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the first part

(Levante)
 

 



mother
What are you most afraid of in old age, Ma?

grandmother
Perder la mente.

daughter
Is this for a novel, Mama?

mother
I’m not sure.

daughter
Will you finally write a novel with a beginning, a middle, and an end?

grandmother
Perder claridad.
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n the beginning was a mother and a daughter. Later, somewhere closer to
the middle, there were other mothers and daughters, there were men,

there were other people in general. But for now, it is only she and I, and a ray
of sunlight enters the bedroom through a sliver between the curtains, and
the ray crosses the thick smoky air and touches the bed, staggers a line
across the wrinkles of the sheet from her toes, up her legs, stomach, chest,
and neck, then disperses into her face, and she is sleeping, and I put my
hand on her forehead and gently wake her up.

the world

had been looking for something like a beginning. A strange thing,
perhaps, to expect from time or from life: the chance to begin, or to begin

again. All I had to do, or so I thought, was to answer a simple question: How
do I reinvent it, the story, our lives? It was going to be only she and I for
now.

finitude

was eager to be elsewhere, far from my old spaces, far from my present
moment. I had finished writing a difficult book, finished a project

recording soundscapes and oral histories in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands,
and had then passed through a slow, entangled divorce. The constellation—
finishing, finishing, finishing—had left me feeling like an astronaut: in
circumflotation, enclosed but never quite anywhere.

The weeks and months had passed, the unceasing rotation of the
calendar, but I found myself as if always in the same spot. For some time
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after those endings, I had been stumbling from one false beginning to the
next. I hadn’t been able to start writing anything other than scattered notes,
I hadn’t been able to start anything that felt like a real relationship, I hadn’t
been able to find that feeling—which many reported—of life starting anew
after a big ending.

unity

ow, almost a year later, the book was about to come out in translation
in several languages in Europe, and I had accepted all the invitations

sent to my agency. I had, in fact, earnestly asked my agent to look for more,
for anything: readings, conferences, workshops, book clubs. A friend of mine
had noted:

You’re like those people who will eat everything on an airplane just
because it’s free.

I took my daughter out of school a little before the end of the year, and
registered her for homeschooling for the rest of the seventh-grade cycle. I
had found perfect tenants from April to September: a couple of Canadian
medievalists. They’d take care of our plants, they would pay on time, they
wouldn’t steal my books.

I didn’t reply anything to that friend, but for days in my head I kept
telling him:

Nothing is free on airplanes anymore.

shape

wo suitcases: one gray, one green. We left the city at the beginning of
spring. The original plan was: we would move and move again, light

suitcases, loose schedules, until things fell back into place. April and May, we
moved every two or three days, hotels mostly, small and large towns and
cities, book readings and lectures and symposiums. In Switzerland and
Austria, all the readers who came to my events were either septuagenarians
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or octogenarians, which was both very moving and somewhat concerning.
There were brief stays in Lyon, Warsaw, Istanbul, Athens, Berlin. I had an
IUD extraction in Munich. She lost a molar inside a bowl of soup in a café in
Prague.

motion

observed her closely, perhaps too closely now that it was only she and I,
her behavior a strange mirror of my capacity or incapacity to raise her

well on my own. Everywhere we went, she obsessively bought old postcards,
scribbled things on them, but then refused to send them to anyone.
Everywhere we went, all she wanted to do was read on her own or play chess
with me.

In Berlin, I tried to teach her how to ride a bicycle: impossible, she
pedaled always backward. I tried not to think about it metaphorically. In a
small coastal town near Amsterdam, we stood a long time on the gray shore
of a long beach and watched schoolchildren swim with their shoes on. As the
swell approached the shoreline, the children would swim against the current,
their sneakers visible above the surface, moving in short, quick, shallow
kicks. It was a strange, disquieting sight, after which my daughter refused to
get into the water.

A few days later, in Barcelona, she cried inconsolably after we saw a
woman—maybe young, maybe old, possibly homeless—mumbling at a city
wall. We had walked past her, and the woman had opened her rucksack and
poured its contents onto the sidewalk: a spill of old books. She held one of
them up, read some words we didn’t understand, then looked at us, pointed
a finger, smiled a wide smile, and announced:

Omnes fines mundi!
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reasons for its name

hat is it—to start again? Where is it—the beginning? Perhaps things
never fall into place entirely, but when June came and I had finished

my last work commitments and cashed the checks I was able to cash, and we
took a plane that landed one evening in Catania Airport, I had a feeling for
the first time in months that we had finally arrived somewhere. We would
finally have a chance to settle down in one place for some time.

My maternal grandmother was originally from a small town near
Catania. And though she died when I was still young, and I had never come
to the island until now, as soon as we stepped off the airplane I felt a distinct
sense of home—past or future, I’m not sure. We climbed down the metal
stairs onto the tarmac, looked up at the star-clustered sky, and she said:

Look, Ma, a sky-yawning.
A what?
A sky-yawning.
What do you mean?
Nothing, Ma, never mind.
Perhaps it wasn’t a sense of home, but something like an echo of

someone else’s belonging: borrowed memories, rumors passed down. I read
somewhere that the word “echo” comes from the Greek “oikos,” which
means “house”—and if that is true, maybe “echo” and “belonging” are more
closely related than one might think.

the elements

t was, of course, an impossible plan—moving until something finally fell
into place—because usually nothing just falls into place. A liberating idea,

an impossible plan. Eventually, I thought, I’d have a clearer plan. Eventually,
though, we would have to move for very different reasons than the ones
which initially sprung us outward, but that came later, and we didn’t know
anything about that then.
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n the taxi from the airport to the apartment, the man on the radio says
Etna spewed a plume of ash and gas earlier today, but no damages are

reported. He also says there will be a lunar eclipse before dawn, and that the
Levante will soon be entering from the east. My daughter asks me:

What is Etna, Ma?
A volcano.
Is it dangerous?
Not at all, darling.
And what’s the Levante?
That I don’t know.
But the taxi driver says he does know. There are two lineages of taxi

drivers, the ones who say they don’t know anything, and the ones who know
all the things. He tells us the Levante is a good wind, one of the many winds
that sweep over this island. So many winds populate the skies here with their
furious blasts and roaring gales, he says, that the Greeks thought that it was
in one of the caves off this coast that the god Aeolus housed all the winds:
the cold and dry Mistral, as well as the Greco and Tramontana from the
north; the warm Libeccio and Mezzogiorno from the south and the
southwest, thick with tempests and shoreward billows; the western Ponente,
which sailors await eagerly because it brings clear skies, still waters, and
swift leave-takings; the brutal, scorching Scirocco from the southeast, which
carries sands from the Sahara, turns the sky red or orange, and makes
people angry, anxious, or insane. And, finally, this soft, humming, damp
Levante coming in from the east, which turns the sea a much deeper, darker
blue, brings respite from the dry heat, and sometimes brings rain. Sailors
prefer it to any other wind, he finishes off with almost lyrical enthusiasm,
because it carries them forward with swift, smooth gusts from the stern.
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It feels like a good omen, I think, to arrive in my grandmother’s
hometown with the Levante. Or am I confused, and is a gust from the stern a
good wind for leaving instead of arriving? In any case, maybe on this island,
this summer, she and I will finally have a real beginning. We just have to find
a routine, a sustained everydayness: I have to find a way into a new form of
motherhood, and maybe even a way back into writing, turn all my notes into
something and finish a book.

the planets

y daughter asks, so for the rest of the drive toward the apartment I
tell her things I remember about my grandmother, her great-

grandmother: we called her Nanna, and she smoked a pack and a half of
Camel cigarettes every day since she was twelve. She had a quick temper but
also an expansive warmth and a sharp sense of humor. She was born in a
place called Philosophiana, was a farmer, and collected old objects she found
buried in the fields. When she was twenty-one she had dressed as a man in
order to be hired as a day laborer in archaeological digs near her house, took
part in some important findings there, but then was caught cross-dressing,
got fired, and decided to emigrate. She learned how to read and write while
aboard the ship, read a lot of books after that, survived a shipwreck, played a
lot of chess, was a terrible cook, believed in luck, and was extremely
superstitious. She was inconveniently good looking—dark olive skin, wild
curls, disastrous teeth—and liked to brag that she had moonyellow
Botticellian eyes. She threw insults at ungentlemanly men (cretino
deficiente), aggressive drivers (cretino demente deficiente), and politicians
on the television (cretino deficiente del cazzo). She lost her memory in her
seventies. She died alone in an asylum for the insane in Mexico City in 1989.
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nature of the planets

y daughter and I share several things in common with her: the bad
teeth, a love for chess and books, the superstitions—never pass salt

directly from hand to hand without first setting it down on a surface, avoid
eye contact with your own reflection in a window if it’s raining outside, make
a wish at 11:11 a.m. and 11:11 p.m. I inherited the nicotine passion and the
soccer passion. My daughter has her beauty, her enviable mane, all
untamable curls, and her Botticellian eyes, a little darker than my
grandmother’s, the color of maple syrup. Perhaps all those little things can
be called echoes of a person, in the sense of repetition and reverberation, but
also in the sense that our bodies and minds are physical spaces where traces
of those who came before us still live and bounce around.

solar eclipses

lan, premise, plot: Why is the language of fiction writing so full of real
estate? Piazza Manganelli 16, a Baroque arched entrance framed by

pilasters with concrete cherubs and ornaments, a heavy wooden door, an
internal courtyard, one flight of marble stairs up, keys under the doormat,
apartment number 2.

The apartment belongs to a man I know, a friend—a man I know. He is a
pianist and would be on tour for the rest of the month, said he’d leave the
keys under the rug and we should please make ourselves at home. He’d be
back at the start of July, and we would be welcome to stay with him as long
as we wanted.

He and I had met almost a year ago, when he was giving concerts in New
York. We’d had a brief and feverish encounter sometime after the divorce,
and we’d kept in touch almost daily all these past months, writing to each
other, sometimes talking on the phone at absurd hours of the day or the
night, talking mostly about divorce (he had two behind him, so he had
advice), talking about children (he had none, so on his side that conversation
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was mostly speculative), talking about his concerts, and my projects, talking
about our plans, his plans and my plans, separately, but also possible plans
to meet again one day, one day sometime later.

lunar eclipses

n the foyer, we leave our shoes, our two suitcases, my backpack, and her
briefcase. We make our way straight to the kitchen, and I fill a tiny pot—

the only one I could find—with water to make a quick pasta with butter and
some sage we pluck from a planter on the kitchen balcony. Then we sit at a
big wooden table, waiting for it to boil. My mother writes to ask if we arrived
safely. When my mother sends a message, she always sounds like she’s
delivering both a horoscope and a weather report, and she sometimes signs
it at the end with her name and relationship to me, as if I did not have her
saved in my contacts, as if she were sending a fax from a public fax machine.
In this message, she confirms and doubles down on what the radio said,
except that in her words the predictions sound ominous:

Eclipse penumbral. ¡Vienen tormentas! Tiempos de cambio. Besos,
Mamá, Manuela.

No longer so sure that a penumbral eclipse followed by storms is a good
omen, we follow my mother’s instructions, just in case, and take three garlic
cloves from a garlic hive hanging next to the stove, then plant them with our
left thumbs under the moonlight in a pot of rosemary out on the kitchen
balcony.

the night

wo bedrooms, one large and one smaller, on opposite ends of the living
room, each with an en suite bathroom. My daughter drags her green

suitcase into the smaller bedroom, and I roll the gray suitcase into the bigger
one.
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My suitcase on the bed, and the slow choreography of unpacking. Here,
in his room, I unpack not the way I usually do: all clothes dumped from
suitcase to bed, then slowly sorted. Here, in his room, I try to unpack as if I
were him, the pianist, unpacking after a trip: a man of systems and routines.
I take out one item at a time, from suitcase to closet, suitcase to closet.

There is a story by Antonio di Benedetto called “Abandonment and
Passivity,” about a woman who abandons a man. But we never see the
woman and we never see the man, only a suitcase leaving a room and a glass
of water on the bedside table, and a note pressed under the glass of water
that we never come to read. All there is in the story is this bedroom that has
been left behind, never a single living thing. Except somewhere in the middle
of the story, when a fly suddenly appears and the narrator says: “Sanctioned
by inertia, a fly goes from sun to sun, from sun to sun, but only twice.” I have
never understood this line. A fly that lives twenty-four hours? Or forty-eight?
Or something else entirely in the flying pattern of a fly?

The quiet objects in his closet seem selected and punctuated by the
tempered hand of method: shoes, trousers, belts, shirts, ties, jackets, a few T-
shirts. I hang and fold my shirts and pants and long dresses next to his
things. His: all black or marine blue. Mine: a disarray of colors. One of my
dresses hangs next to one of his jackets. Suspended, they hover together in a
strange, ghostly kind of dance: a meeting in absentia.

the stars

hen I am finished with the suitcase, I take little things out of my
heavy backpack and line them up on a desk under the window:

passports, toiletry bag, a notebook, and a mosaic tile, about six by six inches,
with a representation of the god Proteus: seaweed mane, prominent nose,
heavy eyes. The mosaic tile had once belonged to Nanna, and my mother
gave it to me a few months before we left on our trip. My mother lives in a
small cabin by the sea in a tiny town—hardly a town—called La Fortuna, east
of San José, where the Pacific Ocean meets the Sea of Cortez.


