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Martha Cooley 

Martha Cooley is a long-standing 

member of PEN America, a contributing 

editor for A Public Space, a professor of 

English at Adelphi University, and the 

author of The Archivist, Thirty-Three 

Swoons, and most recently the memoir, 

Guesswork: A Reckoning with Loss. 

Begun as a journal, her memoir in essays 

takes place primarily in Castiglione del 

Terziere, a small Italian town in the 

Lunigiana region where Martha repairs 

with her husband, Antonio Romani, to 
write and work on co-translating Antonio 

Tabucchi into English. Although only a 

dozen or so people reside year-round in 

Castiglione, the inhabitants prove 

engaging, entertaining, and eccentric 

from the two elderly women who serve as 

the borgo's storytellers and newscasters, 
to "mythomane" Loris J acopo Bonini, a 

"doctor-pharmacologist and poet" who, 

with his "consort and helpmate," 

Raffaella, "happiest in the company of 

Mia, her enormous Central Asian 

sheepdog," gives tours of their castle and 

its amazing library of rare medieval and 
Renaissance manuscripts. Most 

importantly, her fourteen-month 

sabbatical, or "caesura," as Martha 

poetically dubs it, marks "a deliberate 
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interruption, a chance to reckon with 

divisions imposed by loss": specifically, in 

the span of a decade, the loss of eight 

close friends to drug addiction, illness, 

and suicide. In addition, her father, 

showing signs of early dementia, and her 

mother, blind for years and suffering a 

recent heart attack and broken pelvis, 

move to an assisted-living community. 

Hiking daily, Martha navigates the 

hilly terrain of her picturesque in-between 

place and ponders her emotional 

landscape while drawing insights from 

the bees humming in the cemetery, the 

black birds dancing beak to beak, the feral 

cats slinking around, the bat gliding 

through their bedroom, and the owl, 

whose "eerie call from somewhere deep in 

the garden is an aural magic wand, able 

to freeze me in place." 

Straddling two countries, two cultures, 

two languages, neither strictly at work 

nor on vacation, she gazes at the 

shipwrecked Costa Concordia and 

contemplates her mother in Brooklyn and 

the capricious nature of memory. Poised 

in this liminal state, Martha vacillates 

between anxiety and exhilaration, 

pleasure and discomfort, confusion and 

clarity, all the while journeying, in this 

contemplative and sensual memoir, 

toward acceptance and the realization 

that guesswork will lead her where she 

needs to be. 

Martha was my first-term faculty 

advisor in the Bennington Writing 

Seminars MFA program. Currently in 

Italy, she kindly replied to my questions 

via email. 

Colleen Olle: You've written two 

novels, dozens of essays and short 

stories, and co-translations from 

Italian, including Antonio Tabucchi's 

Time Ages in a Hurry. Now you've 












