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THE SILENCE OF THE CHOIR

			 
			  

			I would like to thank the Centre National du Livre, which supported me in the writing of this novel by awarding me a creative writing grant in 2016.

			M. M. S.

			 
			For the great Men: Ali, Bandiougou, Séni, and Yves

Nulli est certa domus, lucis habitamus opacis.
“None hath a fixed dwelling; we live in the shady woodlands.”

—VIRGIL, The Aeneid, Book 6
Translation J.H. Mackail

			PROLOGUE / EPILOGUE

			He had just woken from a state that was neither sleep nor fainting, nor even reverie; he was under the impression, rather, of something empty, like a great absence, so vague he could find no words to describe it. He tried hard, several times over, to concentrate, to reach a place of recall, but all his efforts were borne away on the huge black lake that his memory had become. He sat up, saw only then that he was naked, and had no idea what he’d done with his clothes. He ventured another step into his memory in search of the beginning of an answer. Like those dreams that gradually fade as one tries to seize them on waking, his memories slid further away on the dark surface. He gave up. He sat up straight and looked more closely at his surroundings. He was in a little thicket, among tall trees whose foliage formed a broad canopy above his head. A deep silence reigned, its density palpable. He thought that perhaps he was dreaming after all, but no sooner had this thought occurred to him than he realized how absurd it was: he knew, with such intuitive certainty that it required no proof, that he was not dreaming. No dream, even the oddest, could seem so devoid of reality; only reality knew how to be so strange. 

			He was about to stand up when a voice suddenly began to resonate inside him. He couldn’t actually hear it: he was remembering. Discouraged by his previous attempts, he hadn’t tried to dive back into his memory. But the voice was there. It was a woman’s voice. “You will wake up, crazed and alone: that is the condition of the last man, and the first. You are the end of one story, and the opening of the one to come. The epilogue for one, the prologue for the other. Now it’s up to you to speak. I have passed everything on to you.”

			That’s what the voice said. When it fell silent, the man felt something very strange happen in his mind. A profusion of precise memories re-inhabited him: sentences, images, faces, sounds assailed him and flooded back en masse, so many that his memory, completely barred to him only a few seconds earlier, soon opened onto a familiar past.

			He left the little scene at the heart of the thicket. His nakedness did not bother him: crazed and alone, he no longer owed anything to others, neither decency nor modesty; no, he owed them nothing now, except this tale the voice had bequeathed him, and of which he was the final guardian.

			THE LONG ARRIVAL

			1

			The seventy-two men were still trying to sleep, having arrived in the little town only a few hours earlier. They needed to sleep. And nothing, neither their fear nor the thin strip of light that was beginning to relieve the gloom in the warehouse that served as their shelter could deter them from that desire: to go back to sleep. By their side since the previous night, Jogoy now watched as they struggled with their obsession, but he knew their effort would prove futile because, for the time being, no true rest was possible. What most of these men really needed wasn’t sleep itself, but only the mental and psychological disposition of sleep: the idea that they could abandon themselves to sleep without fear.

			Jogoy gave a sigh and rubbed his eyes. His body, too, had known the long assault of insomnia. The first pricklings of deep fatigue ran down his neck like a colony of ants hard at work. A dog barked somewhere nearby, and it was like the sudden clangor of an alarm clock in the ears of the sleeping town, which now began to stretch and yawn and crack its cobblestones, while all the faint sounds of a country dawn besieged it. Dr. Pessoto walked into the warehouse just then with his young assistants, Gianni and Lucia, right behind him. But unlike them, Salvatore Pessoto was not wearing a lab coat. He had long salt-and-pepper hair that he tied back in a classy ponytail, in honor of his idol, “the greatest football player of all time: il Divin Codino, l’ultimo fuoriclasse, Roberto Baggio.” He headed over to Jogoy as soon as he saw him. The two men had become acquainted thanks to football: the first time they’d met, Jogoy had been wearing the jersey of their favorite team, Juventus, from Turin. That had been enough to place the seal on one of those great friendships that are founded and consolidated by shared passions. 

			“Ciao, Leone, how’d the night go?” the doctor said, shaking his friend’s hand.

			“Restless sleep, Totò,” Jogoy replied. “Some of them woke up screaming.”

			“Nightmares. As usual. That shouldn’t surprise you anymore.”

			“No, it doesn’t surprise me anymore.”

			They fell silent. A loud noise of snoring, or something that wanted to sound like snoring, rose in the room but immediately burst and fell, a bird stripped of its wings in full flight. 

			“Did you watch the match last night?” Dr. Pessoto continued, his eyes still on the frustrated sleepers. “No? Roma-Inter, 2-2. That should make Milan happy. But just wait, they’ll see! Just as soon as Juventus makes it back into Serie A.” 

			The two friends had been trying to speak quietly, on the verge of a whisper, although the doctor got somewhat carried away talking about Juventus. But both of them knew that their words, even muted, had nevertheless reached the anxious ears of the men lying before them. The men might not be moving, but every one of them was thinking that if he opened his eyes before his comrades did, it would be proof that he was in less pain than they were.

			“I hope their situation will get sorted out quickly,” said Salvatore Pessoto.

			“Juventus’s situation?”

			“No, theirs,” said the doctor, tilting his nose at the sleeping men.

			“Oh, theirs . . . you know how it goes.”

			Pessoto didn’t answer. Jogoy was right: he knew only too well how it went. Basically, his hope was rhetorical, the way a question can be. And he knew what it meant, and had only spoken as a matter of form, to say something vaguely optimistic, something, therefore, that didn’t represent reality, but was a mask behind which his mind sought to hide that reality, so he wouldn’t have to face it head-on. But on closer inspection, however, it wasn’t so much reality as his own face that Pessoto was covering with a mask—a strange mask, an opaque mask with no holes for the eyes—and it was of less importance to hide behind it than to disappear altogether while murmuring, “It’s not that I want to avoid recognition; I just want to avoid recognizing anything in this world. I don’t want to see any of it.” Pessoto had been deliberately trying to stab himself in the eyes, so as not to see what was stirring pitifully there before him: a portrait of human misery. But he had failed. He could still see, he could still hear. Jogoy’s words were echoing in his mind, but they had departed from his friend’s kindly, familiar voice, had been stripped of that voice to move on to another voice that was toneless and anonymous, and which gave the words a more implacable weight and resonance: “You know how it goes.” 

			“Let’s hope, rather, that there will be ten good players among the lot,” said Jogoy, tearing the doctor away from the terrible toneless voice. “Our team has to win this year. I feel like it’s our year.”

			“We’ll see,” said Pessoto. “Right, well, Leone, you should get some rest before the medical checkups. We’ll need you then. The women from the association will join us shortly. Gianni, Lucia, and I are going to check a few little things before they get here. Ciao.”

			He headed down an aisle between two rows of bunks. His assistants, who’d been standing to one side, stepped in behind him after greeting Jogoy, each in their own fashion: lovely Lucia gave him a big smile accompanied by a little wave of her hand, and Gianni, more timid, gave a brief nod of his head. Jogoy looked one last time at those recumbent figures as the little medical team moved among them, as if through a labyrinth of tombs. Then he left the warehouse.

			A harsh light dazzled him the moment he stepped outside. A meticulous barber, the sun was grazing its glinting blade against the mountaintops. A few housewives with the constitution of caryatids filled the window frames, where they were hanging out their laundry, humming a folk song or the latest romantic ballad by the now-graying sex symbol of their youth. The men, their voices ringing loudly, were on their way to La Tavola di Luca, the best-known café in town, and the only one that opened early. A gentle breeze blew through the streets with the tragic grace of things that don’t last; in an hour or less, it would be vanquished until evening by the crushing heat of summer. Jogoy took one of the little cobblestoned streets that wound toward the historic center like so many veins toward a great heart. In the beating of this heart, regular and sonorous, he thought he could hear an echo from the past. It was the voice of this beautiful ancient place. Sicily. Altino lay inland, in the middle of a landscape that looked as if it might have sprung from a verse in the Georgics. The little town had been built not far from a major archaeological site that was still yielding up the traces of all the civilizations that had passed through there. Altino’s little museum was the pride of its inhabitants. Its showpiece was a statue of Athena from the third century B.C., which was held to be the allegory of the town’s memory. Buried in the earth of Altino for centuries, the statue was proof of a long history.

			Jogoy loved the town; however, what he liked best was to look at the surrounding landscape of hills. He paused for a moment on the Villa, a vista point, according to the inhabitants of Altino, that offered the finest views in all the region. It was true: the panorama spoke its own language—beauty—and the elation of heights was its only possible grammar. On the horizon, the thin blade of a large imaginary dagger sketched the fine lines of mountain crests, like laundry lines stretched above the valleys, waiting to be hung with groves of olive, pine, beech, and orange trees and assorted prickly pears, which the sun of Sicily drenched daily to their roots. Villages and hamlets spilled down the hillsides, quivering in the light. And at the very limit of what could be seen, emerging from the morning mist like Aphrodite from the foam of the sea, Jogoy saw her, half-naked, wrapped in folds of rumpled clouds: Mount Etna. The volcano, a female figure for Sicilians, was exhaling a fine white vapor. 

			“A mossa,” murmured Jogoy. “How beautiful,” in Serer, his native language. He set off again, and before long he reached the center of town, crossed the large piazza, past La Tavola di Luca where twenty or more men were drinking their coffee, commenting half-heartedly in a falsely disdainful manner on the morning gossip, straight out of the oven, or the slightly stale and reheated stories (the best kind, actually) from the day before. The soul of an entire nation could be found there. Jogoy gazed at the place for a moment, then continued on his way to his rented room.

			Vera and Vincenzo, his landlords, were still sleeping. Jogoy knew that after a night spent in their art studio on the top floor, they wouldn’t be up before early afternoon. A few days ago, they’d informed him that they were about to begin a new cycle of work. They were painters. Jogoy went into his little room. Its only furniture was a tall wardrobe, a bed that was too short for him, and an old writing desk that Vera had inherited from a great-great-aunt who’d been as senile as she was racist. Fearful of invoking the ghost of that terrible ancestor, Jogoy almost never put anything on the desk. The only thing that resided there now, firmly closed, was an old black notebook in which he’d started telling his story, but he hadn’t written a single word for a long time. This frustrated him. Moreover, an urge to fling the notebook from the top of the Villa was becoming more and more insistent. 

			To avoid the diary, his gaze landed on the poster above the desk, where the emblem of Sicily, the Trinacria, stood challenging him. It depicted the head of a Gorgon, its serpent hair swarming about it, surrounded by a halo of wheat ears and three human legs. Jogoy could just about bear the sight of it, preferred it to that of the notebook. The effect of his sleepless night suddenly crushed him like the repeated blows of a pestle. On his neck, the colony of ants began to bite. The vipers stirred in Medusa’s tangle of black hair, threatening to spring out of the poster and into his face; the torn-off legs spun more and more quickly, like a propeller of flesh gone mad; Medusa’s gaze yawned like an abyss before him, and Jogoy fell into it as heavily as a boulder. He collapsed on the bed and felt ashamed for falling asleep so easily when he’d spent the night watching over men for whom sleep was impossible. This impression of betraying their brotherhood of insomniacs did not leave him, even in his deepest sleep.

			2

			I don’t know how those two find the strength to stay in there.”
 Dr. Pessoto had rushed outside as soon as he and his assistants had finished their rounds. The thought of waiting inside, facing the seventy-two men, was unbearable. He knew the protocol of these waking scenes by heart, and he always thought he could hear the opening strains of the music to a predictable drama in two acts. First, the ragazzi would open their eyes and lie there, incredulous, somewhat skeptical: hope had played them so often, tossing them around like vulgar dice on a table of misfortune, that they suspected every one of hope’s manifestations was loaded. Then, in the second act, after these long minutes of incredulity, they would realize that all of this was indeed real. Suspicion would vanish; a great clamor of cheer would arise and remain suspended in the air. Despite God’s efforts at scrambling them, several languages would meet in the warehouse, transforming it into a strange tower of Babel that actually reached the sky. Hope would be reborn, alas. That’s how it always went. Pessoto knew it well.

			He felt more and more like a hostage caught up in a situation for which he was not personally responsible, but which he was obliged to assume, day after day, on his own. Despite all the generous souls—and he was one of them—who labored together to make things less dramatic or, at least, to make them seem less dramatic, Pessoto was no fool: what all these people of goodwill shared was not the sentiment that their collective effort was gradually bearing fruit, but a desperate solitude faced with a task that was equally desperate. 

			He waited outside for breakfast to come, taking deep breaths, relishing the last of the cool, early-morning air. First cigarette. The morning would be long; he couldn’t expect to get home before mid-afternoon at the earliest. When he had left at dawn, he’d told Angela he would most certainly not be back for lunch. His wife’s face clouded over, but she didn’t refuse the kiss he placed on her forehead before leaving. She was finding it harder and harder to accept the fact that he was so busy, and on several occasions she’d asked him to be there more often for their two children, Riccardo and Erica.

			He untied his ponytail and ran his fingers through his loose hair. A few minutes later, somewhat blinded by the sun, he saw several figures coming up the street that led to the warehouse. It wasn’t until they were a few yards away that he recognized Sabrina, Sister Maria, and Carla. They were walking ahead of a group of four men, each of whom was pushing a little cart.

			“The Three Graces . . . Buongiorno! You’re right on time; I was getting hungry,” Pessoto said slowly.

			“Good morning, Totò!” exclaimed Sabrina, a tall woman with dark hair. “Look at that, I’ve never seen you with your hair down. It suits you much better! Don’t you think so, ladies? You look a bit like Beethoven, like a sort of crazy, determined genius, no?”

			“Also a little deaf into the bargain? Basta! Compare me to the Divin Codino, Sabrina. ‘You look like Roberto Baggio,’ that’s the only compliment I’ll accept.”

			“It doesn’t even flatter you if we say you’re the best doctor in town?” said the youngest of the three women, who had short blond hair.

			“No, Carla, because I’m the only doctor in Altino. Get a move on, then,” said Dr. Pessoto, pointing to the warehouse, not leaving the three women the time to smile. “I think some of them are very hungry. Gianni and Lucia are waiting inside. Jogoy left just half an hour ago,” said the doctor, tying his hair back again. 

			“He’d better get back here soon,” said Sabrina. “We’ll need him. No major problems, otherwise?” she continued, motioning to the men with the carts to go on ahead into the warehouse.

			“The same,” said Dr. Pessoto, as the men pushed their carts into the dormitory. “The problem, the only major problem, Sabrina, is the fact that they’re here.”

			“Salvatore!” The third woman, a nun wearing a veil, scolded him. “You have no right to say that. Put yourself in their shoes! What would you have done?”

			“That’s a terrible trick question, one of morality. I don’t know what I would have done. You can’t put yourself in their shoes. No one can. No one is capable of—”

			“You’re talking as if empathy didn’t exist!” Sister Maria said, beside herself. “You—”

			“Ah, empathy . . . ”

			Interrupting the nun in turn, his tone one of exhaustion mingled with sarcasm, Pessoto repeated the word “empathy,” as if he had long been expecting its inevitable appearance in their discussion, even before they’d begun talking. He gave a bitter, ironic snort, then continued, “Empathy . . . something we came up with to ease our own consciences . . . Yes. To put up with the fact—or hide from it, it’s all the same—that you can never leave your own body and truly put yourself in someone else’s place . . . That’s the oldest human illusion. Tell me, how could we hope to understand another person when most of the time we can’t even make sense of our own feelings, not even the simplest ones? And on top of that, how can we possibly understand one of the most complex things that exists in a person—sorrow? What sort of arrogance is supposed to allow that? These men are in their place, and we’re in ours. We know nothing about their suffering. And even less how to ease it . . .  They shouldn’t be here. It’s that simple.”

			He fell silent and took a long, nervous drag on his cigarette. He’d gotten somewhat irritated, and his voice, which he’d raised a level or two, was trembling by the end. He was breathing loudly, almost panting, as if he’d just finished some intense physical workout or made a major confession. Sister Maria was already opening her mouth to reply—in no uncertain terms, judging by the crimson hue of her face, normally so serene. He didn’t leave her the time. Making a great effort, keeping his voice somewhat less irritable and therefore more hopeless, Pessoto continued, “Yes, I know. It’s terrible. What I just said may disgust you, Sister Maria. The sort of thing a nihilist would say. Or worse yet, a xenophobe or a fascist, I know. But. I wonder if there isn’t some truth to their assessment. Their explanations and the consequences they draw from all this are wrong, of course, but—the assessment . . . the clear and simple facts, irrespective of ideology and hatred . . . These men are here, and it’s terrible. In this state, into the bargain: immense physical fatigue, with gashes and injuries; they haven’t slept, they’re dehydrated, stressed, hungry, and mentally totally exhausted. But the worst part . . . ”

			Dr. Pessoto tossed his butt to the ground and immediately brought another cigarette to his lips, lighting it with a mechanical gesture polished by habit.

			“The worst part,” he continued, blowing smoke into the air, and it was impossible to tell whether this was for himself or for the women listening, “the worst part, my Three Graces, is that they still believe. A very strong belief. You can see it in their eyes. But that’s something we’re used to. We know how it will all end, don’t we?”

			Initially, the three women didn’t reply. And their silence might have meant, “Yes, we know,” if Carla, the young blonde woman, had not eventually spoken.

			“No, nobody knows, Totò. Nobody knows how it will end. Not even you. And thank God for that.”

			“Boh!” said Pessoto, making the characteristic movement of hands and shoulders that invariably accompanied this interjection.

			Only true Sicilians know the veritable (and variable) meaning of this little word. Depending on the context and tone of voice, it could signify: “yes,” “no,” “of course,” “maybe,” “maybe not,” “I don’t know,” “impossible to decide,” “we’ll see,” “only God knows,” “it’s probable,” “it’s unlikely,” or all of the above at the same time.

			In common accord about the meaning of the “Boh!” that had just been uttered, Pessoto, Carla, Sabrina, and Sister Maria lingered a few moments in a strange silence. The three women eventually went into the dormitory, and nothing more was said.

			Left on his own, Salvatore “Totò” Pessoto, pensive and rather sad, cast a tired glance toward the mountains. A few minutes later, cries rang out: the Babel of joy, as he’d predicted, was rising amid a clamor of excitement. He made up his mind to go back into the warehouse. “No, Carla, we’re not here because we don’t know how it’s going to end. No. We’re here because we know what will happen, but we don’t want to become resigned to the fact that there’s nothing we can do. I can’t do anything for them. I know that. It fills me with shame. A shame that’s killing me. We won’t die from their distress; we’ll die from our own inability to truly put an end to it. We could leave them to their fate, but that would be an even more shameful choice, more mortal, and more unbearable for us, great humanists that we are, with our impeccable ethics, no? Between two types of shame, we choose the one that kills more slowly. That’s the honor of people we consider good. That’s all they’ve got left. All we’ve got left. And there you have it: the truth.”

			When he went inside, the euphoria in the dormitory had not yet subsided. As he watched the jubilant mass, his gaze progressively hardened. He caught himself feeling pity mixed with hatred toward these men as they rejoiced at the welcome they’d found. The feeling lasted for a few minutes, and he didn’t try to elucidate or put an end to it, and, when it finally faded, Salvatore Pessoto felt nothing inside, only a great emptiness.

			The Three Graces, with the help of the men who’d pushed the carts, were busy getting ready to serve breakfast.

			3

			Old Giuseppe Fantini had been at his window for hours. He’d been patiently watching the night make way for the dawn. It was one of his favorite times: the rising of the day, not just of the sun. His rheumatism disappeared during those few enchanted instants, as if it were granting him a truce. Bandino was dozing by his side on a little rug. A few clouds passed overhead with the innocence of a procession of vestal virgins; the hours went by, but not time; in the distance, Mount Etna was brazenly yawning, like a child failing to cover its mouth with the back of its hand. Fantini was happy in that place, at that moment. He could have stayed there. Otium.

			He knew that no one would come to disturb him. No one dared. The townspeople knew very well that he loved his proud, intransigent solitude. But they had too much respect and admiration for the old man to hold it against him. Because Giuseppe Fantini—although he denied it and actually could not care less now—knew he was a source of great pride to them. A Sicilian, national, global pride. Everyone knew him, and even if for many years he had been living in ever greater seclusion, no one ever forgot that he was a poet, the greatest living poet in Italy. His lines had been translated into countless languages; his poems had been read; they had been taught to generations of schoolchildren and students. Everyone had seen him on TV, receiving prestigious international prizes; everyone had heard him on the radio, his clear voice delivering speeches full of a humble and sensitive beauty, to august auditoriums. He hadn’t always been such an antisocial poet, even though he’d always shown a great deal of reserve. Throughout most of his career, he’d been sociable and available, responding to the hundreds of requests that poured in from all over. For several decades his name had regularly appeared on the list of potential recipients for the Nobel Prize in Literature. At the height of his glory, only a handful of football players, one or two belle donne, the great Godfather of the Sicilian Mafia, the Pope, and of course, Dante, preceded Giuseppe Fantini in the pantheon of the most popular figures in Italy, over the ages.

			There had been a time when, as he strolled tall and elegant through the streets of the town, with Bandino in the lead, joyful swarms of children would cluster around him, or trot and skip in his footsteps, accompanying him with their angelic delight. Men would greet him, doffing their hats or their worn berets, loudly crying, “Baciamo le mani, Maestro!”; and women would come up to him, smiling warmly, taking his hand and offering him dried fruit, baskets of vegetables, or a bouquet of flowers. He would be a bit surprised but unassuming and charming, and to each of them he would offer his thanks, a smile, a kind word, a piece of candy, some advice, or a moment of attention.

			He had been hospitable, too, at his big house in the north of the town. He had bought it at the beginning of his career, forty-five years earlier, with the money from his first collection, one of the best known, Blood on Stone. At the age of thirty, as a promising young poet, he’d instantly fallen in love with Altino and the spacious, distinguished house which an eccentric old aristocrat had let him have for a song; she had decided to leave central Sicily to be with her lover, a Tunisian man a third her age who sold narghiles at a souk in Monastir. The house had three floors, each of them with several large windows that Fantini nearly always left open, except in winter. The moment winter was over, all of spring and summer poured in through the windows, electing the big house as their synecdoche, their small theater. Fantini lived there now on his own. He’d had at least a dozen love affairs, but had never wanted any descendants other than his poems. He’d constantly reminded his mistresses that he only really lived through and for his work. Not a single one wanted such a life. They always ended up leaving him.

			His study was on the second floor. It was there that he had composed the works that had brought him success and glory; it was there that he had welcomed both his most illustrious peers and the humblest people. Back in the day, people went to visit Fantini the way one goes on a pilgrimage. 

			But all of that had changed roughly fifteen years earlier. Now the poet’s house was often closed. The shuttered windows were like great wounds on the surface of the walls. Gone the abundance of odors. The light slipped in with difficulty, through tiny interstices, without splendor. Fantini often stayed shut away for weeks on end, without seeing a soul, and no one even knew whether he was there or not. On the rare occasion when he did go down to walk around the town, no one came up to him anymore, and the children no longer played by his side. It wasn’t that they disliked him, you don’t hate a great poet; simply, they understood him. They understood that he wanted to live in the silence for which he’d been nostalgic all his life. Fifteen years earlier, when everyone was waiting for his Opus to be enriched with new jewels, he had stopped writing abruptly, without explanation. Initially, everyone thought it was a passing crisis, the kind all great artists go through, bringing back an absolute masterpiece when they emerge from their inner hell. But as time went by, Fantini’s waiting audience had to face the facts: this was no temporary crisis; indeed, four, five, six years went by, and the poet did not publish. The silence was accompanied by a shift in attitude that was equally abrupt: Fantini became solitary, agoraphobic, taciturn. He no longer welcomed visitors, no journalists or students or publishers, not even his peers. Those who hurried to his door were as anxious as they were curious. But he never answered, and locked himself up in fierce silence.

			His reclusion began to look like a renunciation of poetry, a farewell to literature, with all the parade of fascination and mythology that such a move always trails in its wake. Society could not tolerate the mystery in which he sought to shroud himself, refusing to accept the fact that someone might actually want to avoid its gaze. Paparazzi camped outside the house for weeks, eager to uncover the secret of his inexplicable reclusion. They dug through his trash for clues, to reconstitute his secret life. One day in one of the trash cans they found a crumpled old sheet of paper. It was auctioned for tens of thousands of euros: a shopping list which the poet, no doubt to have some fun, had written in the form of a rondeau. The buyer received requests from several museums that wanted to exhibit this first known piece of writing from Fantini in years. The most extraordinary theories circulated about the reasons for his sudden refusal to create. No one could understand how an artist, perhaps the greatest of his generation, could leave behind everything he’d devoted his life to. They imagined that behind the renunciation there must be some terrible, mysterious tragedy. Sometimes it was the price the poet had had to pay the devil in some Faustian pact; at other times, it was his way of expiating some unspeakable crime committed in his youth that had come back to haunt him; unless, of course, it was the perfectly banal explanation that he’d lost his inspiration for good. But this last theory was held to be the most far-fetched: a great poet—what’s more, an Italian—could not reasonably lose his inspiration. One day, people claimed the Maestro had sunk into depression, then madness, suddenly, just like that, like Nietzsche; another day, he was gravely ill, on his deathbed. More than once, naturally, he’d been killed. Carried away on the momentum that fed them, these rumors bordered on the extravagant, flirted with legend, even suggested mystery of a religious nature; before long they occupied a pure space of fantasy, utopia, and narrative invention, which the most inspired theorists turned to their advantage. Everyone became a great novelist or brilliant screenwriter, given the incredible material provided by Fantini’s reclusion. Fantastic tales continued, proliferated, became ever more complex. Fantini did nothing to try to stop them. He seemed to care as much about the rumors as God does about his people—to the delight of public opinion, which could therefore go on feeding the rumor mill to its heart’s content. However, as the years went by, people eventually moved on to other things. Perhaps the truth about the Fantini affair was not as interesting as all that. The poet remained so stubbornly silent that, in the end, he accomplished the feat of exhausting the rumors. 

			When he happened to show his face in town, no one dared go up to speak to him anymore. Bandino still went on ahead, but he walked slowly and solemnly now. When they went by, hats were still raised, but no one knew whether he took any notice; there were still a few calls of “Maestro,” but did he hear them? His face was hard and inscrutable, and all he did (and only sometimes) was give a brief, imperceptible nod, which the townspeople now took for the sole reply to their greetings and tributes. Most of the time, however, if he didn’t downright scorn them, he didn’t even bother to react to their shows of respect, which he seemed to view as superficial obsequiousness. He walked through town looking stubborn and proud, with an aura of self-satisfied arrogance that discouraged, even forbade, any attempt to approach him, as if his entire being were fearful that he might be soiled by the impurity of other humans and was warning them: “Noli me tangere.” He looked like a wild animal, majestic and solitary, both loved and feared by the subjects that populated his territory, whose company he disdained. If anyone other than Giuseppe Fantini had displayed such an attitude, Sicilian public opinion, the most ferocious on earth, would have instantly scorned, execrated, and burned him in effigy on the public square. But this was Giuseppe Fantini. This was the great Poet.

			The sun promised brilliant, torrid hours ahead. Along the little pathways that steamed in the sunshine, the dark, lazy masses of old dry stone gave off heat. Every foot, every paw, every hoof that touched the ground, even gently, was enough to raise a fine cloud of dust that then refused to settle, swirling like a warm, transparent veil. No sooner was it born than the day was already stifling from its own energy, which it could no longer contain. The countryside, yellowed in places, blackened in others, was dotted everywhere with the hats of peasants in the fields, the figures of scarecrows in clothes swollen by the wind, the smell of freshly mown stubble, and heat mirages, and threatened to ignite at any moment. The sky had been a pure blue before but was changing now to a chalky white, and if you chanced to look up, the glare was so strong that you could no longer see any clouds or birds or the sun, only a uniform expanse, radiant with light and suffocating with heat, that dazzled faces and forced brows to humility. The uninterrupted chirring of invisible cicadas, the heavy odors of overripe fruit, hot leather, and turned earth, the dusting of intense light that caused the horizon to quiver, the ardent breath of the sirocco, that desert wind so dry it could drive you mad, the provocative nudity of the sky, the hard-working hum of the craftsmen: it all emerged from the town, fermenting in the heat, mingling together to saturate the air with a sensuality that made men’s heads spin, like a beautiful woman in the street or an old and pure alcohol. The poet drank it all in, straight from the bottle, manners be damned, great gulps of it, so avidly that it ran from his lips and was lost in the tangle of his beard. He felt a generous intoxication welling up inside him. The great verse of everyday life was unfolding, seeking its rhythm and precision. A few more minutes. A few seconds. Eternity. Then he closed the window. Bandino got up, stretched his large form and followed his master up the stairs to the bedroom. It was time to get back to business. Negotium.

			The truce was nearly over: his knees and back were beginning to torture him again. He would have liked to go for a walk in town that morning, but the heat dripping from the sky compelled him to postpone his outing until later, until early evening, when the temperature would prove kinder. 

			4

			Slowly emerging from an exhausting sleep, Fousseyni Traoré needed a few minutes to remember where he was. It was the same thing every time he woke up: he had to distinguish between his dreams, his nightmares, his memories, and reality. This daily operation of bringing his mind up to date was beginning to look like a ritual. He performed it. Bit by bit, events grew clear, and he knew where he was. Adama wasn’t there. He knew he wouldn’t be there, but he glanced over all the same, instinctively, in the insane hope that a miracle might have occurred and he would see his friend there next to him. But there were no miracles for people like him: there was only reality. He missed Adama.

			He suddenly heard the creaking of the door opening and quickly shut his eyes. Several people came into their space and immediately started talking. Two men. But they were whispering so quietly that Fousseyni, even if he heard them, could not understand a thing they were saying. Loud snoring rose in the silence of the room. The two men continued their discussion. One of them seemed to be very excited by what he was saying. He raised his voice for a few seconds. Fousseyni caught the word Juventus in passing. The two men were silent for a moment, spoke again briefly, then Fousseyni heard the door creak again.

			For a few seconds there wasn’t a sound; then there were footsteps, coming closer. He closed his eyes and went more deeply into himself. The footsteps were still coming. Fousseyni held his breath: they were there next to him, right there, just behind him. The footsteps were regular, very light, not pounding the floor. There was a scent along with the footsteps, the scent of oranges, sweet and intoxicating. It engulfed him for a few seconds, then the footsteps moved on.

			A voice—the same excited voice he’d heard before—said something, then the door opened again and closed quickly. He could tell that the others, his comrades, were getting impatient: on their bunks, they were showing more signs of anxiety. Like him, they wanted to know what awaited them, what would become of them. The door to the big room opened again. He glanced over discreetly and saw four men come in. Each of them had a sort of pushcart that looked like Maiga’s, Maiga who sold sandwiches and curd and couscous, who went around the neighborhood loudly hawking his wares. Suddenly some lights came on. The white glare hurt his eyes. All around him, the men were sitting up. A gradual hubbub arose in the room. The door to the dormitory opened again. Three women came in. Fousseyni immediately recognized them: the one who wore a nun’s veil, the one with short hair, and the one with long black hair, who was the tallest. All three of them had been there the day before when they arrived. The tall dark woman clapped her hands to get their attention. Everybody was awake. She spread her arms wide then said, in English that sounded all the more cheerful for her strong accent:

			“Welcoma to Italia, welcoma to Altino! You will be safe here! Don’ be afrai-de anymore!” 

			On hearing these words, the men who knew a little English began shouting for joy and clapping their hands. The others, on seeing their comrades’ reaction, understood that the news was good, and they began to clap and cheer, too. Fousseyni, however, kept quiet. One of his neighbors, a pot-bellied man with a mustache and powerful shoulders, rushed over to his bed and hugged him with surprising force, kissed his cheek, then let him go and went on to hug someone else, shouting, “At last! At last! We made it, we’re in paradise! We’re in paradise!” Drunk with joy, he kept saying, “We’re in paradise! We’ll have money!” It was a great cry of liberation, a violent outburst of joy. 

			Fousseyni looked at the woman who’d made the announcement: she was shouting and waving her arms, but no one was listening now. Next to her, the other two women seemed moved, and very happy. He also noticed a young woman and a young man who were wearing white doctors’ coats. Every so often, he caught another glimpse of the man with the big head, still shouting about paradise. He heard exclamations in English, prayers in Bambara, thanks in Arabic, but also other languages, all of which expressed the same feeling: relief. The woman had said they didn’t have to be afraid. The four men began placing the contents of their pushcarts on a big table that Fousseyni hadn’t seen until now. Just then, he was probably the only one among all his companions to have noticed an older man with his hair tied back who’d come into the warehouse. The man watched them while they were jumping and shouting for joy there before him. Fousseyni got the impression that this man was not all that happy to see them there. He reminded him of the men he’d seen yesterday . . . 

			They began handing out the food. The girl in the lab coat walked down his row, smiling. Fousseyni immediately recognized the strong scent of oranges. So it was her . . . 

			They were on their way to paradise, yes, and the first smell, the first light in this paradise, was the scent of oranges. 

			5

			The symphony of mastication, the conversations in several languages, the rustling of paper bags being opened, the smell of the sandwiches: there was something of a caravanserai about it all. Dr. Pessoto’s two assistants were preparing the equipment for the medical checkups. As for Pessoto himself, he left the warehouse every fifteen minutes for a smoke. Standing next to the doctors, Sabrina, Carla, and Sister Maria watched as the ragazzi regained their strength.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Sister Maria couldn’t stop fiddling with the little gold cross that hung from a chain around her neck. The gesture relaxed and troubled her at the same time. Yesterday, so as not to give way to fear and anger, she’d resorted to it with more anxiety than usual. She hadn’t been prepared for a reception like that. How could she have been? She wasn’t Sabrina; she didn’t have her childhood friend’s energy or her fighting spirit. Ever since they were little, she’d admired Sabrina for it, that intransigent refusal to let life dictate to her. After their final exams at secondary school, they hadn’t seen each other for a long time. Sabrina had left the little town where they’d grown up to go study law. But although Sister Maria knew back then that they would meet again, she had never imagined it would be in circumstances like these.

			Sabrina had specialized in migrant protection law. And when, a few years ago, she had called Sister Maria and asked her to join the association she headed, Sister Maria had immediately said yes. She dreaded the task that awaited, but was even more fearful of the gaze of Christ on his cross if she did not try to fulfill this task. Sister Maria was prepared to concede that these three years spent in close contact with the ragazzi may well, on a human level, have been the richest but also the most trying in her entire life. The reception they’d been given the day before had not helped matters. Thinking back on it, she clung to her little cross with infinite devotion.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Standing next to Sister Maria, Carla felt tired. Her eyes, usually such a vivid color, seemed to have lost some of their blueness. As if the electricity of her gaze had been unplugged. For two nights, she hadn’t slept because they’d been getting ready for the reception.

			All the things she’d had to do: channel Sabrina’s eager but over-effusive bursts of enthusiasm. Prevent Sister Maria from lapsing into apocalyptic visions larded with Latin about the Hell that awaited those who did not agree to accept these men: “maledictis flammis acribus addictis.” Drag her fiancé Roberto now and again away from his interesting theories about the use of palatal consonants in Kru funeral rites. Cheer up the ever-timid Gianni. Reassure over-sensitive Lucia. Guide Pietro, the psychologist, who was as sharp in his analyses as he was awkward outside his office. Prevent Rosa and Veronica, the two sisters from the association (one in charge of Italian lessons, the other communication), from tearing each other’s hair out. And finally, thank the inhabitants of Altino for having volunteered to help. All of this had worn her out, but she would probably have been even more tired if she hadn’t been able, all this time, to rely on the precious help of her deputy, Jogoy.

			Carla had been the association’s first recruit. Her CV had immediately impressed Sabrina. After talking it over with her partner Roberto, who was preparing a thesis in ethnomusicology at the University of Catania, Carla had agreed to join Sabrina in Altino. She’d quickly grasped the nature of her work and had grown accustomed to the receptions. However, in ten years of mediation, she’d never experienced anything as tense as what had happened the night before.

			Her gaze met one of the ragazzi’s. He looked very young, and his eyes were full of deep melancholy. The adolescent turned away as soon as he realized she was watching him, and with timorous gestures he went back to eating. Carla sensed he had no appetite for anything, neither his meal nor life. The young woman stood up straight. She mustn’t let this boy fall into the precipice that sadness was carving out inside him. Someone flipped the switch again, and Carla’s eyes regained their powerful blue brilliance. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			Sabrina had always thought that their initial contact with the ragazzi was the most decisive thing, when it came to what would follow during the reception, so she never stopped smiling at them. But she couldn’t kid herself; she could feel a lurking concern spreading through her. Convincing the Altino town council to take them in, not even two years since the last time, had been a struggle. To be sure, she’d always had the support of the town’s mayor, Francesco Montero. He would soon be coming to the end of his third successive term as mayor, and when it came to taking in the ragazzi, he’d been a militant from the beginning. Deep down, Sabrina sometimes doubted the sincerity of his engagement: she got the impression the mayor was using this cause to enhance his political image. But the main thing, she thought, is that, sincere or not, he’s agreed to taking them in and convinced the local authorities to come on board. Francesco Montero had often achieved this with ease, by wielding his influence. This time, however, the council vote had been so close that she’d actually been afraid it wouldn’t pass. In the end, Montero won, after an unruly council meeting and a close vote. 

			She didn’t hold it against the officials who’d cast a dissenting vote. In the end, they were only expressing a sentiment that was popular, and Sabrina could tell it was on the rise among many of Altino’s inhabitants. It was no longer just reticence or hostility; it was something else, something deeper and harder, a more personal thing. It was out of the question, however, for her to let Maurizio win. Because she knew very well that it was Maurizio who was responsible for this something else that had taken hold in certain hearts. Breakfast was nearly over. Sabrina smiled even more, trying, with every expression of her round, determined face, to emit signals of hospitality and kindness. It was out of the question to let Maurizio win.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Jogoy had managed no more than two hours’ sleep, but it was enough; he’d gotten used to recovering quickly. He had a bite to eat, then headed back to the warehouse, where he arrived just as breakfast was coming to an end. Everyone was on hand for the medical checkups: Dr. Pessoto and his two assistants, of course, but also the fire fighters and a few carabinieri, who were there to make sure everything went smoothly. Sabrina and Sister Maria had arrived. So had Carla, who did not fail, as usual, to tease Jogoy gently about the state of his hair when he was fresh from a nap, as rumpled as a badly folded shirt. He’d met her five years earlier, a few weeks after his arrival in Sicily. She was the one who’d offered him this position as a mediator. She told him that because he spoke so many languages, his translation skills would be invaluable. Jogoy had accepted the offer. He’d already learned Italian, so he set to work at once. And of all the tasks his position as cultural mediator involved, it was his role as translator that he valued the most.

			He saw translation as a metaphor for the human condition, something that perhaps best symbolized two contrary movements whose tension was at the heart of their lives: on the one hand, the impossibility of communicating a part of what was essential—in other words, the failure of language faced with the human enigma—and on the other hand, in spite of everything, the desperate attempt through language if not to name that enigma, at least to get closer to it. Failure and hope. Translation was no more than that. It always implies a failure, a catastrophe foretold, that of incomprehension, because if a translator is needed, it’s because at least two individuals do not understand each other, or have failed to understand each other, and this incomprehension, which has been made official and can never be put right, is a disaster, the symbol of a community that has been irremediably lost, a primal misunderstanding. But if it is the sign that something has been lost, translation is also the promise that something else will be re-created. To translate is, with one and the same gesture, to mourn the primary language, and to wager one can build another one on its ashes. What would be better for mankind: to have a single language that everyone could speak, or several languages that could be mutually translated? Were people richer before or after the loss of their single language of Babel? The God of the Old Testament believed he had destroyed Babel by taking away that ancient language; in reality, He merely contributed to the construction of another tower. People always understand one another. Babel has never stopped being built, but it has changed its direction. It is no longer vertical, but horizontal; it is no longer trying to reach the sky, it is trying to connect humanity. Whether it has succeeded remains open to debate.

			Jogoy spoke ten languages, some better than others: six African ones (Serer, Malinké, Fula, Wolof, Soninke, Bambara), to which he added French, English, Arabic (learned at school), and finally, Italian, which he’d learned here. This enabled him to communicate with nearly all the ragazzi who ended up in Altino. He’d had the good fortune of spending most of his Senegalese childhood in a region where all the African languages he had mastered were spoken, given the mixed population. The good fortune, also, thanks to his parents, of having received an education.

			For some time now Jogoy had been asking for other interpreters to help him out. He had quickly realized that it was an exhausting task to have to translate for everyone. Learning Italian took time, and until the ragazzi acquired a working knowledge that would allow them to carry on a discussion, Jogoy was a slave to his task. Everybody wanted him. His telephone never stopped ringing. There were days when he was in such demand that, dog-tired, he ended up switching it off. The association had promised him they would find more translators “soon.” A word which, in Sicily, as Jogoy had come to realize, often meant “at some indeterminate and indeterminable time.” In spite of that, however, he still managed to find some free time to catch a few matches with his friend Salvatore “Totò” Pessoto. They watched the Juventus matches together, which were often held on a Sunday, Jogoy’s only day off. And often in the evening, after a long day at work, he would write. But that was a long time ago. For months, the notebook had stayed hopelessly unopened.

			ONE WAY 
TALE OF A VOYAGE, BY JOGOY SÈN

			Chapter I

			 

			 

			 

			I arrived on a stormy night. The tempest hit a few minutes after the lights on the coast appeared. We didn’t know what city they shone from, but those dots of light in the distance were our lifebuoys, the only proof that, somewhere, there was still land, and life. Could this be Italy at last? Or the Libyan coast all over again? Nobody could tell. We’d been lost for four days. Our navigator had told us he was familiar with the crossing. That he’d done it several times. When the men on the boat began to have their doubts, after we’d been lost for three days (everyone knew that two days without seeing the coast meant you were adrift), and they threatened to throw him into the water, he confessed it was the first time he’d sailed “this far.” “I’m a simple fisherman from the port of Tripoli, but Atab was my master; he showed me what to do to get to Italy. And my uncle gave me some good maps, too. I’ll get you to Italy, inshallah,” he said.

			I’ll say more about this “Atab” later on. As for the uncle in question, that was Hamid, the smuggler who’d put us all in this situation. I’ll get to him, too, later.

			On the fourth day of the trip, in the middle of the afternoon, a few influential men on the boat (three of them, to be exact) decided to get rid of the navigator. “He won’t save us. He deceived us. He’s useless.” In three sentences, his fate was sealed. I think the navigator sensed the coming danger when he saw the three men talking together on their own. He must have guessed they were deciding his fate. I saw him take a little gun from his bag. Once the three men had easily convinced a few other passengers that the navigator had to go, they turned to him, and he aimed his gun at them and fired. All we heard was a little mechanical click. The weapon was jammed. The men were enraged that he’d wanted to kill them. Four guys grabbed hold of him. He was screaming, but his cries were lost to the vastness of the sea and horizon. He pleaded with them in Arabic, he wept, humiliated himself, soiled his clothing. He struggled until he had no strength left. “That will teach you to make fools of us; it serves you right, after what you made us go through in Libya.” The waves, the sea, the unmoving sun in the sky. Not even a bird. The earth’s primitive décor. The thirst for revenge became visible on several faces. They threw the navigator overboard, abandoned him. I’ll never forget the look in his eyes. I didn’t do anything to try and save him. Maybe I hated him, too. I don’t know anymore. The group of men took control of the boat. One of them, who said he was a Bozo—from an ethnic group of fishermen—took over the sailing. He started the engine. For a long time, I watched the navigator where he was, cast into the waves. Only his head floated above the water; it was as if the great blade of the sea had beheaded him. I watched that head until it was just a tiny thing far away on the horizon. And finally it disappeared. I think the navigator died when the image of his head vanished from my sight.

			We drifted for three more days like that. We saw nothing: no ships from the Italian Navy, no fishing boats, no rescue helicopters.

			Then came the storm. The waves picked up, towering things, and crashed furiously against the hull of the boat. It wasn’t a blind fury: they seemed to have singled us out for their anger. They saw us. The sea wanted to kill us. It methodically aimed its thirst for murder at our vessel. Suddenly we were being driven toward the coast, incredibly quickly. The Bozo fisherman fell overboard with the first onslaught of the storm. That’s when the lights appeared in the distance. But between those lights and us was this raging sea, in such a rage that it suddenly rose straight up, like a porcupine raising its spines when threatened, and there were great rocks just ahead of us that we only saw at the last minute. They seemed to have been planted there by the angry god of the sea. I had time to jump before the boat shattered against the lethal rock-face and broke in two. The current was too strong. I tried to swim toward the shore. But I was so exhausted that I passed out before I could reach it, and I sank unconscious into the icy waves.

			I came to on the beach; I’d landed there like useless debris. It was still dark. I was soaked through. The storm had abated. The sea was nothing more than a huge, polished black stain beneath a sky rinsed clean by the storm, all its clouds wrung dry. I tried to get up, but the minute I was on my feet, I felt dizzy. I hadn’t regained my strength. I lay back down. There was no sign of the others. There had been sixty of us leaving Tripoli; now I was alone. On the beach behind me, tall rocks formed a circle. With difficulty, I crawled toward that makeshift shelter, then sleep came over me. 
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