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Praise for the Italian edition of*


What Do You Pack? If You’re Never Coming Back…

Today on the Internet you can invent a second life, another yourself, but between virtual and real life there is a big difference. Roberto Di Marco went to investigate those who have chosen to reinvent themselves in distant lands.

Marina Roscani, Corriere Adriatico

This book invites us to look inside of ourselves. It’s an honest, engaging testimony in which we can recognize our own states of mind and gain a clear view of the adopted countries, from the inside as well as from the outside… but sometimes with a hint of nostalgia for our roots. It gives us an awareness of being the masters of our own fate and not just victims of the System.

Anna Maspero, Acomeavventura, March 2008

Extreme but interesting stories.

Il Tirreno

The wanderer above the sea of mists painted by Caspar David Friedrich shows us man facing the great expanse of nature, seeking answers. It’s an image that makes you think, that is emblematic of romantic feeling: escape, infinity, freedom from earthly trifles. The latest book by Roberto Di Marco manages to capture the same feelings that reverberate throughout humanity.

Francesca Del Grande. Latina Oggi, August 2007

The expatriate hovers on the edge of two worlds and enjoys the feeling of foreignness and spontaneity, free of role-playing and formality.

Claudio Visentin, Sole 24 Ore, November 2007

The stories recount real introspective journeys through new worlds and unknown landscapes, in which one must question the certainties accumulated during an entire lifetime. An engaging, dramatic and passionate text that tells of the real conditions of life in foreign countries, known otherwise only by the clichés of the media.

Melina Chiapparino, ROMA, September 2007

The discovery of new countries evolves into revelations about yourself, as your involvement in new surroundings reveals unknown sides of your consciousness.

Nuovo Rieti Oggi, September 2007

The book is a fascinating mix of adventure… We live the daily life of foreign countries and understand the mechanisms that have allowed some of the characters to fit into a new culture.

Patrizia Andriola, CulturaSpettacolo.it, July 2007.

There are those who, one day, made the big leap, who chose to invent another life

La Repubblica, July 2007

Romantic but interesting stories.

Claudio Paglieri, Il Secolo XIX
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Preface


We all know them, or at least know of them—the ones who escaped, who left their lives behind and never returned.

What were they running from—or to?

Was it for escape, for adventure, or just to improve their lives?

How did they do it? How did they cope?

Did they reconstruct their lives abroad? Are they better off?

What are their real stories?

In the following pages all of these questions, and many more, will be answered. The reader will meet fifteen individuals who left friends, family, jobs, entire lives behind and set out to start again. You will hear their stories firsthand, in their own voices, telling you who and what they are, describing their own situations and motives. Some will be more likeable than others. Some you may consider to be brave, others perhaps cowards. One or two seem slightly mad while most others seem just like the fellow in the next office, the girl down the road, or even you or me.

At first the journeys might seem easy—getting away may be the easiest part. But how does one really adapt to total separation from one’s roots?

During any travel, even extreme journeys, we usually remain anchored to our culture, and on returning home we are welcomed back by the familiar—places and objects, people and customs. But how do we react if, by choice or otherwise, we’re transplanted into an environment totally alien to what we know? To what extent can you bring your past with you, and to what degree will you compromise it?

While some of the stories tell of a migration to a richer country, several describe what it’s like to adapt to a place far less developed than the ‘home’ they left behind. Regardless of the choice, the reader will breathe the real air of the faraway destinations that these permanent expats chose, will learn from these firsthand accounts of the ups and downs of the change and to what degree the traveller eventually managed to integrate into his or her new environment.

The stories in this book are a rich mix of adventure, information and yes, even practical advice for those who are considering just such a change.

The book has been organized on the basis of each individual’s motive to make the change. The first division is between those who escaped—the fugitives—and those who deliberately chose to live in a foreign country. A further subdivision among the voluntary expats separates those who leave for adventure and improvement and those who are escaping from an unhappy present life. All of these subdivisions, of course, are only constructs—in reality every one of us has a unique set of personal dissatisfactions and complex motives of our own.

“One day I will escape!” Did it ever cross your mind? Escape from what? From bureaucracy, from sleepy suburbs, from the same faces at the bar, from your partner, from politics, from the cold, from evenings in front the TV? The fallacy that life is eternal makes us put off indefinitely everything that seems most difficult. The fears of such a move provide a handy alibi. Better leave it to the adventurers! Those who have no ties, who have no mortgage. One day perhaps—if I win the Lottery.

But it’s not necessary to be stressed or chased to want to flee. It’s a latent thought that lurks in every one of us.

In an appendix to every story, a brief summary of the psychological motivations of the characters aims to provide the reader some food for further thought, without pretending to give a definitive interpretation.


1


From Italy to Indonesia

Once upon a time in Bali

A man from Calabria, age 38:

Here everyone calls me Jo. I changed my name—you never know. I used to have an optician’s shop doing discreetly well; I was married for 15 years, with a 13 year old daughter.

We had our little house with a garden and orchard, and I did not expect much more than what I already had from life, apart from a little more money, which never hurts. I had travelled abroad only once, with my wife, to Paris on our honeymoon and for some years we had dreamed of taking a cruise; we had our passports ready.

But there was always a little obstacle—like the mother-in-law who didn’t feel well or the daughter who needed a little mountain air—and so the cruise was postponed to the next year.

At that time there were small-time extortionists around, who didn’t give you a hard time if you weren’t afraid of them. You could sense the presence of the police and of the state authorities, albeit at alternating times.

Then there had been a period of apparent calm, and I didn’t realize that a strong mafia group had been established in my little city, so when a guy came by to ask for a ‘favour’, I kicked him out of my store. Unfortunately I am allergic to bully boys; I can’t control myself. I end up completely losing my head and I may become more violent than them.

Nobody had died—I thought the matter was over; I’d sent a petty criminal off to lick his wounds somewhere. One morning I went to drive the car out my garage, as usual. I press the button of the remote control and I notice that the garage door does not roll down.

I think perhaps it could be that batteries in the remote control are dead. I get out of the car, go inside the garage, and pull down the door manually from the inside. Soon I realize that someone had forced it; sneaked in during the night to tamper with something. In fact, as soon as I lowered the rolling door, the car exploded. The garage door saved my life, because closing it from the inside shielded me from the blast. The door didn’t collapse but it was ruined. That’s why I survived virtually unhurt.

Of course, for the perpetrators, I should have been inside the car, or better, between the car and the sheet metal door. It wasn’t a warning, or otherwise they would just have damaged my shop when there was no one there. They wanted to murder me in a spectacular way, to make me an example, to intimidate, to let everyone understand that they meant business. The message was clear—at that moment they were the only game in town and anyone who dared to oppose them would come to a bad end. At that point, in both a panic and a fury, I grabbed all the cash I had at home, tossed a few essentials into a backpack and ran out, without even waiting for my wife to come back from the market.

I quickly wrote a few notes on a piece of paper which I left on the kitchen table: “Honey, I’m fine; don’t worry. I’ll call you as soon as possible.” As soon as I left my home, I called the bank saying that I had to withdraw a big amount of cash and I took the first available bus leaving town. Then, as soon as I could, I phoned my wife, trying to calm her down and to convince her to join me quickly in Rome, at a house there that my brother rented and used occasionally, but which, fortunately, was unoccupied just then. She was in shock; the house was swarming with cops. She couldn’t completely come to terms with what had happened, nor could she make a decision. She was thinking about moving to her sister’s house just a few kilometers away from our home. Imagine how easy it would be for them to find her there!

One morning in Rome, I left my brother’s apartment and went to take the lift to the ground floor. When the lift door opened I was confronted with a face that I instantly recognized. I did not give him the time to act or to pull out a gun. I had an alertness, a speed of movement, that even surprised myself, since I hadn’t trained in a gym for a long time.

I grabbed him by the throat until he almost lost consciousness, and I banged his head repeatedly against the glass wall of the lift. Maybe it was fear or the strength of my despair that suddenly turned me into a sort of Rambo character. Then I quickly ran out, guessing that his accomplice was waiting outside. In fact, outside of the main door, I saw a fellow on a motorcycle, who, strangely, didn’t notice me.

At that moment a lot of people were coming and going so I tried to mingle in with the crowd and disappear without leaving a trace. They had been able to find out my brother’s address. At that point they would have chased me to the moon! Obviously I should have complied with their requests in the first place! Then I learned that the fellow I had thrashed in the first encounter was a powerful member of the local mafia—the son of the boss—and I had fractured several of his ribs and put him in hospital.

At that point it was also difficult for me to rejoin my wife. She was in danger as well. I was calling her all the time, pleading with her to lock up the house and the shop and run away somewhere. We could keep in contact by phone or through our relatives and friends and then we could meet somewhere more secret and safe. She insisted that I had to go to the police, but I didn’t trust anyone any more. I was shocked by the ease with which they had found me. I felt that I had to disappear, to evaporate, get away as far as possible from those criminals.

I decided then to transfer some money from my account to Switzerland. I could have sent money from my account in Italy but if the bank knew where to send the money, the police and maybe the mafia as well could find out, considering that they have informers everywhere. I had fallen into such a state of paranoia that I saw informers, persecutors and mafia messengers everywhere. Better to use the utmost caution and carry the cash in hand, even if you risk the border police confiscating cash in excess of the twenty thousand euro duty-free allowance.

Meanwhile I had to wait for a couple of days before a branch office of my bank in Rome could deliver the money to me. I slept in a boarding house for immigrants near the terminal station and, early in the morning, I showed up at the bank at opening time.

I withdrew the cash, took a bus and a train and got to Chiasso. From there, thanks to the advice of an old schoolmate living in Milan, I crossed over into Switzerland by foot via Mt. Generoso, at Val d’Intelvi, close to Como. You reach the top after a two hour walk along an uphill road until you see a line and a sign on the ground which says ‘Italy–Switzerland’. Nothing more. There are no customs; there is absolutely nothing around—just a small restaurant and the little train station, probably located there on purpose.

My wife, meanwhile, was at a loss as to what to do; she hesitated and had not yet decided to join me. She gave the ridiculous excuse that our daughter had to attend a school play. Then I was unable to contact her anymore. I was told by a relative that both women had entered into a protection system—that’s all. But I had no idea about the details of this protection system. For a while, they could not give me any more news. At that moment it was better not to expose myself. I contacted a friend of mine by phone, who had some links with the underworld. He suggested to me to change my location frequently to avoid being found by them, as even the phone lines could be monitored.

From Switzerland, via various flights and connections not even clear to me now, somehow I ended up in Jakarta. I had abandoned the idea of staying in Europe because the cost of living was higher, and there was a greater probability of being traced. Indonesia is one of the most densely populated nations in the world with over two hundred million people and about twelve thousand islands. Jakarta itself is a city of about ten million inhabitants.

Meanwhile, from the fragmentary news I could obtain by calling relatives and friends, I learned that my wife and daughter had moved to some locality in the States where one of our relatives was living, and where, as soon as possible, we could meet up again. From what I understood, it seems that there are bilateral agreements between Italy and the USA to deal with such situations.

The city of Jakarta seems to be entirely cast in concrete and divided evenly between more-or-less decent houses and slums. Pollution and traffic are everywhere. The subway is awful: it has no lights, so when you enter a tunnel, you are in total darkness. Some people climb onto the roof of the coaches to avoid paying the ticket, despite the presence of electric cables and notices warning that it’s dangerous. Some coaches have no doors. A beggar passes through another one: children come through with portable karaoke music, singing songs. Blind and crippled men with no arms or legs. It’s worse than the subway in Rome.

There is a neighbourhood with very few tourists around—Jalan Jacsa—which has cheap guest houses. It’s nothing but a crossroad with four internet cafes. There is the sea, but it’s filthy. There are islands in view; those look beautiful!

A few days later I moved to Bogor, 80 kilometers from Jakarta: a ‘small town’ of 800,000 inhabitants—at least that’s considered small for Indonesia, where cities are far more crowded than in Europe.

I could move easier now, by foot or motor scooter. I did nothing much; just went to a bank, opened a bank account and asked for a safety deposit box. Afterwards I rented a quiet room with cooking facilities, in a guest house, at a very low rate. At night it was pitch dark. Apart from Jakarta and tourist spots, in Indonesia there is no street illumination. One has to go out with a flashlight or had better come back before dark. Until night-time the market is open and is full of life. Then, with the flashlight, you can see people sleeping, with only cardboard boxes for shelter.

Considering that there was no news from my wife, I started to think that I could stop for awhile in Bogor. As good a place as any there, where you could shop for essentials for just a few Rupiahs, come back to your room, eat and survive. Yet even there, after a short while, I became restless again.

Some tourists and I met in a restaurant; together we rented a minibus with a driver and set out to cross the island of Java from its north to its south coast.

I introduced myself with the name of Jo, trying to look like one more tourist among many. I smiled distractedly and pretended to participate, listening to their small talk. We climbed to over a thousand meters in altitude. We visited tea and pepper plantations and reached the halfway point between the north and south Java coasts, to a village called Garut, which featured spas with natural hot springs coming from a nearby volcano. Here I spoke to everyone.

But I really didn’t feel like sharing in the company of holiday-makers. I felt uncomfortable, like a fish out of water. Some of their questions gave me trouble as well, such as: “How many days are you staying?” What I can’t stand, when you are abroad, is that the minute you say you’re Italian, they think of the Mafia. And every time that happened, it reminded me of my own painful involvement with those thugs.

I stopped in Garut for about a month. I soaked all day in the hot springs, men on one side and women on the other. I had not realized before that in Indonesia almost all of the population are Muslims. In the evening I could take a hot bath in my room—in each guest house the rooms had hot mineral water piped in from the volcano right to your tub. All for five dollars a night.

Of course I was still concerned about the cost because I had no idea how long I would have to remain in hiding. My little room was not exactly luxurious—it was completely bare and even lacked a mosquito net.

So I decided to bide my time there for at least a month, to see if things would cool down, and then I would try by all means to rejoin my wife. I had not yet recovered from the shock of being twelve thousand kilometers away from home. For hours I remained in the tub, half dazed. It relaxed me, helped to loosen my tension. I was still in shock from the unpredictability of my fate, and how my life had changed overnight.

I was also taking long walks, to try to calm my nerves and get rid of the stress that had accumulated since the day of my escape. The landscape, too, seemed designed to induce relaxation. Everywhere crops of rice, with the volcano mirrored in the marshes. The only contacts with my wife were through mutual friends, but often a different one each time.

I kept hearing from her that she didn’t want to stay far from home much longer. Then, in an act of boldness or irresponsibility, she returned home with our daughter. After all, she didn’t think that these thugs would attack her for an offense that I had perpetrated. It was not a matter of betrayal or slight—it was a personal matter between me and the boss’s son, who couldn’t accept being beaten by me. The police had, however, guaranteed to protect her and to post a patrol car in front of the house. But, despite that, just down the street from our home, she was approached by a boy who was playing nearby who warned her that “their account with me” was still not settled. Clearly some Mafioso had approached the boy and had given him a present in return for warning my wife with those words, that the boy probably didn’t even comprehend. Understandably, my wife did not want to face the difficulties and consequences of being away from home. But by this move she had compromised our chance to get back together somewhere.

What to do at this point? Should I go back too and live under constant surveillance? If I had done so it would have put both her and my daughter’s life at risk—we would have had to live with the nightmare possibility of the three of us being blown up.

The only choice I had was to wait, but I didn’t even know what for and for how long. It was a matter of allowing time to pass in the hope that a solution might develop. But, for now, all was pitch dark! The separation from my family, without any idea of when we would meet again, disheartened me to the point that I fell into a severe depression. I began to feel an impotent rage. I had to surrender to the necessity of continuing to live in this absurd situation. And who knew for how much longer!

Of course I gave no one a forwarding address—I would have exposed the fact that I was thousands of kilometers away. Would my wife wait until my return? Or would she perhaps find a new love? It was a concrete possibility as my wife was still an attractive woman.

I tormented myself thinking which one would be the suitor. I speculated on various acquaintances, who might be the more likely, in my opinion, to take advantage of this situation. At the end I concluded that everyone would have been interested to console her, since I had been forced into exile. I was not even sure if I would ever be able to return home, as it’s well known that the mafia never forgets and never forgives.

Cut off from your home environment and living in isolation, you end up in a frustrated rage that hurts yourself. The brain goes off on its own tangents, with thousands of paranoid ideas, and you start creating all sorts of nightmare scenarios: “My wife will hate me,” I thought, “She will curse me for what I have done.”

I imagined a series of catastrophic consequences about which I still feel guilty. My daughter will definitely be traumatized. If I had just bowed my head like everyone else, now I’d be at home to help her with her homework. The “protection money” would just have been the price of family serenity, a tax just like any other tax you have to pay for living in peace.

I spent whole days isolated, locked in my hotel room, without seeing or hearing anyone. Once, I even thought I heard the voices of my wife and daughter chatting in the room next to mine. I almost began to hallucinate! My mind kept returning to the start of that fateful day, trying to block out all that had happened since—pretending that all was still normal and that nothing had interfered with our lives. For me it was as if time had stopped at the moment of that explosion. As if in a slow motion movie, I returned back to that instant just before my normal life had stopped, to that morning when, oblivious of everything, I left the garage to go to work, just a few seconds before the explosion, while I was thinking that perhaps my wife should go on a little diet… My whole horizon was enclosed in that short stretch of road from home to shop. From there I had fled, and back there I wanted to return. I did not give a damn for Indonesia, or eternal summer, the sea, its islands, its volcanoes, its natural beauty…

I knew that the police had decided to withdraw the surveillance car that had been assigned to my wife, because, according to them, as long as I didn’t return she was in no further danger.

There was, moreover, the problem of how to spend the time, the unlimited time on my hands. The days seemed to pass in slow motion. Sometimes I joined a few occasional tourists but surely they felt something strange about me. I didn’t have the typical energy that a tourist might have, visiting a great place and living life intensely. Luckily reading helped me a little to fill the days. Sometimes I read but I found it difficult to concentrate because other thoughts were swirling around in my head. I had managed to pick up some books in Italian and more in English left behind by tourists passing through. I consulted a little dictionary when reading English and took two weeks to finish a book, sometimes without understanding a thing.

I do not want to drag the reader through every place I went. I did visit Malaysia several times. I always carried a large sum of money with me, which would allow me to leave the country suddenly, if needed. Often I wandered aimlessly—I was a forced tourist. But then you have also to live life as it happens to you, otherwise you fall into such a state of apathy that you might not be able to recover from it. You need to get a life where you are, create relations, interests, leisure pursuits, even if it makes you suffer when you think you are separating yourself more and more from your home environment, from your family. And your wife could be doing the same, building a new life without you. While I was plagued with jealousy, on the other hand I was starting to feel the lack of a woman in flesh and bones, of her physical presence.

In Malaysia it was useless to think about it. The religious police are constantly looking for anyone who indulges in casual affairs, especially married women who betray their husbands. There are even suicides to escape the religious police. I was in a place with swimming pools, artificial waves and water slides. There were mostly all males and the few women present were covered in black, jumping into the water with all of their clothes on. Meanwhile some women tourists, feeling uncomfortable, put towels around their waists.

The place where I spent more time was Pandagaran, on Java’s south coast. The place is quiet; they make a little money from local tourism. The beaches are decent, the sea is clean and there are inexpensive places where you can sleep and eat—only three dollars for half board. I gave my passport to an agency and they returned it a few days later, with the visa renewed for another two months. It is not supposed to be possible to do this, but because of my European nationality, they didn’t exercise too much control. It is just assumed that you are a tourist—and besides I was paying too! I used to fish in the bays and journeyed into the forest by river boat. Occasionally I encountered some rare visitors.

There are places where you can have a couple of beers but there are no discos or anything like that. I slept like crazy. Apart from the beaches, there was nothing. I was watching the seagulls fly, hour after hour. Sometimes I slept in a boat anchored in the bay. In the morning I was woken up by the jarring sound of the gulls and watched the sun peeping out over the side of the boat.

There you can appreciate such things because there is nothing else. The pleasure of seeing the sun rise! I would go out to fish on my own; sometimes I gave the fish to a restaurant as a gift, and in return I ate for free. I ate rice and fish every day. It’s better not to talk about pork… But there was something in the air that I can’t explain. I almost lost the sense of time passing. Eventually I began to learn the Indonesian language, because it’s quite easy. It is also spoken in Malaysia. You speak it as it’s written, as in Italian. Their grammar is very simple too, it has no future or past tense—past is indicated by using their word for ‘before’ and future with their word for ‘after’. It’s kind of like Esperanto. They’ve created an easy common language for a country where the people spoke fifty different languages. The locals treated me well—I was invited to their parties and weddings. During their festivals they become elated, they told jokes, bursting with joy and a zest for life that made me feel a little uncomfortable. I understood that I was a foreigner, having arrived from a strange country where people are increasingly distrustful and unable to express their simple emotions, to be excited by little things. Where I was then, on the contrary, you could feel a simple, naive trust in the world and in others, perhaps something that we have lost.

They also did everything to integrate me into the group. They brought me trays with fried bananas and a dessert they made, with eggs, grated coconut and cinnamon, a sort of stuffed pancake. And they asked me questions continuously, just so that I was not left alone. The hotel where I stayed looked like something out of Disneyland—a fanciful garden with buildings of all different colors. From my room I could enter directly into the pool area, a spa built of stone, with glass lanterns in the shape of a butterfly and a stone dragon as a shower. The bathroom toilet was a liberty-style chair. At the beginning I did not recognize what it was! I was sitting in the garden under a pergola, reading, when the waitress came to ask me what I wished to eat—it was the restaurant!

In this hotel I secretly met a Muslim widow, 34 year old, who had no children and worked at the reception desk. Being a widow, she could speak with other men. Of course, we could not afford to take a walk on the beach hand in hand in front of everybody, but I was contented. She dressed in jeans, long shirt sleeves and wore sandals on her feet. She was slender, a little taller than average, with two large black eyes that made her seem almost Indian, elegant in her movements, like all Orientals. But she always wore a veil on her head and a scarf around her neck that sometimes covered half of her face.

Speaking with other tourists, when I told them that I had been there for months, they must have thought I was crazy, because usually tourists would get bored after two or three days in the place.

But I was not that kind of tourist, who could splash out money for a few weeks. I had to deal with my economic realities and staying in Pandagaran, not being a popular tourist destination, allowed me to live on the bare essentials. Nevertheless, I can’t say that I was uncomfortable. It’s hard to explain. Catapulted into this remote place, distant from the family that, until that moment, had been my only reason for living, there were times I felt alright, but at the same time, for some reason, I also felt a strange anxiety.

There was an Australian tourist who scandalized the local people because she would drop by the minimarket dressed in her swimming costume. They demanded that she cover herself. If a female tourist walks around alone, she is often stopped and if she is not married, they ask her why. For them, a woman traveling alone is unbecoming. Imagine if she enters into a minimarket in a swimming costume! For this reason the Australian wanted me to accompany her all the while she was in Pandagaran. She did not feel free to walk around alone.

Then, like lightning, I had to escape again, this time not from the mafia, but from Pandagaran.

The widow came to me very upset and told me to leave Pandagaran immediately. Someone had discovered our relationship. She had had a violent argument with her deceased husband’s brother, so we ran the risk of being arrested. I understood immediately that I was sticking my neck out. I was a Christian, an infidel. My word was worth nothing in the face of their law.

I would have preferred to have escaped alone. We had had brief, fleeting encounters, without having the time to get to know each other. And then we never had too much to say. Sometimes she gave me a massage, or cut my toenails. But she was desperate, in tears, begging me to take her away with me. She feared the vengeance of the Muslim community. The brother-in-law would probably have killed her or have had her imprisoned, so in the end I could not help but take her with me. It was a big risk, however, because I was becoming responsible, an accomplice to her escape. It would be a cruel twist of fate to escape from the mafia and end up being knocked off by a Muslim!

We fled quickly in the night, in the direction of Yogyakarta, which is 200 kilometers away. To reach it takes a day trip by bus, three hours by boat on a river and then another bus ride. Yogyakarta is a fairly lively tourist destination but aside from a couple of tourist enclaves it was still very much a Muslim country. In the evening we went to eat at the base of the temple of Borobudur, a unique and spectacular place protected by UNESCO, where every night a play was staged.

My companion always wore a contrite and afflicted expression, while I pondered abandoning her, although I would have felt myself a worm if I had. I understood her predicament very well—like me, she had suddenly been thrown out of her world, her home, her environment. I should have felt a sense of communion with her. Instead, at times, I hated her because I felt she was a chain around my neck, the cause of my umpteenth flight. And then I linked her to the Muslim world, to a closed mentality that had once again forced me to flee. I could barely stand the sight of her.

She was obviously aware of my feelings, and knew that I had risked, and was still risking, my neck for her. So she tried to humour me, to be as little a burden as possible. But behind her passivity, I sensed a character that was neither easy nor malleable. If I criticised a little, telling her to lighten up, try to appear less Muslim, take off, for example, her veil and wear shorts, so as to blend in more easily among the tourists, she seemed to take offense and clam up. I hated her stupidity. Any other woman, realizing I had saved her, would have softened her behaviour.

Our dialogue was mostly silent, like the dumb, made up of glances and gestures, because, as I said, conversation with her was not the most brilliant. Once we were safe, I would dump her—I waited for the right moment. I would give her a sum of money and thereafter she would have to fend for herself. I had to think of myself. I could not be saddled with yet another problem.

One night in the guest house, while we were in bed, we heard loud noises coming from the reception desk. She immediately recognized the voice of her brother-in-law and I broke out in a cold sweat. How the hell had he found us? Fortunately, the manager of the hotel did not allow him to come up. I said to her, “Let’s talk with him. Perhaps if you give up voluntarily, he would feel compassionate and stop persecuting us.” I saw her crestfallen face, on the verge of tears. It was useless. I was involved and I could not leave her at the mercy of a furious madman.

With the help of the receptionist, we arranged for an unmarked taxi to wait for us in an alley behind the hotel at 2AM. From the second floor we went out onto the roof of the garage and from there, risking broken bones, we jumped down to the street. Fortunately, we escaped with just a few slight bruises. We decided to go to Bali—at least it was Hindu, without many restrictions. In Indonesia there are only two non-Muslim areas. One is Bali and the other one the infamous Christian East Timor. In a crowded tourist spot it would be harder to find us. And in an international environment, we would definitely feel more safe and secure.

By the following evening we arrived on the island of Bali and from there, on a bus, travelled up to Kuta, the most famous area of the island. The bus, from ferry to hotel, took five hours to travel only 120 km, due to our constant stops to pick up passengers! After a full night and day of travel we arrived completely exhausted and we took the first hotel we came across without even knowing where we were.

In the morning we went to breakfast. Not even a waiter approached. We wanted to go out but they stopped us. Everything was closed! Even the kitchen was closed; we were forbidden to go swimming. There was no traffic on the roads; nothing but an eerie silence. The police had the task of ensuring that no one came out from hotels and houses. Even the international airport was closed. All of this because once a year there are evil spirits who return to Bali, and to ensure that they leave they must be convinced that the island is uninhabited. I was shocked. An employee of the hotel, moved to pity, served us white rice.

I had stumbled into a world of fairy tales, a primitive, enchanted world. The next day was the resurrection! Great animation all around. There were many kites in the air, all tied to stakes—in Bali there is a constant breeze—look up and you always see kites. Bali is a continuous celebration; there is nothing like it anywhere else in the world.

That evening we saw a crowd of people who watched the sunset from the beach at Kuta. I have seen people climbing up the trees to watch the sunset. Foreigners arriving here are fascinated by this festive atmosphere, this curious symbiosis of nature, magic and people. It is the Hindu religion, which considers that every member of the living world, including plants, has a soul. And everything is ruled by spirits: the spirit of the rain, the spirit of the birds, of the sea, of the wind, of the woods. And, as a result, every day is a celebration.

In the morning you can see the hotel girl rolling banana leaves into small baskets, filling these with little sweets, then preparing drinks, garnishing it all with flowers and then leaving them as offerings at a little nearby shrine. In this way she draws away the evil spirits—and summons the rats, attracted to the food. There are ceremonies for all occasions. The Balinese are afraid of everything because there are spirits everywhere, ready to ambush them. Discipline is imposed on Hindu society by means of the caste system—the upper caste Brahmins use the bogeyman of the spirits to control the other castes.

My companion had created a new identity for herself by buying a driver’s licence under another name, even though she did not know how to drive a bike; the cost was only $20. In hotels she registered under her new name, Ni—thus she became Balinese. She spoke little, as usual. She was like a shadow, still disoriented and uncomfortable, partially because it was the first time she had ever been outside of Muslim society. But I almost did not recognize her when she wore shorts, to better blend in with tourists when we strolled past the shops and stalls selling local crafts (I had finally been able to convince her!) It’s strange to say but I had never really noticed her beautiful, slender legs, her grace, her delicate manners and her almost aristocratic demeanour. I saw her with new eyes, more casual and relaxed, more beautiful, and I felt pleasure having her by my side.

It was as I had seen her in Bali for the first time. I just could not believe her miraculous metamorphosis. Evidently, in her home environment, I had lumped her in with other Muslim women in general. However, she had a strange sort of character, almost like two personalities, one totally in contrast with the other. On one side she had the rudeness of which I spoke earlier, a kind of armour, a closed disposition, and on the other side she was extremely sensitive. She could become excited or grow sad at the slightest thing. I began to accept her hardness that, in reality, seemed to be a form of defense, a type of pride and reserve. Sometimes, living together, I almost confused her with my wife, especially in the morning when, half asleep, I felt her body next to mine. And then I was racked with guilt. We had become a couple like many around us. In Bali there are many Muslim girls—out of their environment, they have escaped restrictions and behave more freely. They have no problem getting together with Western tourists. They often become quite sophisticated.

One evening, on a beach, just a few meters away from us, there was another couple. She was slender, about 50, and was accompanied by a boy who could have been her son’s age. They started to kiss each other with such passion that they seemed to be very close to the sexual act. Ni was visibly annoyed and uncomfortable, but did not dare protest. She indicated to me that we had better get up and leave immediately. But up until then, I had adapted myself to Islamic customs—now it was up to her to adapt. For me, the scene was something poetic, with the background of the sea at sunset, and an almost deserted beach. Then we started chatting with the couple and, after less than half an hour, they invited us to their villa in Ubud, a unique artists’ colony on the island.

There are courses offered there, of all types, such as wood carving, sculpture and painting. You can learn how to make kites, and to bless them. One sleeps in guest houses that look like temples, surrounded by rice fields and you can also gaze out at a landscape of rice fields sitting at a bar, with tables built onto trees!

This French couple lived in a Balinese style villa with swimming pool, a large covered patio without walls and a huge oversized bed with mosquito net. It resembled a house scattered throughout a garden—one room here, one kitchen there. There was also a small artificial watercourse that passed by all the rooms. They used a model boat to send messages from room to room down the stream. At the end of the garden, there was a terraced slope, with lighting, by night, coming from underwater in a patch of growing rice! In a corner of the house I found nine women who sewed. The woman had designed an article consisting of a veil and two flowers; she paid $40 a month to the dressmakers and exported all of the finished product to France. For the price of a single dressmaker in Paris she was able to pay for the villa and all of her staff in Bali. She, Susette, was a fashion designer. She went around dressed in a simple sarong that left part of her breast uncovered. She looked like a woman used to the respect of others. Despite her mature age, she still exuded a certain sex appeal. The man, Pierre, with long brown hair tied in a ponytail, baggy silk pants, open shirt, broad shoulders, had a big dragon tattooed on his shoulder. Every morning he practiced the Chinese art of tai chi for an hour.

We were guests in their house; we joked like kids and told each other everything—even the sort of nonsense that usually you only think about, but don’t voice. Pierre was a brilliant cook—he was a well qualified chef. His specialty was cakes made with carrots. He served up carrot cakes to us at all hours. In the evening we went to the disco. Ni was the only one who was a little out of tune with the rest of us, because she never let herself go completely. One evening, perhaps because she felt particularly close with us and did not want to feel excluded or perhaps because we were terribly insistent and she just could not say no, she agreed to try a drink of whiskey.

She had only a few drinks and her head began to spin; she was in high spirits and split her sides with laughter at Pierre’s erotic tales of when he worked as a waiter on a cruise ship.

A little alcohol was enough to demolish her defenses.

Pierre’s stories were like something out of The Thousand and One Nights. Perhaps he exaggerated a little as well—from the homosexual who waited for him in his room with the bed strewn with hundred dollar bills, to the lady who he found half-naked in bed while her husband was hiding in the closet. Pierre was very self-centered, but he could really tell a good story.

We talked, we laughed, we drank. We had tea with carrot cake at two in the morning. And lots of music! There, on that terrace, with the background of the pool, the four of us were dancing. Individually, we had nothing in common: a Muslim bigot, closed and reserved; a fashion designer, snobby, authoritarian and sensual; a narcissistic young man and a fugitive, a former family man, all home and work. On any other occasion we would barely have looked at or greeted each other.

Outside of your usual environment, you can become attuned to people who, in your country, you would never dream of having anything to do with. Away from home many formalities and roles fall away. Maybe it is because these are people you might know for only ten days, but they are more intense days.

Pierre had all of Fred Bongusto’s CDs, but he had never been to Italy. That night, Ni also let herself go—her dancing had a very composed style, focused on slight movements of her hips, which enchanted me. Susette was a volcano, but Pierre especially was an irresistible dancer. He danced to the loud music like a belly dancer, in an incredibly fluid way. Then Pierre and Susette began a strange dance, which I had never seen before, made up of body touches. Susette had a black blouse with holes and shorts jeans covering half of her buttocks. Pierre was dressed simply in a pink singlet, bathing suit and baseball cap. The dance became more and more violent and intense. Susette’s face was angry and she began to pull furiously at Pierre’s singlet, to the point where the situation seemed to be degenerating. Previously there had been a jealous scene because Pierre had received a call from his ex-lover. In reality the whole scene just became part of the dance and had the sense of a game. They liked to play—they were masters of melodrama. Even a fight, for them, was nothing but a game, a way to perform a theater piece in which Ni and I were the only spectators. Then they let that anger pass, and begun kissing furiously.

Ni seemed relaxed and amused. In reality we had her drugged with alcohol; we had not been loyal. But at least she was quiet, her eyes were charmed, amused, rather than wearing that tough expression of detachment and unease. Surely the context, the situation of being far from home, helped her to feel more loose. Who knows why, but sometimes I thought that we might all go to bed together, as a natural consequence of the place, the unique atmosphere of living a life without schedule, beyond the ‘normal’ world. Perhaps our resistances would crumble as we cast aside our education, personal and cultural differences. Of course, it was one of those weird ideas that pass through the mind, without actually thinking, even remotely, of putting it into practice. The intercourse between Pierre and Susette that, initially, seemed to be turning into a ‘red light’ show, changed once again into something poetic: a long, endless scene of cuddles and kisses by the pool. Pierre held Susette, who basked in his arms and whispered to him in a voice like a little child’s.

We rented two motorbikes and went on a trip to the island of Lembongan, known as “the island of turtles.” Occasionally we spotted a pickup carrying turtles, of 50—perhaps even 80 kilos, with their legs tied with wire, probably intended for some restaurant.

Following the pickup, we saw a lot of bamboo canes planted in the sea—these were farms with hundreds of turtles. In Bali there is a tribe of ancient natives who don’t have contact with anyone, either with Hindus, or with Muslims. They don’t bury or cremate their dead, but instead take them out onto a little island in a lake, far away from their village, bind them to a tree and abandon them. After the vultures will come and nibble at the corpses. We went to see the hanging bodies, the shreds of human flesh at the mercy of the vultures—a ritual worthy of Alfred Hitchcock and Dario Argento combined. But for this tribe, evidently, it’s not a horror scene. They see that the corpses of animals come to that end and they submit themselves to the same laws of nature.

Along the way you meet people who bathe in little rivers, women in the paddies who collect rice and smile at you. They wear batik fabrics and little caps and cut the rice with bare breast. They have always been so—they are Hindus. Then the Arabs arrived: a clash of civilizations between a serene, bare-breasted people full of song and the Muslims with all of their prohibitions and restrictions.

We went fishing. We watched the boats arrive, carrying baskets of fish, each with two colourful outriggers and a dragon’s head painted on the bow, the same as it was a hundred years ago. Then the black frigate birds came swooping down to peck at thousands of fish leaping out of the water, all chased by a huge tuna with jaws open. It seemed that they were all staging a show in this wonderful sea with its colourful boats.

And I was drowning! I had been enchanted as I swam and watched the show all around me—and suddenly there was no more shore. I am a good swimmer but I had underestimated the waves. And what waves they were! They scooped you up and then dropped you down 20 meters. I could not get back. Then I felt my hands burning—they were covered with blood. The bottom was not sand but corals and I had washed up on the reef. Then Pierre came out with fins and a mask. He shouted, “Stop, come back, I will check.” I had started to go further out to sea to avoid the sharp corals. Pierre found a field of algae under the water where there were no corals, perhaps two meters deep. “Follow me here.” He gave me a fin and I followed him.

When I arrived on shore I embraced him. He had saved my life. Swimming here is not recommended—the waves can easily carry you away and suck you under. You have to be clever to get back out. You can try swimming in some little bay, but there are turtles, sharks and stone fish that have a powerful poison in a spine. They dig into the sand and lie in wait there—I’ve seen several with the spines already pointing up. Each wave brings in possible new prey. But, in the meantime, if you step on it wearing flip flops, it is like being struck by a cobra; you do not know if you will survive.

I have to admit that sometimes I forgot that I had a family in Italy, even though I would have a sudden mental flash to shake me up. And these were like open wounds. My wife and my daughter seemed so far away that I was almost afraid they had forgotten me.

I realized that I had left too many days without calling! But I didn’t want to call them from Bali. Usually after I called I travelled at least 200 km. But every time I ended up hearing the same news and not even directly from my wife. I promised myself I would go to Singapore, not far from Bali, and phone my wife directly from there.

Between Ni and Susette, seemingly from two different planets, a strange bond was growing, a sort of magical complicity. They cooked and shopped together. Ni even began to abandon herself to the senses. She was much more at ease, yet still maintaining a slightly aloof attitude, a reserve which did not disturb me any more.

She was, however, definitely shaking off some of that stiffness, excessive modesty and shame due to the education she was receiving. Then these rooms without walls… you can imagine what the nights were like!

Now, she was fitting more and more into the role of wife. I was her man—perhaps something more than just a partner. I sensed in her an absolute dedication that went beyond a normal relationship. Since she had decided that I was her man, she lived according to me and all of my wishes. Out of her environment, she had only me in her world now and you could see that she was becoming tied more and more to me. After all I saved her life, kept her under my protection and provided her with an economic security. One evening, trying to defend me, she came between me and an Australian drunk who was lurching toward me with a bottle in his hand, after a stupid argument.

Once I went into a shop full of books. There was a table with two chairs: all very artistic as usual; gulls on a blank canvas as chandeliers. Suddenly a big man with a cleaver appeared. I felt trapped. That Muslim brother-in-law had found us. I was in panic!

But in fact, I had only entered a butcher shop. The owner was coming out of the refrigerator, a metal door with a big gong in bas relief. Bali is like this. You cannot be sure if you’re at the restaurant or at the dentist. They are all artists. Here one feels realized when able to create something artistic, and not when one becomes rich or has a career as an engineer. In Italy, the cottage with a garden and the car had been my goal. Here the ability to decorate figurines or paint a picture means one has arrived. Everything is celebrated with a ritual. The rising of the sun is greeted with offerings.

I eventually resumed contact with my wife and daughter and soon we will embrace again. All three of us cried on the phone. The mafia gang that terrorized us in my little city is no more. They left behind a string of deaths and the police eventually made raids and arrested them all. Now there is another mafia group to replace them…

After all, I didn’t kill anyone and I am not a witness under threat. My return will not mean that anyone else ends up in jail. So now my ordeal can finally be considered finished.

I lay on the bed, my eyes closed and hands behind my neck. I feel a tremendous sense of exhaustion; my legs tremble a little, as if all of the tension accumulated since the day of my escape comes down on me for the first time. Pretty soon I will begin my life again with my wife and daughter. I repeat this in my mind as a sort of mantra. But words float in the darkness, and I can barely absorb their real meaning. I will open a small kiosk, for Ni to sell pancakes. At least I will leave her with some good memories. Maybe—who knows—one day, I will return as a tourist, if my wife permits!

Postscript

A few days later, on October 12th, 2002, the now-infamous bomb attack at the Sari Club occurred, where Ni, Susette and Pierre all lost their lives and Jo barely escaped. There were 202 deaths in all. In October 2005 there was a second attack, resulting in 23 more deaths.

A Psychological Perspective

Throughout his life, Jo doggedly followed a traditional path without considering any other possibilities. Then, for the first time, he confronts a choice of two alternative ways of life. On one hand the family, the stability, the duty, the future preordained. On the other hand a life according to nature, more tied to the emotions, going beyond the norms, discovering the world. It is the eternal contradiction between our need for security and our desire for freedom, the choice between routine and adventure. In this case, the return to the family becomes for him a more deliberate, conscious and painful choice. Another person, having the ability to see a little farther beyond his nose, might make a different choice.
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From Spain to the Philippines

‘Have You Seen This Man?’

A Spanish man:

I was involved with several trading companies and was compelled to work hard just to make ends meet by the end of the month—not because of a lack of essentials but because of superfluous needs. My holiday cottage needs a new sofa; my daughter wants a new brand of handbag; my wife has to renew her cosmetics supply. Even when I was at home there was no escape—colleagues would chase me on my mobile phone. I was spending about two hours a day to commute to my office via the “ring road”.

At home we had the typical problems of a Spanish family. Everybody needed money. My son’s car needed repair. The water heater had to be serviced. I eliminated all expenditures on entertainment.

My wife was getting fatter and more petulant each year. We lived in her house, which previously had belonged to her father. I wasn’t even able to get a normal home for my family. To be honest we did manage to buy a very tiny cottage close to the beach. In the off-chance that I had some spare time, I did not know what to do with it—I had even lost the ability to amuse myself. My daughter looked down on me because I was a clerk, while she socialized with high-class people. She blamed me because, although I had an engineering degree, I had not had a successful career; while I was an efficient clerk I was still just a subordinate. I had inherited a strip of land, but I had not built anything on it.

If my company were to have fired me I would have been jobless at forty-six. My daughter, being very beautiful, had a boyfriend, the son of a prominent lawyer, with a villa in Formigal. Both were students at the University.

For the past 17 years I had promised myself, “next year I’ll spend a week on the ski slopes”—but of course that never materialized. Meanwhile my daughter was skiing regularly on my salary.

As a boy I had been active in sports. I am a former football player and had in past always kept in good shape, but now I was struggling to make it up two flights of stairs on foot. I was living only to bring money into the home and nothing more.

I found a job for my daughter but she was unable to keep it; she was fired and didn’t tell me about it—I was not even consulted. A father should have some influence on the family; otherwise, what is a father for? My own father could command respect with just a glance.

And often, when I had to make a decision, my wife scolded me in front of our children. I asked myself, what kind of father am I? I’m a useless man; a mere spectre. My son reproached me, saying that once as a child I had beaten him and if I ever did it again, he would send me to the hospital. My daughter, at seventeen, decided to live alone and demanded that I pay the rent for her apartment. When I refused, she said that she would disown me as her father.

My sex life was reduced to four rapid moans; a Saturday evening quickie.

Then there was the beach house to put in order, where the boys never bothered to go.

One day I was admitted to a hospital for an emergency operation. I was given blood transfusions. My sons came to visit me only once, more or less “hit and run”. And my wife, also beside me, was not the comfort I wished her to be. She seemed bloodless and treated me like a child.

We were married in 1975. My brother organized the bachelor party—a dinner with friends at Lloret, by the sea. He made me a present of eight million in postal savings bonds, which I kept hidden from my wife. In case of need I would have pulled it out as a nice surprise. Now the bonds were worth much more than sixty million.

Lying there in hospital I started thinking. What if I were to die? What have I accomplished in life? Working! Nothing but working!

And then I thought: “What if I were to give up everything and disappear?” At that moment the thought scared me. I tried to drive it out of my mind as ridiculous. I watched my family and I tried to imagine how they would react. I thought about it constantly for months—it became a fixation. I would wake up suddenly at night and I could not get back to sleep again. I looked at my wife, I wandered around the house, going to the bathroom, looking into the mirror. I said to myself: “Are you going crazy? What the hell do you have in your mind?”

Once, in the middle of the night, I started rummaging through a drawer of various atlases and geography books. While I was browsing, I looked up to see my wife just in front of me, in her nightgown, with her eyes wide open. It was like a horror movie. I felt caught in the act, even though she was miles away from imagining what was going through my mind.

Perhaps it was that very night that I made the decision to run away. And I must admit that the following days were the worst of my life. Sitting at the table with them, all totally unaware of what was about to happen, had become a sort of torture for me. But it was a decision which, by that point, I could not give up.

Of course I could have dealt with the situation in a civilized manner. I could have discussed it, dealt with the practical problems, the divorce, the separation of assets, the legal issues. But it would have been like twisting a knife in a wound. I needed a totally clean break, with no consequences to deal with. I did not understand why, but I had this raging urge to vanish without a trace. There was an element of revenge or malice, for which I felt guilty. The thought was like a seed that keeps swelling and then finally explodes.

On the one hand I did not wish to drag myself through the painful and distressing scenes of mutual accusation, lawyers, blackmail and revenge, and on the other hand there was a latent desire within me to reconstruct a new life, a new identity, to be born somewhere else as a totally new person.

After many years of family life, it seemed that they knew nothing about me, and had lost all interest and curiosity in who I was. What was I to them? In that house I had become anonymous, a decorative ornament, similar to a chair or a wardrobe.

I started thinking about how to disappear. I picked up the atlas and pointed my finger at a random location. I could move anywhere!

If you are Spanish, there is no registration of your departure at the Spanish border. One exits only by presenting one’s passport. At the airport, however, the airlines record all departing passengers. The police can trace a departing individual merely by requesting airline records. To ensure that your departure is not recorded, it’s better therefore to avoid the plane and instead take a train to France or Portugal. I did not think anyway that they would investigate me so thoroughly—after all I’m not a criminal. But the gravity of what I was about to do weighed heavily on me; I felt nevertheless like a criminal hunted by the international police.

I recalled the case of one guy, wanted for murder, who added a couple of letters to his name on his ID card, established a new residence in Crete and went to work at an airport car rental booth. A tourist recognized him because he had seen his picture on a TV program: “Have You Seen This Man?” And so the fugitive was arrested. Therefore I had to take precautions; I would avoid using my credit card and stay away from the Spanish embassy in my new, foreign home.
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