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Cleanthes, philosopher of ancient Greece, argued that fate leads the willing, but drags the unwilling; there are those, on the other hand, who believe that it is each of us, with our own behavior, with the choices we make, who guide it. Personally, although today I can consider myself a 100 percent happy and accomplished man, I don’t feel like confirming or denying either hypothesis.


	The premises, especially in the first part of my life, were not rosy. Going from a happy and carefree child to an aware but deeply unlucky adult (losing my parents at thirteen, discovering my sexual diversity, being almost killed by my best friend with whom I was in love with, and finally being left alone when my grandparents passed away) was hard; but following my parents’ teachings and having inherited their stubbornness allowed me to get back up each time looking to the future without regrets, with renewed optimism, so to be able to achieve all the goals I set for myself in life.




Intro


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Tuesday, November 9, 1971, early afternoon.


	 


	With my friends we were playing u’ strummulo - a wooden top with an iron tip, which each of us built with the help of the grown-ups - when a large German car arrived in the village, followed by an equally huge truck stopping in front of  our house and starting to unload all sorts of furniture.


	The event itself rarely occurred when a tourist bought a house in our small coastal town. This time it was different, and within minutes, when the elders recognized the driver of the car as Ciccio “a castagna’s” nephew, the whole town gathered in the square and everyone joined the two big men to unload the truck.
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	As in all small towns, and our coastal village was an example, practically everyone was, directly or indirectly related.


	Daniele’s parents, who had emigrated to Germany in search of fortune and stability and soon found themselves moving frequently without ever being able to achieve their goals, decided in the early 1970s to go back to their home village, taking advantage of the return of those who, convinced they would find the “promised land”, had failed to turn their lives around.


	 


	Daniele - who grew up in Germany where he integrated well into the Teutonic social fabric, got married and had a son, Mino -, had decided to stay and try his luck in the mechanical engineering industry, although he did not fare any better. The family soon found itself, as his parents had, moving between Westphalia, Dortmund, Bochum, Duisburg and Essen.


	Eventually, disillusioned, upon their death he had decided to return to his beloved Cilento to take care of the inherited land. A choice dictated by disappointment but above all by love for the land that gave him birth and which, despite growing up in Germany, was lasting.


	Dad and Daniele were second cousins, which is why the whole family did their best to ensure that their adjustment was the least traumatic as possible.


	Gisella, his wife, of Italian origins and daughter of emigrants as well, despite being from the north she was nice, while with Mino we were just a few months apart, so it was natural to take my father’s recommendations literally, doing my best to make sure that he would fit it quickly.


	Mino at first glance gave the idea of being one of those daddy’s boy who came here on holiday, with a snotty nose believing they were better just because they were more educated. It wasn’t his case; he came across as reluctant and introverted solely to hide his insecurities. Born and raised in Germany, given the many moves in different and industrialized cities, he had never been able to cultivate constant and lasting friendships.


	Now that he suddenly found himself thrown into a totally different world - where you could play in the street, ride a bike, where close by you had the sea, the mountains, the sunshine, clean air - interacting with us normally was initially difficult for him. Not to mention, that holidays were a dream for him, he had never seen the sea up close, he couldn’t swim, ride a bike, play in the street, and generally everything we could do.  


	Having managed to get through that sort of armor, friendship was born spontaneously between us, and we soon became inseparable. Each regarded the other as the little brother they didn’t have. As soon as time allowed, Daniele taught his son to ride a bike, to swim, and all the games that we provincial kids were inevitably forced to learn, unfeasible in a city full of cars and dangers. 


	Mino quickly began to speak Italian properly and even a little dialect; it didn’t take long for him to learn to ride a bike and even less to swim. Although we played with other children on a daily basis, we liked spending time just the two of us, and when the warm weather arrived I would take him to explore the hills that surrounded us, riding around on our bikes for the entire day.


	Compared to our little friends, we were lucky; our parents explained to us what was right and what was wrong and how to understand our limits to stop before exceeding them, giving us a lot of freedom to learn from our mistakes. 


	While this was preparatory to the growth of our self-esteem, it also exposed us more than others to danger. Looking back, we were real risk takers, sometimes not thinking about the consequences we came home with the marks of our “endeavors”.


	Emblematic is what happened one afternoon.


	We were nine years old when, after spending the day cycling up and down the hills as usual, we stopped at the marina for a swim. With usual caution, I lowered myself from the breakwater while Mino, still unaccustomed to the dangers that a pile of rocks thrown there haphazardly can conceal, wanted to emulate the older kids who dived from a rock that looked like a natural diving board.


	He didn’t think and in an instant, I didn’t even have time to warn him, he took a running start. 


	Sure enough, when he put his foot down to give himself a push he slipped; luckily instinctively I was able to deflect his fall just enough to avoid him hitting his head and he got away with a few scratches. Due to the natural complicity that had set in, those scratches were blamed on a bicycle fall.


	From that afternoon our friendship grew even stronger; on that rock we exchanged the oath that we would forever be inseparable. What was mine was his and vice versa: we shared the same desk, we always studied together, we even shared sicknesses, and as soon as we could we would escape to that rock to draw, planning our future together. Despite the fate of provincial kids was in a way sealed we, in addition to the many interests common to all children, having the added passion for drawing we were able to dream a different destiny.


	What we were most convinced of was that one day we would become architects, we would open our own studio, design houses, villas, bridges, and earn lots of money.


	Dreams of children who lived a peaceful and carefree childhood, which allowed us to develop an almost twin symbiosis.


	The only small problem was Mino’s temperamental fickleness. His wanting to be a “prima donna” could be annoying, not me... I would make him think I was indulging him and then I would calmly lead him where I wanted him to go.
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	The first part of adolescence passed peacefully, we were closer than ever, the lightheartedness of being aware of what we wanted, and, unlike other kids, the knowledge that following class allowed us to study less and dedicate more time to our passion, made the difference. We enjoyed going to school, we didn’t mind getting up early every day and walking those two kilometers to get to the bus stop. Our goals were clear to us compared to our friends, and day by day we began writing our future.


	Thanks to our wonderful parents who indulged our every inclination, our every desire without spoiling us but teaching us that commitment and honesty were the foundations of becoming someone, we were more aware compared to our peers.


	At first our drawings were more like doodles, which of course looked like works of art to us and we would get angry when they pointed it out to us.


	Without getting discouraged, however, we worked even harder to improve. Although, after the first criticism we began to cheat a little to seem better.


	When we found a drawing or picture that we liked, by placing a sheet of paper over it and by illuminating it properly with a lamp, we were able to replicate it all too faithfully, so much that it didn’t take long for them to discover us. As long as we did not claim them as our own creations, our parents did not forbid us to do so, they did not punish us, they explained to us that it was not entirely wrong, that it would still help us learn proportions, to outline more precise lines, basically to draw.


	 


	In middle school we found a drawing teacher who saw our potential and helped us refine style and technique. It was the push we needed, from that moment on we started drawing for real, leaving both professors and family and friends speechless.


	We were living a dream, our dream, when suddenly fate decided to punish me, and it was devastating. From that moment and for several years I searched for a plausible reason to justify what had happened to me, without succeeding.


	A few days after my thirteenth birthday, one Sunday night, dad, mom and my maternal grandparents, returning from a wedding, were involved in a terrible car accident; I lost them all and at once. In a matter of minutes I went from the sleep of a carefree little boy to a nightmare that wiped out without clemency all the certainties I had built for myself.


	My paternal grandparents took care of me, although it was in Daniele and Gisella that I found comfort. And in Mino, the only one I could interact with and who was able to ease some of the pain. Not enough to overcome the loss; in fact, I began to withdraw more and more into myself.


	Being that my grandparents lived at the other end of town, I often stayed over at Daniele’s house, although staying next door to my house inevitably took me back to before the tragedy. I could not accept the loss, I blamed myself for those deaths believing it was due to my weaknesses, for having given in to the first urges of my sexuality. An increasingly recurring thought that led me, thus thinking to atone for my sins, to avoid dealing with girls, the object of my impure thoughts, thus believing I could be able to escape what I considered too strong a temptation.


	The result was that I ended up isolating myself even more; I stayed at home with the excuse of having to catch up - I had accumulated more than a month of absences, but it had only taken a few days to catch up - I didn’t even go out with Mino anymore, who in the meantime had become the most popular kid in school.


	Mino, who, as if my presence had inhibited him until then, turned out to be likable, brilliant, charismatic, and surrounded by all the prettiest girls, who fought to go out with him.


	Slowly but surely, as inseparable as we were, without even realizing it, we began to take different paths.


	I was the most aware of this change, Mino was able to distract himself by relating and hanging out with his schoolmates. I was happy for him, and even though I knew it was the right thing, that I could not force him to sacrifice himself for me, I could not bring myself to do accept it.


	It took me months to metabolize this new situation, more and more often I went to my house, I took refuge in my little room and cried.


	I wanted to go back to who I was before, living this separation for which I was not prepared for  was tearing me apart, but I could not get over the loss of my loved ones in any way. Daniele began to shatter what had become certainties, he never got tired of telling me that it was an inevitable growth process, that it was the natural evolution of life that led us to change habits, friendships. Even twin brothers eventually had to accept that they would each go their own way.  


	Thanks to his support and words, I realized that I could not continue to avoid interpersonal relationships, but I needed another push and so I turned to my drawing professor who took me to a psychologist friend of his. 


	A couple of informal meetings was all it took to gather courage and resume some sort of social life, even if hanging out with friends other than those in common, as I was afraid of not living up to any comparison with my friend or more realistically, of coming across as more affable than him.


	Actually, almost immediately, once I was freed from the boulder of memories, I discovered myself to be as likable and brilliant as Mino.


	I also tried dating a few girls, but that sense of indifference in the opposite sex that I had developed believing it was due to the atonement of guilt lingered, but I wasn’t worried. At least until the first - traumatic - kiss with Dora, from whom I ran away becoming the laughingstock of the group for weeks when they found out.


	Sometimes words hurt more than a weapon and I couldn’t bear it, not so much the teasing from friends, as a couple of sentences from Mino once word got out. 


	I would have expected understanding, encouragement, that he would have defended me, and instead he made it worse.


	I withdrew into myself again, I no longer left the house, I began eating too much and as a result I gained weight.


	By now not even Daniele and Gisella were able to comfort me anymore, my grandparents even less.


	I had to, I wanted to react, and it was a long and mentally exhausting process that I was able to complete only when I realized that by continuing that way I would not be able to crown our dreams. Yes, because I still believed in the possibility that Mino and I would become architects, that we would open our own studio, and everything would go back to the way it was before.


	I went back to school, catching up almost immediately, and enrolled in the soccer team in the neighboring town. 


	I didn’t like playing soccer, I just needed to get back in shape; in fact, I attended their athletic sessions almost exclusively. And it began to work, so much that in a few months I went back to an acceptable shape. 


	Being part of the team served to boost my low self-esteem and gain more and more awareness of my own means.


	Actually it also improved my popularity among my friends, which could distract me from my primary goal.


	While on the one hand I was growing physically and in my determination, I suffered a bit from comparing myself with the other boys on the team on a daily basis, both when we all went out together, but especially during practice.


	 


	And it took me months to realize that that discomfort, especially in the locker room in the presence of all those naked boys was not due to what I thought it was, that is, the obvious physical difference between them showing off a “six-pack” and kick-ass triceps as real athletes and my soft body, and that being always the last one out of the locker room or going home without even changing was due to something else.


	When I realized that it happened not so much on arrival as it did at shower time, and that their natural laughing and joking in their birthday suit that constantly embarrassed me was not due to the jokes on size referring to one’s abilities, I began to wonder. Realizing that I could not help but look at the curves of their bodies, observe them naked in the shower, prompted me to retrace part of my life coming to an obvious conclusion, which I unconsciously refused to accept.
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	Realizing that the lack of interest in girls and my reaction to that one kiss was not as I thought a consequence of my guilt, rather because I actually wasn’t interested, forced me to become aware of my true sexuality.


	A shocking reality that was clear to me only when I let go of my restraint, and which caused yet another hard blow to my already delicate mental balance.
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