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Grounded


The Covid-19 epidemic is set to be the most significant health emergency of our time. Not the first, not the last, maybe not even the most horrific. Most likely in the end the death toll won’t be any higher than other illnesses – and yet, three months since its debut, it has reached its first milestone: Sars-Cov-2 is the first virus to spread this quickly on a global scale. Many others similar in nature, such as its predecessor Sars-Cov, have been quickly dealt with. Some, such as HIV, have been hiding in the shadows for years. Sars-Cov-2 had more gumption. And its boldness has revealed something we had long known but had been unable to measure with precision until now: the multiple levels and layers that connect us to each other, everywhere, and the complexity of the world we inhabit – its social, political, financial motives and its interpersonal and psychological structures, too.


I’m writing this on a rare February 29th, a Saturday of this leap year. The confirmed global cases of infection have surpassed the 85,000 threshold – almost 80,000 in China alone – and the death toll is around 3,000. These numbers have been my silent companions for the past month. Even now, the Johns Hopkins University interactive map is open in front of me. The areas of infection are identified by red circles in stark contrast against the grey background. Perhaps another choice of colours might have been better, less alarming, but we all know how this works: viruses are red, emergencies are red. China and Southeast Asia have disappeared beneath a giant red stain, but the entire world is pockmarked, and the rash is bound to get worse.


Italy, much to everyone’s surprise, has also found itself leading the race in this anxious competition. This has happened entirely by chance: in a few days – suddenly, unexpectedly – other countries could find themselves in even worse conditions. At this moment of crisis, the expression ‘in Italy’ has no meaning: there are no more borders, regions, neighbourhoods. The nature of what we’re going through is above identities and cultures. The epidemic is the ultimate proof of how our world has become globalised, interconnected, inextricable.


I know all this and yet, as I watch the red disc growing over Italy, I can’t help but feel troubled by it, as we all are. My bookings for the next few days have been cancelled because of the containment procedures – some I called off personally – and I found myself surrounded by an unexpected emptiness. A predicament shared by many: we’re living through a suspension of daily activities and routines, a pause in the usual rhythm of our lives – like one of those songs where the drums stop abruptly and the music seems to expand in the emptiness left behind. Schools are closed, very few planes are moving across the sky, solitary footsteps echo in museum corridors. Everywhere is shrouded in more silence than usual.


I decided to make use of this void by writing. Writing can sometimes be an anchor that helps us stay grounded and hold back fear. But there is also another reason: I don’t want to lose what the epidemic is revealing about ourselves. Once the emergency is over, any temporary awareness will also disappear – that is the nature of illnesses.


As you read these pages, the situation will have changed. The numbers will be different, the epidemic will have spread further: it will either have reached every corner of the globe, or it will have been stopped, but some of the reflections emerging from the contagion will still apply. Because what is happening isn’t a random accident or a scourge. And it’s nothing new, either: it has happened before, and it will happen again.






Nerdy afternoons


I remember afternoons back in my first years of high school, when I’d spend all my time simplifying expressions. I’d copy a long line of symbols out of the book, then reduce it to a concise, understandable result: 0, -½, a2. The world outside of the window would darken and the landscape would give way to the reflection of my face lit up by my desk lamp. Those were peaceful afternoons. Bubbles of order at an age when everything inside and outside of me – especially inside – seemed to tend towards chaos.


Long before writing, maths was my trick to keep anxiety at bay. To this day, there are mornings when I wake up and I improvise calculations and numeric sequences; it’s usually a symptom that something’s wrong. I suppose all of this makes me a ‘nerd’ and I don’t mind. Plus, these days it seems that maths isn’t just a nerdy pastime after all, but rather the indispensable tool in understanding what is happening to us and keeping our irrational tendencies in check.
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