire in my pocket, and walked off. There was a harsh cry behind me. I turned around and saw the cripple standing on all four legs, taking one step, then another. At every movement his head lolled forward, recoiled, and vibrated. He turned a complete circle, then meowed again disgustedly.


“He’s gone mad,” said String behind me. “Cats often do when they go blind.”


I said nothing and watched him walk in ever faster circles. I felt the sun on my cheek.


“He does it every day,” she added, “after he’s eaten.”


The cripple walked blindly on, stiff with cold, inhaling mucous. He turned another circle, meowing harshly; then he stopped, shrank, lay down, and nodded his head again, to say yes, yes, that’s the way it should be.


String set off toward our home—number 130, Via Sciuti. I turned and followed her. The asphalt was metallic in the low sun; at every step, I felt I was sinking.




*





Later I went out on to the balcony and looked for the cripple at the end of the gardens. From that distance he was a dark rock that other cats kept clear of, making wide detours to avoid going anywhere near it.


In the sky the sun had become a dry lung; it coexisted with the moon and the rarefied dusk that was beginning to seep into cracks in the road surface, into pools of oil leaked from car engines, into squiggly skid marks, into saplings supported by broomsticks.


The day before, a boy had gone over to a car that had parked down there. Speaking in dialect, he’d asked the owner for money; the man had refused and told him to go away. The boy had pointed to the car, asked again and stood waiting. When the man had put the key into the door to lock it, the boy had pulled up a broomstick supporting a nearby sapling and smashed the headlights and windows. Then he’d thrown away the broomstick, bent down, and bitten one of the tires, his teeth going right through the tread and puncturing the inner tube. Finally, his face smeared with engine grease, he’d attacked the man and bitten his cheeks and forehead.


I heard the sound of harp music from the living room and went inside to watch Intervallo. It was intended as a brief respite, a patch to cover the hiatus between programs. I found it hypnotic.


The humpback bridge at Apecchio, the Visso Valley strewn with pale houses. San Ginesio, Gratteri, Pozza di Fassa. The facades of Sutri, the white fountain of Matelica. Ten seconds per picture postcard, then a fade-out and a new picture. The eternal rustic, pastoral Italy built of gray, hand-hewn rocks, stonewalls adorned with ivy and moss, inhabited only by Oscans and Etruscans, a simple, rural world whose dead slept in village graveyards, with graveled paths between tombs, crunching footsteps and a smell of gladioli, cypress berries mingling with the gravel, a clear sky, roses. Ghosts of the landscape, deluders of the national self-image. The picturesque, the local, the premodern, the authentic. A beautiful semiliterate Italy, too honest to need a knowledge of grammar.


Until a year ago we’d had Carosello too, an X-ray picture of joy. Now we were left with Intervallo, a slow merry-go-round of nostalgia, a Nativity scene confected by television.


The news came on. They talked about Rome, an ambush the day before on Via Acca Larentia. Some shots had been fired, two members of the escort had been killed, and a policeman had wounded one of the attackers. The picture showed a body covered with a white sheet. The faces of the dead were young and pale, their features whirls against the light.


On television Rome was an animal. Viewed from above, the shape of the houses and streets was a stone backbone, a mineral animal. It contained the dead and generated them, or perhaps attracted them. At any rate, only in Rome did people die. So I took the Roman dead, picking them up one by one out of Via Acca Larentia and all the other streets, and put them into the nonexistent Italy. I laid one on the pebble beach under the bridge at Apecchio, hung another from the battlements of Caccamo castle, left a third to float in the waters of Civitanova Marche, and lodged another, fittingly, between the rocks of the necropolis at Pantalica. I gave the rest of Italy back its dead.


String came in and told me supper was nearly ready.


“Have I ever been to Rome?” I asked her.


“We went there just after you were born,” she replied.


“Have I ever been there since?”


“No, you haven’t. Neither have I.”


“Can I go there?”


“Why do you want to?”


I didn’t have a clear answer to this, so I said nothing.


“Not on your own,” she said.


“Can we go there?” I said, changing tack.


She stared at the television screen, put one finger to her lips, and nibbled at the cuticles.


“Maybe,” she said.


“When?”


“Perhaps at Easter.”


String continued to stare at the screen without turning toward me.


“Have I ever been to Apecchio?” I asked.


“No,” she said. “I’ve never heard of it. Where is it?”


“It doesn’t matter,” I said.


“Do you want to go there?”


“No.”


“Why do you want to go to Rome?” she asked again.


“Because of the dead,” I said unguardedly.


“What?” she asked, turning to look at me, the tip of her ring finger between her teeth.


“Because I’m curious,” I said.




*





By the time Stone got home, Cotton and I were already in bed—not under the covers, but sitting on top; he in his pajamas, I in my daytime clothes. Our beds stood end to end along one wall of the bedroom, fitting neatly into the space. They were identical; Cotton and I were far from identical: I was fully evolved, he was a microscopic amoeba; I was arbitrary, he was democratic and flexible.


While Stone had his dinner in the kitchen, Cotton and I listened to the radio, poking our fingers through the thick wool bedspread and clenching our fists to feel the plea sure of constriction.


Stone came into the bedroom, his lips still wet with food. He turned off the radio, took a book from the shelf, and sat down between us. It was a big book, with a stiff, smooth, enamel-like cover. The cover illustration showed a thin, fair-haired boy clothed in animal skins except for his bare chest, playing a wooden harp and gazing raptly into the distance, a wild-eyed sheep at his feet. In the background Christ could be seen entering Jerusalem, surrounded by a white-robed, adoring crowd. Above the illustration, in capital letters, was the title THE GREATEST STORY EVER TOLD. A graphic synthesis of spirituality as conceived by the Edizioni Paoline—gentle admonition, mildly stern sentimentality, compassionate naïveté: pastel religion.


The keystones of my bold young atheism.


Stone had been reading the Bible to us since before we’d been able to read for ourselves. He didn’t do it out of religious conviction, or out of a desire to supplement the catechism, or a general respect for the holy scriptures, but just out of habit, a reluctance to let anything go to waste: because of the sheer inertia that governed our family life. But he read badly, paying little attention to the meaning of the text and with an uneven delivery marked by exaggeratedly open vowels. While Cotton lay on his bed with his feet toward the pillow, I adopted my own listening position, sitting up straight, with the back of my head against the wall, arms folded and legs crossed: uncomfortable but resolute, I was creating my atheist halo.


One evening, while Stone was reading, Cotton had drawn my attention to the part of the wall I was leaning against. I’d turned around and seen, at the level of my head, an oval circle, blue in the middle and fading outward to a peachy color before blending with the white of the plaster. I’d created this halo by the pressure of my occiput, through the slow corrosion of listening. When I rested my head against the wall in the evening, I was making my own halo—or rather, my nimbus: nimbused was the word the scriptures used to describe a haloed saint, and nimbus—“small cloud,” “circle of hazy light”—perfectly encapsulated my own natural supernatural circumfusion.


The previous evening we’d read about the prophet Jonah, who spent three days in the belly of a whale and came out full of the word. This evening we were going to read about Ezekiel, the prophet of splendor. He wore a bright, powerful, blue tunic with a yellow shawl on his head; his beard and eyebrows were white. Ezekiel was a seer, a creator of images, a pure, insane old man. I was a pure insane young man who yearned to go out into the world to preach, be full of the word like Jonah and visionary like Ezekiel, to express my desire for language, that fever of the throat.


A few months earlier I’d been doing my oral exam at the end of my final year at elementary school. I’d had the exhilarating sense of telling a story that regenerated itself and regenerated me. The floor of the classroom around me was flooded with light. Gugliotta, Chiri, D’Avenia, and my other classmates sat quietly at their desks, listening. I had my precious little pack of picture cards in my back pocket—Beppe Furino’s black face was squashed against my buttock. I felt I could go on forever, that language was an epidemic from which there was no point in trying to escape. I’d talked on and on, there in the sunlight with the others watching me, expatiating on science and geography, joyously crossing borders, ranging from subject to subject. Finally the teacher had smiled, put her hand on my chest to stop me, and said: “You’re mythopoetic.”


I’d gone back to my seat with the pleasurable and disturbing sensation of her thin fingers still on my ribs. As one of my classmates took my place at the teacher’s desk and struggled to answer the first question, I’d whispered to Chiri and D’Avenia, “What does it mean?” Neither of them knew. Later, when I got home, I’d looked it up. Mythopoetic. “Word-making: said of one who generates words.” I’d felt pleased, gratified, and moved; recognized.


Now, as Stone read us Bible stories, I was showing my mythopoetic powers by turning reality into words. I’d learned technical terms by reading the encyclopedia Il Modulo, and the Ricerche workbooks published in weekly installments by Edizioni Salvadeo: slim, pale yellow volumes accompanied by sheets of color photographs. On the back of each photograph was a text describing it and providing background information, using precise terminology. Each number was devoted to a particular subject: animals, history, the sky and the weather, the sea, science and technology, tropical plants. You cut out the pictures with scissors and stuck one edge into the workbook so that you could flip the photograph over and read the text on the back; once you’d glued them all in, you played with them, sticky-fingered, for the rest of the day.


As Cotton’s head drooped over the pages and mangled sentences issued from Stone’s mouth, I worked at my nimbus, focusing on my old toy basket with its cylindrical shape and protruding strands of wicker, on the lacquered bookcase with its various shades of white, on a Scrooge McDuck doll dressed in a peeling rubber bathrobe, on a red Bambi that had faded to a shameful pink, on a picture of a curly-headed little boy holding a pretty flower in his hands and smiling at me.


As I pressed the back of my head against the wall my brain was dizzy with words, with flashing sentences. I stuck to my task, naming a coatrack with jackets on it, a green felt cowboy’s hat suitable for the bad guy in a Western film, a miner’s helmet with a smashed lamp, the flame-colored veins on the door, scattered knots in the wood, and a ten-centimeter groove near the handle that I’d made a few days before with my piece of barbed wire.


The riot of language built up till I could no longer contain it.


“No!” I said, jerking my head away from the wall. It didn’t seem like a word, more like the opening chord of a symphony.


Cotton woke up and peered at me in mild, placid bemusement. Stone stopped reading.


“What’s the matter?” he asked.


“Nothing,” I said. “There was one bit I didn’t understand for a moment.”


He looked at me thoughtfully, then read on: “To show that God has the power to restore life to the dead, the Prophet told this story: The Lord set me down on a field strewn with bones and asked me: ‘Do you believe that these bones can come back to life? Then bend over them and prophesy with these words: “Behold, I will infuse you with the spirit and you shall live.”’ In the vision the Prophet obeyed, and behold, bones joined together with bones, sinews linked them together, flesh grew, skin spread over it, and the spirit entered the bodies, and they became men.”


I moved closer, craning my neck toward the open book. There was a picture of a plain, scattered with white, contorted skeletons. In the background the tiny figure of Ezekiel stood on a blood-colored mountain. I put the Roman dead around him too; I spread them out over the plain and covered them with white sheets. But Ezekiel prophesied, and they slipped out from under the sheets, got to their feet, dusted themselves off, and walked away.


Stone put the book down and went to get a pack of cigarettes he’d left on the desk. Cotton slipped under the bedclothes, switched off his bedside lamp and fell asleep. Stone lit an MS and stood there motionless, in his brown pants and brown sweater, with his forearm diagonally across his chest and his elbow in the palm of his other hand, bringing the cigarette to his mouth, then pulling it away, his fingers slowly caressing his cheek under his big black-rimmed glasses.


When he left the bedroom I got undressed, put on my matted powder-blue wool pajamas, slipped under the covers, and switched off the lamp on my bedside table.


I was too hot. I threw off the sheets and blankets and pushed them down to the end of the bed. Then I lowered my pants and underpants to my ankles and rolled my pajama top up to my neck to feel the cool air on my skin.


In the darkness, in silence broken only by Cotton’s gentle breathing, I tensed my jaws, stiffened my throat, and pushed the spasm into my chest and abdomen. I held my arms away from my sides, bent my wrists like beaks, and twisted my legs at an angle, the knees pointing outward. I felt hungry for air, crippled and bitten. As I’d done every night for the past few weeks, I acted out the mythical infection, rehearsing and simulating, imagining tetanus turning to body inside me.


Then I collapsed into sleep, at the start of it all and exhausted.




















THE GOD OF INFECTIONS


(FEBRUARY 7, 1978)





Two months earlier, in December, I’d gone in our white 127 with String, Stone, and Cotton to a country area outside Palermo, on the road to Messina. Stone was on a professional assignment to survey some fields. Once we’d gotten out of the car, I dug the tips of my sneakers into the crumbly brown earth to make holes in it. Then I looked up and saw, thirty meters away, a single thread of barbed wire separating two fields. It ran along horizontal and taut about a meter above the ground, held up by gray wooden posts. Black and interspersed with spiky knots, it was a handwritten line on a page. I walked toward it. I touched it: it felt hard and grim. It swayed in the wind. A few short lengths of rusty wire lay among the clods of earth at the base of a post. I picked up two of them: one was bunched up, the other slightly curved. I knocked them together to shake off the earth. They were beautiful—reddish, the color of dried blood. I turned around. In the distance Stone was talking to String, and Cotton was leaning against the car reading a comic. They too were thin and knotty. I hid the two pieces of barbed wire in my jacket pocket and walked back toward them.


In the car I thought about tetanus, the god of infections. I thought about my fear of tetanus, and how String was constantly telling me not to touch anything or go near anyone. It was always: stay here, keep back, walk on this side. She’d glare at me if I petted a dog because it might bite my hand. There was rabies, foam and madness in every dog, and there was rust in every piece of iron, and among the grains of rust there was the psychopathic bacterium, a microorganism that hated us, a monster, a subverter, and iron was everywhere. Rust devoured things and bodies; there was rust on cutlery and in the meat we ate; it got into our mouths, disintegrated inside us, in our saliva, and in our stomachs, filling us, populating us, becoming legion beneath our skin.


With my cheek against the window and my hand in my pocket, I pressed a spike against my palm till it hurt; then I reduced the pressure, zipped up my pocket, and took the evening lights in my eyes. Later I listened to Stone reading, my head in my nimbus. When he went away I turned off the lamp on my bedside table, where I’d hidden the two pieces of barbed wire. I waited for Cotton to go to sleep, then pulled down my pants, and pulled up my pajama top, and for the first time, acted out the spasms, my longing for infection, half-naked in the dark.




*





On February 7 there was no school, as it was Carnival time. I was at home in the morning, but felt restless because I was looking forward to the afternoon and the explosion of evening. I mooned about for a while, then went out, and walked along Via Sciuti in the direction of Via Notarbartolo. But even walking didn’t lessen the itchy hives on my stomach.


From time to time, especially in summer, String got hives—she suffered from hives, as they say; but she enjoyed her suffering. She reveled in it. Her arms and legs—especially the insides of her thighs—were covered with big red blotches, and she’d wear light sundresses so her skin could breathe and to reduce the itching. She’d take all her clothes out of the closet and lay them on her bed one by one; she’d examine them, finger them, judge them, classify them. She’d inspect every shelf in the fridge, separating the different kinds of food from one another, calm, stern, and implacable, imagining that she was restoring some meaning to the world by her tidiness. She took packs of tablets out of the medicine cabinet, read their information leaflets, phoned her doctor brother, and took notes in a 1973 diary. Then she’d sit disconsolately glowing, holding her arms away from her body, muttering about pinworms and endocrine disorders, in the grip of her personal spasms. String was allergic to herself, to her own breathing, to being in the world, to living with me, Stone, and Cotton. And by her constant struggle against her obsession she’d passed it on to me.


I turned left into Via Nunzio Morello. A little way past the corner, beyond the church of San Michele, there was a stationery shop, run by somebody else who had spasms. But in his case it wasn’t tetanus or hives; it was more likely brain damage. He moved jerkily and spoke in animal grunts: I looked at his fleshy tongue and its purple frenulum. I’d been to the shop on Via Nunzio Morello so many times I thought he was Nunzio Morello—that that was his name.


He was behind the counter when I went in. Usually I came to buy decals, but not today. I looked at him and pointed to a jar. He swiveled in reptilian fashion, picked up the jar, and placed it on the counter. Then, breathing hard, he unscrewed the lid. I dipped in my hand, rummaged about, and took out a small, sky-blue, marbled rubber ball. I put some coins on the counter and went out.


I walked fast and restlessly, feeling the germs in my veins. I stopped behind the newsstand in front of the church and squeezed the ball in my fist. It was hard and compact and felt reassuring in my palm. It was the perfect gift for later, when I’d be torn between my fear of going up to her and speaking to her—breaking my resolution only to imagine her from afar—and my yearning to do so.


When I reached the building where I lived, I continued walking, and turned left. I came to the pet shop on Via Cilea, went in, and called out a greeting. The shop was full of pedigree cats, eyeless black poodles, cocker spaniel puppies that trampled on their own ears, a few chicks, and some fearsome canaries. I went over to the fish tank and watched the fish swim about in subaqueous blue. In the glass I saw my features dissolve in swarming bubbles gently expelled by an oxygenator; my hair was shot through with tiny torpedoes of light. My hair was thick and strong—light brown with occasional flecks of blond, a few tufts slicked down over my forehead, and a rudimentary parting created by Stone in the morning before I went to school. I used to sniff his hand as it held my head to comb my hair, noting his thick skin and the rich smell of red brick that made me feel nauseous.


Suddenly the pressure of the oxygenator increased, turning my face into a liquid cloud. I called out a goodbye, left the shop, and walked on through the February streets, among a winter detritus of dry bougainvillea, reddish corymbs heaped up to rot at the sides of the pavement in puddles. I stepped out, measuring time with space, but felt as if I was standing still, so I walked faster and faster, in the direction of the school, till eventually I was running, the little ball in my fist, my heart pounding in my chest, my elbows smashing into the air behind me, my knees lifting powerfully. I ran, bit and swallowed the wind, and felt invincible. When I stopped to get my breath back, I looked around: on one side of Piazza De Saliba was my school, on the other the immense square. The previous day I’d raced Scarmiglia here. His full name was Dario Scarmiglia, but everyone called him just plain Scarmiglia. He was a dark-haired boy with a lean intellect. He didn’t say much, and what he did say was never encouraging. We were in the same class; he worked hard and got good marks, but his interests weren’t limited to schoolwork, and he took a keen interest in what was going on in the world outside. Like me, he was dour and ideological.


We’d agreed to race from the school gate to the other side of the square. It was our way of organizing our relationship, satisfying our rivalry, settling our hierarchy. We’d be helping the world to write the rules of the game. A hundred meters away, on the other side of the square, looking small despite his bulk, stood our referee, Massimo Bocca. To me, again, he was just Bocca; and I pronounced the Bo- with my lips open wide. A fat globe of flesh, Bocca was in my class too. Scarmiglia, Bocca, and me. Lucid, aloof, and hostile. Three eleven-year-old newspaper readers, television news fans—with a special interest in political news. Focused and abrasive, critical and somber, anomalous preadolescents.


Bocca was going to start us off by flapping his arms in the distance. As we stood there, leaning forward, one leg bent and the other ready to drive forward, Scarmiglia and I waited for his signal. I could see him out of the corner of my eye: concentrated, his lips parted. Bocca sliced the air three times, and we sprinted forward, running so close we could hear each other’s breathing, our bodies similar, a twinship of bone and muscle structure. Almost at once my throat went loose and I felt an urge to laugh, and Scarmiglia drew two meters ahead. I put on a spurt and caught up with him again. But I couldn’t stop looking at him, running both my race and his. All at once I remembered how, not long before, on the way home from school, he’d told me that people in Africa kept sharks as pets, like we do with dogs, and that every African house on the coast had an underwater paddock delimited by long wooden stakes to stop the baby sharks swimming off and getting lost in the ocean. He’d told me all this in a very serious tone, as he always did, and I hadn’t doubted a word of it. Then, the next day, trying to reproduce his tone, I’d told the same story to some of our classmates; they’d laughed in my face. Now, in the middle of the race, I burst out laughing as I remembered the sharks and my embarrassment, and slowed down to a halt. Scarmiglia duly reached Bocca, ran past him, and turned around, panting, to look at me. When I finally reached the finish line, at a walking pace, with tears in my eyes and my face still distorted with laughter, Scarmiglia came toward me glaring, said “Dickhead!” and stomped off.


Piazza De Saliba was empty now. I turned around, walked back down Via Cilea, and stopped outside the pet shop again. I looked at my reflection in the window—my stiff wool sweater, my thin shirt collar, my rough cotton belt with its painted metal buckle adorned with a picture of a little car, my blue cord pants with patches over the rips, and my green and brown sneakers.


I played with the little ball again, bouncing it idly against the glass, bombarding my own face. The animals in their cages—blank cocker spaniels, irritable poodles, fidgeting canaries—turned to gaze at me disapprovingly. Finally the shopkeeper stuck his head out the door and told me to pack it up. Rubbing the ball ruefully between my hands, I headed for home, under a sky heavy with low black clouds that made every street a burrow. I turned down Via Nunzio Morello again. When I went into the stationery shop, Nunzio Morello was reading a magazine on the counter, slapping rhythmically through the pages with his oar-like hand, twisting his lips, and grunting with concentration. Without saying a word I put the little ball down beside the open magazine; it ran along the cracks in the wood, wandering aimlessly, then came to a pensive stop. I pointed at the shelf where the decals were kept: yet again a collector’s cravings had won out over lukewarm good intentions. My usual spinelessness.


Making grotesque movements in the air, Nunzio Morello passed me the battlefield cards, transparent leaves showing pictures of warriors, then picked up the ball, and returned it to its jar; I watched as the blue dropped down among the other colors and my gift disappeared. Then, humiliated by my change of mind, I went home.




*





In the afternoon I took some photographs out of the cabinet drawers. They were almost all from the last two years. Some of them I’d taken myself with a Polaroid 1000. I liked the hiss of the card as it came out of the camera. Then you’d wait for it to dry, blowing on it to speed up the process, and the picture would emerge, but never become crisp, always stopping before it reached that stage. The image would be pallid—jaundice yellow or bottle green—and the faces always sickly, always distorted.


I looked at one that had been taken on my birthday a couple of years earlier. It showed a wan-looking Chiri, Gugliotta, and D’Avenia in equally wan afternoon light. I was with them, wrinkling my nose, and String’s head was just visible too. There was cake with strawberries and crême pâtissière, a blue-and-white carton of Fabia water, some red plastic cups, and little pictures on walls. We wore brown sweaters or scruffy sweatshirts, and were making the cuckold sign behind someone’s head, giving a thumbs-up or a V for victory sign. People were smiling; Gugliotta’s arm, with a patch on the elbow of his sweater, was around D’Avenia’s neck, and D’Avenia was choking and laughing, his eyes red, his pupils on fire.


We were all ironic in that Polaroid. I didn’t like irony. In fact, I hated it. So did Scarmiglia and Bocca. It was becoming all too common, this new Italian irony that shone on every face and in every sentence. It was waging a daily war against ideology, devouring its head. In a few years’ time there’d be no ideology left at all. Irony would be our sole resource, our defeat, and our straitjacket. We’d all be the same—ironico-cynical and coolly detached, expert at timing a quip and delivering it in a throwaway manner. We’d all be simultaneously involved and detached, observant and corrupt, resigned.


Using a spike of my barbed wire I disfigured all of us—Chiri, Gugliotta, D’Avenia, myself, and String—poking out eyes and lengthening mouths. For I was an ideological, focused, intense little boy, a non-ironic, anti-ironic, refractory little boy—a non–little boy.


I checked the time, put my two pieces of barbed wire into my jacket pocket, and went out. After walking along Via Sciuti as far as the crossroads with Via Principe di Paternò, I continued straight ahead and turned right onto Viale Piemonte. The gardens of Villa Sperlinga were already crowded. It was still early, so I decided to stay near the sandy paths, the yellow flower beds, the ponds, the tall palm trees, and the mastic bushes. There was a merry-go-round in this part of the park, with no music. I’d often ridden on it when I was small. Hunched over a blue-gray Dumbo, I’d whirled around, emulsifying elation and anguish, nightmare and excitement, in the total silence of Sunday afternoon, while String and Stone digested their lunch and watched me.


Now the merry-go-round operator was taking people’s money and handing out plastic tokens in exchange from inside his cubicle, while the merry-go-round circled lopsidedly by the force of inertia, carrying three-year-old children, all in winter coats and red knitted helmet caps. At first they’d protest, raising their arms in vain, then they’d meekly submit to their destiny of riding around and around.


There was a pony at Villa Sperlinga that you could ride for five hundred lire. Arabesqued yellow, with highlights and a fringed mane, it trudged shabbily along through the dust, led on a rope by two dialect-speaking little boys. Now and then it would shake its head and neigh gutturally. This pony was a heroin addict. There were lots of cavities in the trunks and among the roots of the trees of Villa Sperlinga, and in those cavities were hidden little pouches of heroin. During the pony’s breaks from work, when the boys left it free to graze while they went off to smoke a cigarette, it would go up to a tree and rub its back against the trunk. If it smelled an acidulous scent, it would seek out the cavity and forage inside. Once it found a bag, it would tear it open, lick up the wonderful heroin, scattering much of it around, over the trunk and streams of ants. On its next ride, with three toddlers on its back, it would trot along merrily, with miotic pupils, whinnying shrilly.


Some boys sitting in a circle on the lawn quarreling noticed the pony’s behavior and grew curious. One of them got up, his blue flared pants flapping, and walked toward a tree. He was followed by a dog that darted back and forth across the park, with a long shaggy coat and legs like stings, its narrow body taking the wind like a sail, changing its wavelike shape as it ran sideways, slicing the area of a flower bed, eager and pointlessly mercurial, with no origin and no purpose and therefore, like every aimless animal, furiously swift.


Meanwhile the boy, having searched with eyes and fingers, had found nothing and turned back, disgruntled. He’d been hoping to turn the Host, the taste of which lingered in his mouth after ten years of prone communions, into heroin and then the heroin back into the Host again, compacting it in a microscopic Italian alchemical process that involved transforming Catholic rite into pathological social trend, white tunic into bushy sideburns, conversion and reconversion, and so on.


When the boy sat down again, the dog entered the circle, looked around, panted, and whined two or three times. The boy mouthed a command and made a gesture; the dog came toward him, dropped down, and lay there, its head flat between its paws, its muzzle rhomboidal.


I left, walked back along Via Principe di Paterno, and went on to Via Libertà. I crossed the street, keeping the Statue behind me and looking for a turn to the left. I found one—Via Ugdulena, Scarmiglia’s home. His parents were holding a Carnival party that afternoon. He resented the whole idea. So did I, but at the same time I couldn’t wait for it.


I buzzed at the intercom, the door opened, and behind the “Who is it?” was a hubbub of noises, voices, and blowing wind. I got into the elevator and looked at myself in the mirror. I pulled my shirt collar out of the neck of my sweater; it made me look more haphazard, more real. I stepped out of the elevator, sniff ed, and rang the bell. The door opened. I put my jacket down on something and threaded my way through bodies into the mist of the party, into the phantasmagoria where all was steam and corrosion and tears in eyes. There were clothes, Carnival decorations, mirrors, lighted chandeliers. We were all eleven-year-olds; nobody smoked, we all smoked. I didn’t greet anyone, people greeted me. I looked for cigarettes between fingers; they weren’t there, I knew they were there. There was blood in my fingers, an itch, my fingers attached to my hand, my hand to my wrist. I walked and looked around and felt myself split up into segments, into limbs. I ran a check on them all to keep myself together.


I spotted Scarmiglia sitting alone on the living room floor in front of the television. I went in to join him. Behind him was a table, on it a brown orangeade bottle with its tapering neck and undetachable label; an oval tray of small rust-colored fried calzoni, their little bodies dimpled by fingertips; a round tray of minipizzas piled up in a pyramid, which had been excavated and devoured, leaving a metal void in the middle of the tray exposed to the yellow light that flooded down from the chandelier on the ceiling. There were also some chips in a white porcelain salad bowl, and a sprinkling of crumbs on the tablecloth and carpet, trailing out toward the living room.


I sat down beside Scarmiglia and looked at him. His anger about the race seemed to have subsided; he was focused on watching television. Space: 1999 was on. Maya was speaking to Commander Koenig. Maya was a beautiful, liquid, metamorph woman with dotted eyebrows. In an emergency—or just for fun—she could turn into a bird, a beaver, an alligator, or a puma. A swift, grayish-green smell swarmed over her.


Scarmiglia handed me his plastic cup of water. I took it, held it for a moment, examined it, and put it down beside me. He told me Bocca had a fever and wasn’t coming. Then he said there was a new program on after this one. A bald statement, providing minimum information. He was trying to pique my curiosity, but I was looking around the room, watching bright stars sparkle around heads, hands, noses, and cheeks, which touched unself-consciously, unseductively.


Finally I gave in.


“What is this new program?” I asked.


“A cartoon,” he replied, continuing to stare at the screen. “A Japanese cartoon.”


“What’s so special about that?”


“The newspaper says it’s important.”


“Is it funny?”


“You mean is it ironic?”


Scarmiglia and I shared the same obsessions.


“Well, is it ironic?” I asked.


He grimaced and looked at five cowboys, all carrying silver-handled pistols in low-slung holsters and wearing crimson vests and sequined hats.


A little farther away, three musketeers were absorbed in conversation. They all had green and red tabards with a silver cross in the middle, fake boots made of cloth held in place beneath their shoes by an elastic band, and bent plastic swords.


Scarmiglia studied them sourly. He and I were the only ones there not in fancy dress.


“No, it’s not ironic,” he said, turning his gaze toward four brigands in black hats like atomic mushroom clouds who were swapping cigarette cards.


“It makes you cry,” he added.


I looked at him quizzically.


“It’s about a little orphan girl,” he said. “I saw a photograph in the paper: it showed her, a mountain, and a meadow.”


An introverted Zorro had sat down on the floor a short distance away. His shirt was actually dark blue, but he was trying to brazen it out, trusting in the dim light and a thin Spanish mustachio drawn on his upper lip with burned cork. Alone, blank, and isolated from his surroundings, he nibbled at the charred edge of a minipizza and drained his cup of orangeade.


“Why should that make you cry?” I asked.


“Isn’t that how it works?”


“What?”


“Little girls,” he said.


I was beginning to get irritated; I knew that was just what he wanted, but I couldn’t help it.


“What do you mean?”


“Little girls make you cry.”


As he said this he looked at three little nineteenth-century ladies with tulle dresses and parasols who were talking among themselves, their ectoplasmic cheeks rouged with felt-tip pens at home by their aunts.


I told myself that he was right, but he wasn’t. Scarmiglia knew; what he didn’t know he deduced, the rest he guessed, and used.


I saw nine light-blue fairies approach with conical hats draped in ragged white gauze, and flared dresses spangled with stars: all alike, they formed a huge sky-blue cloud that enveloped the rest of the party. Their magic wands lay on a chair by the wall behind me; the next chair was heaped with coats and jackets. I got to my feet, picked up one of the coats, and lay it over the magic wands. Then, after looking around, I sat on the coat. I heard stars crack with the sound of eggs hatching. I despised the very word stars. Holding on to the sides of the chair I moved about, pressing down, and it seemed as though fragments of stars were coming out of my anus. Then I got up, didn’t touch anything else, and sat down beside Scarmiglia again.


“She’s just arrived,” he said without looking at me. “She went into the kitchen with her friends.”


I sat with my elbows on my knees and my head bowed. I felt my breathing grow irregular. I bit the edge of my hand, got to my feet, and pushed my way through the milling bodies. The eye sockets on everyone’s faces were calloused, like those of gorillas: forty baby gorillas in Carnival costumes. Finally I reached the kitchen—and I don’t know what happened. Suddenly I was deaf, and the world had receded: it was a ghost, a skeleton. I stood in the doorway and looked. There, between an open wall-cupboard and the white bubble of the fridge, motionless in a chorus of innumerable fairies, was one who was here and was ancient and was future and was sacred melancholy and burning and involution, collapse of language, harmony, and barbarism, clarity and mystery, shadow, chaos and fusion, magma, nourishment, ash. The Creole girl’s body was red and black. It was full of lions and tigers, of nocturnal forest sounds—rustles, crackles, and drips (I looked at her from the doorway, and there were lightbulbs above us, shadows below us; the floor was green). Deep inside her body was an orderly, clean silence, free of incrustations, smudges, or stains; a present, mobile, gentle, soft silence (she looked at a puffy-faced fairy and listened to her speaking; she was dressed—I don’t know how she was dressed, not in Carnival costume: she was red and black). No words came out of this silence, but sometimes a laugh, with a wonderful festive gusto (the puffy-faced fairy had finished speaking, and she was laughing and her laughter was almost triumphant. The hostess, an earnest woman with an ivy-leaf brooch on her dress, saw me standing in the doorway and asked me something; I answered her: water). Her hair was alive. Each strand was a demon (the hostess gave me some water, as her son had done before; the tumbler was of ground glass, still warm from the dishwasher, purified: I could drink from it). The Creole girl never spoke; she just listened attentively to the swollen fairy and another who’d just arrived: always looking into their eyes, listening with her eyes, her head bent slightly on one side (the hostess poured out the water; I brought the tumbler to my lips and drank slowly, touching the glass rim with my nose: the water tingled). She made a gesture with her right hand, which was not a small hand and was dark, with a little pale patch on the back whose shape reminded me of something. I was struck by the gesture, which was silken and proud, and the little pale patch, which was beautiful and alarmed me.


As I drank I looked around each side of the semicircular glass and remembered something that had happened a few months earlier, at the beginning of the school year. Everyone was in the entrance hall, waiting to go home. The light of Palermo was so transparent you could see the progressive changes in its structure, corpuscular matter aggregating and collapsing above us through the effects of gravitational acceleration, a snowfall of particles in mid-September. Among the crowd I caught sight of the Creole girl. She was sitting alone on a step, her textbooks beside her and an open notebook on her knees, her right hand holding it still, the index finger of her left hand following the writing and then, as a thought formed in her head, lingering on the cut between pages.


Just then, perhaps attracted by the little pale patch, a mosquito  that had been floating in the sun had glided down onto the still hand without the Creole girl noticing, and begun sucking at the white of her skin. I stepped forward in astonishment and alarm; the Creole girl looked up toward me, the mosquito broke away from her hand, and with a quick snatch I caught it in my right fist, without clenching too tightly. I didn’t say anything; I looked at the girl, turned around, and went home, taking care not to squeeze my hand shut.


I walked home holding my arm away from my side. I could feel a movement on my palm. When I got to my room I opened my fist slightly, keeping my fingers together, and blocking the end with my other hand: the movement was still there: the mosquito was alive. Then, with my left hand, I picked up a small translucent plastic box and gradually maneuvered it in. Then I sat down and looked at it.


It was dark yellow. Its six legs were hinged to the plastic floor, its wings open and its halteres closed, its head raised toward me, the sheath of its stylet still, in bewilderment and rancor. It must have spawned from an aquatic larva floating in a green saucer under some flowerpot, wet with water drained out of a plant, one of those great ficuses that soar up from the balconies of Palermitan apartment buildings in the Libertà district. After feeding on plankton it had flown away, mated in flight, promiscuously, in a swarm of males, and absorbed human liquid, drawing protein from it. Then, all of a sudden, probably attracted by her epidermic substance, the carbon dioxide around her body, and the small pale gleam on her dark skin, it had landed on the Creole girl’s hand. Now it was there in front of me, in its transparent capsule, with its huge mandible, slowly rubbing its front legs against its pointed stylet, with her blood inside it, a drop of the Creole girl’s blood, a particle of her biology. I fell in love with it. I looked at it with a tenderness to which the mosquito responded by turning its back, but I wanted to take care of it, to guard it as one guards a reliquary containing a piece of a saint, worship it like a tabernacle insect; I wanted to keep it and the red globule it contained segregated, while ensuring its nutrition and life.


I looked in Il Modulo, but it didn’t have an entry on mosquitoes, I looked in Fanciulle operose, one of String’s old school books, but drew another blank. So I took a bit of lettuce and put it into the box, but the mosquito turned its back and ignored it all day long. I broke up some bread, both the crust and the soft part, dropped it into the box and waited another day, but again nothing happened. I was no more successful with instant coffee powder, Alka-Seltzer, or a tiny piece of cutlet.


Days passed without the mosquito eating anything. It stood motionless, in an antalgic position to control the pain of starvation. I was at my wit’s end. I brought a speck of my own feces on the tip of a ballpoint pen from the bathroom: even that was no good. So, in desperation, terrified that it would die, I got a plastic bag, coaxed the mosquito into it, and put my bare arm inside; then I tied off the bag with a knot at my elbow, using my other hand and my teeth, and tenderly offered it my skin and my capillaries, so that it could inject its anticoagulant saliva into them and suck and feed, mingling my blood with that of the Creole girl. It would be a kind of insemination in its abdomen, in its spermatheca, two blood drops caught in a ruby-black coagulum, creating an emotional zygote, love enclosed in the body of a sinister, spiteful insect.


I spent the whole afternoon with my arm in the plastic bag, walking backward and forward in the apartment, more withdrawn than usual. In the evening I locked myself in the bathroom and opened the bag. There were several big red lumps on my arm, and the mosquito’s body lay in a white crinkle at the bottom, folded and stiff, its antennae drooping, its threadlike legs shriveled, its stylet lifeless, having died of anger and grief after taking its revenge, my blood drying inside that of the Creole girl.


With tears in my eyes I picked up its body between my finger and thumb and threw it in the sink. I turned on the faucet to wash it down the drain but the body swirled around in the water and stopped at a dry point on the ceramic. The water caught it again and it swirled around again, then stopped again, this time inside the spiral of water, at another hydrophobic point. I pushed and blew, then finally picked up the body by one of its wings, and dropped it straight down the drain to get rid of it, to dispatch the blood, and was left looking at my bitten arm.


Now the Creole girl was drinking water herself; she listened, making a slow gesture with her head; her hair moved and demons appeared among the black. Just then I bit the tumbler, breaking the glass. I took the tumbler away from my mouth and tasted blood. The Creole girl turned toward me. The chorus of ladies and fairies turned too. Her face expressed puzzlement and curiosity. The hostess took the tumbler out of my hand and told me not to swallow. She searched inside my mouth and removed the broken glass. Then she made me put my head back, dampened a cloth, and dabbed my lips. I wondered why she was making me put my head back; it wasn’t as if my nose was bleeding. I’d rather have held my head up and looked at the people who were looking at me, not at this ivy-leaf brooch, which seemed to grow bigger and bigger. But all right, I’d hold it back. While the light from the chandelier flooded my eyes I thought that the ideological little boy, the nimbused boy, the focused, intense, anti-ironic, refractory, non–little boy—in short, me—was standing here with a damp cloth over his mouth, eyes looking at him and confusion all around. This was not what was supposed to happen. I straightened up my head and ran out of the kitchen with the hostess calling after me. I reached the front door, found my jacket, searched in the pocket, and came back into the apartment. I passed Scarmiglia, still sitting on the floor in front of the television. I saw yellow, red, and blue on the screen; a little girl walking in her bare feet and some white goats, a swing and some music; but the little girl was pink, she was not Creole: she was worthless. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the fairies clustered around the wreckage of their stars in consternation and grief, open-mouthed and on the verge of tears, Zorro crouching beside the chair peering sleuth-like at a shattered wand, and a little boy dressed as a chick, with a bright yellow tuft on his head, his eyes full of despair.


When I entered the kitchen the Creole girl was sitting on a chair by the table. She was so beautiful, the black of her hair against the pale tiles, her reddish skin, and a sudden, touching pallor. I wished I could explain to her, say something, get the glass and words out of my mouth, abandon my usual haughty reserve, and hear her speak for the first time, hear her voice, after asking her what her name was and how old she was, but I looked at her with thirsty eyes and said nothing, putting it off for another day.


As everyone around us stood quite still, with a silent gesture as quick as a switchblade I produced my two pieces of barbed wire, offering them to her like a bunch of eccentric flowers. She gazed at me, and I looked at myself through her eyes: two prickly stems sprouting from a tensed fist, standing out dry and arrogant against my face, still a little damp redness on my lip, feverish eyes full of trust and dismay. Then her brown hand with the pale patch moved, stretched out toward mine, and with thumb and forefinger took the curved piece out of my fist, which opened, and at that moment, as light turned to darkness outside and inside, my heart was flooded with life and happiness.






















DAWNS


(MARCH 24–26, 1978)





On the evening of March 24 we boarded the train for Rome, the mineral animal, the city of the dead. Easter was in two days’ time, and we’d be spending it in Rome. The trip would take all night, and we’d arrive in the morning. I felt cynical and excited; I touched my scar with my tongue.


There were six seats in the compartment, but we had it all to ourselves. Above each seat was an Italian landscape painted on a rectangular sheet of glass—rural scenery and crumbling walls: more picture postcards, more national mystifications. Someone had scrawled on the pictures with a felt-tip pen, putting genitals on walls and in country scenery.


I slept on the top bunk, next to the luggage space. I fell in love with the yellow light housed in a niche at the end of the bed. You turned it on with a little white lever shaped like a thin pear; when I pressed the tip, at first it resisted, then there was a loud click.


As the train traveled from west to east, with the dark sea on the left, I read an Alan Ford comic; I liked Bob Rock but found Sir Oliver disturbing. After a while String got up, drew the curtain halfway across, and said something, and we turned out the light. I waited ten minutes till the breathing established a rhythm. I rolled over onto my stomach, turned the light on again, and instantly cupped my hands around it. I lay still for a few seconds; the light within my finger-grotto turned orange. I studied the backs of my hands, the shapes of the phalanges, the dark-pink contrast of the nails against the fingertips. I examined my bones too; I felt shapeless. Then part of the time I read, turning the pages slowly, savoring the paper’s vibrations; and part of the time I rested my head on the comic, my ear against the drawings, and closed my eyes. During the stops in stations I turned off the light and looked outside. On the platforms there were men with little carts or cigarette-girl-like harnesses. They sold hot coffee that they kept in large thermoses. I saw the arms of sleepless travelers reach out to take the little plastic cups and pay by stretching downward just as the train was leaving, hot black drops spurting onto fingers.
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