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To my mother Editta,


who taught me how to stay safe in the storm.


To my wife Tishani,


who brought me love and serenity.


And in memory of great-uncle Ottone,


who lived in India 70 years ago.




LIFE ON BAGHEERA BEACH


Landing in India for the first time during a most disastrous year and getting settled as a foreigner, while exploring spirituality and planning a wedding in Tamil Nadu’s bureaucracy. But…why am I here leading ‘an uncommon life’ in an isolated villa on the beach, among scared snakes, sneaky rats, loud frogs, and stray dogs?




I don’t know what’s good for me


Or how the woman who forgot having met me changed my destiny


Life in paradise is full of fragrances. On winter days, the sands reek from the fishy stench of putrefying corpses of seasonally beached turtles, tossed back into the salted water from high-sea trawlers that drown them in their nets.


Olive ridleys are found by fishermen who cut the webbing and set the cadavers to float onto the shore. They slowly rot away at my feet, munched on by crabs and crows, sometimes chewed by dogs. Dead bodies feeding live ones.


The day my father died, on a recent Valentine's Day, I remember I counted five turtle carcasses and a dog’s skeleton picked clean by crabs.


After a while, even dried up palm tree leaves can resemble the chest of a skeleton half swallowed by the sand. The seaside is, at times, a place of death, or of transformation, if you choose to look at it at a molecular level.


To distract me from these thoughts, there’s the Pyedog’s puppy morning breath, as he jumps to greet me while the sun climbs up in the sky above the horizon. All around me, the low sounding ‘hoop-hoop-hoop’ of the coucal, the jungle cuckoo of light forests, the occasional rockabilly bulbul, the three silly parakeets, the dancing white egrets, the show-off kingfisher and the narcissistic drongo, as they all come to dance around here, overcome by the pushy common bespectacled mynahs, the sad grasshopper hunters, as they are called.


While I gaze into the dawn, I can smell the frangipani flowers blossoming in the distance while I contemplate the gleaming green of the beach plum and the samba party of the bougainvilleas, as the cacti I lined up meticulously, surrounding them with circles of granite rocks, get swallowed up seasonally by weed, from which the date and coconut palm trees escape safely. Weed is also the worst enemy of my juicy tomatoes, plump pumpkins, stringy green beans, tasty okra, pungent kefir limes, hopeful banana trees, and fragrant lime basil.


I keep plucking these weeds from the wild roses I miraculously transplanted here, blossoming in their delightful shades of yellow, pink, and red. When they grow big enough, I clip them and they keep me company in a glass on my desk.


There’s a pretty yellow one, right on the other side of this computer screen, while I’m typing these words.


No one believed my roses would survive this close to the sea and in such corrosive salted air.


Many locals also thought I wouldn’t last here.


But I have.


A frontier between two worlds


When I was in my twenties I loved to rock climb. I had ropes, carabiners, and special rubber shoes. I’d inch up the side of a rock slab, high up on the peaks and perch myself into a nook of the mountain to look out into the distant plains.


I could gaze at the world for hours, heart filled with wonder and love for existence. It was as if the mountains were the present I belonged to, and the distant view, the plains of the Veneto, the Adriatic Sea at the horizon sparkling in the sunlight at dawn, or a Mexican desert painted pinkish at sunset, those ancient Peruvian green hills seen from the Machu Picchu, or the sprightly Yosemite forest, collectively represented a future that needed to be perused before being conquered. It was inspiring.


A few years ago, I visited an astrologer. It was not a japamala-rosary peeling sadhu nor a wise Indian man in exotic robes, but a polite, bespectacled and gracious mature lady in my mother’s city—Vicenza—in Italy.


Carla Galvan had a computerized system, an algorithm of sorts which she combined with her intuition. And in those years, when I had not yet left for India, she saw that soon in the panorama of my future, I would be surrounded by the colour green for a few years.


I was living in the ancient capital city of Rome at the time, and travelling a lot between a few continents. I had no plans to move back to the countryside. So I really couldn’t picture what she was forecasting.


‘Yes, you’ll be living surrounded by green,’ she insisted, addressing my skepticism, ‘I envision green everywhere around you. I can’t see more than that.’


I often think of that chromatic prophecy, now, encircled as I am by all this vegetable lusciousness and, beyond, the immense sea.


What that Italian astrologer could not tell me about how I would land here to live out my viridescent years, is that it would all happen because of a woman.


I’m here for love.


Love for a woman who, at first, forgot having met me.
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In December of 2008, I landed in Chennai, India, after spending a very feverish Christmas all alone in a small hotel in Pondicherry.


It was my first time in India. I’d reached the coast from the city of Tiruvannamalai, after three weeks of barefoot holy pradakshina walks and ashram meditations during a Deepam, a full moon religious festival of lights.


I arrived in a nondescript hotel facing a very drab alley in downtown Chennai, a city I found unimpressive compared to Mysore or Tiruvannamalai, or what I’d seen of India until that point.


I had come to put a pin on the map, but also to meet a friend of a friend. I knew a translator from English to Italian who’d lived a few winters in India, mostly in Mumbai. ‘Lambuji’ was her Hindi nickname, meaning the tall one.


Gioia Guerzoni had translated a novel called The Pleasure Seekers by a writer, poet, dancer who lived in Chennai. Gioia suggested I email her. The poet said to meet her in the gardens of a theatre across the city— ‘Spaces ’—down on Elliott’s Beach, in the neighbourhood of Besant Nagar.


A rowdy auto-rickshaw driver, after many bumps and sudden breaking and accelerating, finally deposited me in front of the gate of a place that turned out to be one of the most important gardens of my life—the courtyard where I was to meet a stranger who became my wife and the very same place where the two of us would end up celebrating the first day of our wedding six years later.


I’d seen a picture of Tishani on the book jacket of a collection of short stories written by new Indian voices. So, I scanned the crowd of sari-clad young ladies in order to find her.


That’s when I spotted the shiningly most charismatic one of the group. I couldn’t believe she was so attractive. Forget about that cute young girl still blessed with some baby fat in the photo, I was looking at the most beautiful woman in the world. Forgive the cheesiness—something I’m regularly accused of by that very same woman, but this is actually what I thought.


I also concluded, knowing my own impulsive romantic inclinations, that it was so damned humid in this town that I couldn’t possibly allow myself to fall in love with this young lady despite the ebullient storm building up in my bloodstream and lungs and stomach upon seeing her.


Maybe it’s not her, I told myself. And, in a way, because of all the sweat pouring out of me on this humid night on 30 December 2008, I cowardly hoped it wasn’t her.


I thought I’d give her a missed call to see if she looked at her phone, confirming that it would be one of those evenings in which I was Ulysses tied to a mast tree, crossing rough waters infested with sirens luring me to jump in the dizzying whirlpool to join them.


She did look at her phone. And again I thought: ‘I can never move to a place like this, it’s too suffocatingly hot here!’


She now says this was an arrogant thought on my part. I maintain that my yogic powers were so enhanced that I had a flash of reverse prophecy, considering how things developed.


The evening was a celebration of her guru and choreographer who’d died two years before. A dance performance in honour of a dancer.


I remember feeling such a warm, welcoming presence next to me, sitting on foldable plastic chairs in the open air at Spaces. I would capture her presence to my right, with my side-view, without looking at her directly, for fear that if I did that she would realize how desperately I was falling for her while I barely even knew her.


So, I mentally repeated the helpful mantra I’d learned from my meditation teacher and told myself this was caused by the sensorial isolation during three weeks of silent meditation at the feet of the holy Arunachala mountain.


‘Be careful who you hang out with when you leave the ashram,’ I had been warned by Sergio Peterlini, the teacher. ‘Make sure you surround yourself with positive, good people, because you might be prone to absorb every sort of influence.’ So I tried to behave without responding to my impulse, which was to fall in love with her right there and then. And in such an objectively unbearable climate!


Much later when my wife and I discussed that evening, we agreed that I’d been extremely successful at making myself invisible for fear of falling in love—which is how we explain to each other what happened next.


I mean, nothing happened, that’s what happened. Nothing. The show was over and so we chatted a bit and she drove me back to a taxi stand to ship me off to my hotel.


I did not want to be ‘that Italian man’, the lover-boy who immediately starts pestering and stalking the lovely Indian-Welsh heartthrob with emails or calls. So, a few weeks later, once back in Italy, I emailed her a thank you note. ‘One month later!’ my wife now screams, correcting me.


She answered saying she thought I was indeed supposed to come to Madras (she never could cave into the contemporary Dravidian ‘Chennai’), but I never did get to the city, did I?


She had entirely forgotten having met me.


‘I sincerely apologize,’ I answered. ‘I was sure I had emailed to the Tishani Doshi I met at Spaces Theatre in Madras on December 30, 2008, for the celebration of choreographer Chandralekha. Obviously, I have written to the wrong email address—apologies and please forgive me for the mishap. All the best.’


So I received a couple of mortified emails back, with the phrase ‘I’m so sorry ’ mentioned a few times, but nothing more.


Regardless of the humiliation, I could not put that woman out of my mind. But I considered it a missed chance. Forever. Italians have a saying for this: ogni mancata è persa. In romance, every missed opportunity is a lost one. I was proved wrong, again.


A year and a half later, I was leading an intriguing life. I was subletting an apartment from an artist acquaintance in Rome, near Campo de’ Fiori. This allowed me to see my son Teo regularly, born from a previous relationship, since now I could live about 500 metres from his elementary school.


I’d been hired to write a fascinating screenplay for a movie set in Berlin, a city I’d travel to regularly for field research in the Oranienburg concentration camp. I was also trying to finish my first novel about my hometown, a patricide, a historical riddle in the Vatican Museums, and earning freedom from the legacy of the heavy past of my dysfunctional family.


Tristano, the artist I was subletting from, one day said: ‘I remember you saying you know Tishani, right? Did you know she’s coming to Rome?’


I immediately emailed her: ‘I’m the guy you forgot having met.’ I offered to welcome her at the airport, but I only had my motorcycle. We agreed to meet the day after, so I could reciprocate her hospitality in India. We decided to meet in front of the Pantheon. What better setting, right?


I pranced into the illustrious Pantheon Square, chest filled with hope, perusing the cafés to find ‘the most beautiful woman in the world’. There she was, sitting at a table with a caffè in her hand and next to her…some other Indian guy! Amrish, dammit!


Just a friend. From Delhi. But, obviously, so clearly obviously a suitor.


My normally passive nature in matters of the heart, which had mostly attracted overly complicated women who turned out to be no good for me, dissolved with a jolt. This woman brought out the patient seeker in me. I would pursue the matter; I would not give up right away, as I’d be inclined to do in my usual non-attached sort of way.


I offered to chaperone both of them around.


Amrish really did not stand much of a chance. Not because of my impatient tour guide skills, which are famously next to nihil. But, because I was giving it my best.


And yet, once again, nothing happened in Rome. It was time for yet another lucky coincidence, the third one, to kick in as we both had to travel to a northern Italian city with a breath-taking view of the snow-capped Alps.


We were launching our first books at the Turin Book Fair. I was there to send off into the world my non-fiction journal about travels around the world investigating spirituality and technology. She was launching the translation of her first novel.


My publisher’s stall was on her way to the local bar and she’d stop by to see if I wanted to go have a coffee with her. My palpitations increased every time she surfaced through the flow of readers along the isles of the Lingotto former factory, where the salon was held.


I hid that excitement under the cloak of the mantra ‘Om Nama Shivaya Om Nama Shivaya’—let my excitement not show too much.


That lead to a dreamy, out-of-this-dimension lunch in a restaurant on the banks of the Po River where, as we talked, flowers kept raining down from the pergola above us.


It was all too much, so I had to say it: ‘Too Bollywood! Really. Come on, let’s go.’


I mean, I know I’m accused of being schmaltzy, but the industrial city of Turin was out-cheesing me in providing an incredible setting for falling in love.


So we’d walk along the river, talking and talking. I think I even over-played the astrology card, as Tishani has been calling me, ever since, the male version of astrologer Linda Goodman. Yes, Pisces and Sagittarius, great combination, excellent, truly, absolutely, most definitely.


In a bookshop, we found a comic book of Corto Maltese, a sailor-traveller character from my part of Italy who explores exotic lands. Dreamy and sentimental. Which is why on her phone, to this day, my nickname still is Captain Malteaser. Or is it Schmaltz-teaser?!


By that time, the Delhi suitor had shown up in Turin too, unrelenting as only a Dilliwalla can be. And yet, as I played it cool pretending not to have any ulterior motives, Amrish tried to put me down, mocking my Linda Goodman side, with little jabs like: ‘How can the entire world population have only twelve types of behaviour? Every day, Carlo? Really? Do you really believe that? Come on…’


Harmless jabs, part of a technique which ended up digging his own grave, tactically. Upon realizing it, he wisely decided it was exit time and off he went to Milan.


Still, it wasn’t happening. I’d never been an excessively straightforward, pushy man who gets what he wants and gets it fast. I was interested in the slow development, in the getting-to-know-each-other-and-letting-it-happenunhurriedly.


This is why, when she travelled to Venice for another literary event, Incroci di Civiltà, I just so happened to feel the need to visit my brother Lodovico, who at the time was living in Venice with his family.


Venice. My city. My turf. I’d always felt like this dream of a city was the real capital of my homeland. And I felt she was finally in my territory, among labyrinthine alleys, lacquered black gondolas, and mysterious canals.


Cutting to the chase scene: we found ourselves on a bench in the Giardini di Sant’Elena, near the Biennale. Children playing on slides and hanging from monkey bars, behind us vaporetti gliding by on the laguna in a somewhat greyish, mild late afternoon.


My right arm reached over, behind her smooth neck, and rested on the wooden bench. She leaned her head however imperceptibly towards me. The first kiss.


Now that I live in Tamil Nadu with this gift that is my wife, I think of the phrase I told myself when I saw her in that garden at Spaces in Besant Nagar: ‘I couldn’t possibly move to such a humid climate.’


And I realize how little I know about what’s good for me.


Which may be empirical proof that I’m an idiot, or a lunatic.


Although, to pursue my destiny and end up living in the isolated paradise by the sea where I’m writing this, I was asked to first sign a document stating exactly the opposite.




Harsh Sadhaka is no idiot nor a lunatic


Or how I almost got a Hindu name so I could get married


‘Sure you can get married in India,’ says the Hindu priest. ‘You might have to change your name though. If you convert, you join our religion. You join our religion, you get a Hindu name.’ The priest is slim and nervous. Seems like there’s somewhere else he’d rather be.


‘You’ll have to change your name,’ he says, ‘in everything, all your documents, your foreign passport. All!’


‘All,’ he insists with that typical swing of the hand, five fingers pressed together pointing to him and then, suddenly, swinging out, all, while the hand opens with a swift tilt now spread as if he were sprinkling holy water on a crowd. All!


I’m allergic to the idea of converting to anything. Converting is like joining a group or a cult. Never been a joiner. Schooled in the States, never joined a fraternity. Lived my early years in Italy, never sided with any political party. Didn’t even have a favourite football team! Must have gotten off on the wrong foot by not even being christened. What? A non-christened Italian who doesn’t root for a football team?


The name I would be surrendering comes from the old Germanic ‘Karla’, which means ‘free man’. How can a free man join a religion, a word that means ‘something binding people together and to their vows’?
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‘Most spiritual atheist I know’ is how my best friend tagged me—an atheist with a penchant for the mystical. Yet I could never bring myself to take that famous leap of faith, curtailed as I was by a startlingly rational approach.


As a teenager, I’d studied Buddhism, inspired by Herman Hesse’s Siddhartha…and, yes, I also began dreaming of India. Then, I had to attend the First United Methodist Church in Pensacola, Florida, along with an American family hosting me for a year as an exchange student. In the Bible Belt, I met a few Born-again Baptists. Some were bombing abortion clinics in front of my college. That rid me of any further distant desire to dally with religions!


As a rational adolescent, I worried that if I joined a faith, if I conceived of a God, I would have to devote my entire existence to this Supreme Lord. I would have to become a monk. I felt that if, all of a sudden, I realized that there was indeed a Superior Being, I’d be a fool to continue living my normal, acquisitive life, led by desires, mistakes, successes, but mostly dragged down by failures.


I’d have to detach from all things. Material existence would make very little sense, if there were a God and an afterlife.
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In India, I have worn rudraksha and Gauri Shankar seeds around my neck. I have memorized the Ganesha stotram. I have chanted bhajans and Om Namah Shivaya, reeling these off while turning a japamala. I have walked barefoot, doing pradakshinas around Arunachala, the mountain which is Shiva. I have asked Ganesh to realize certain hopes.


Could it hurt to try a little irrationality? By the way, the wishes have all been granted.


Sometimes, I visit Hindu temples and meditate in them. I like to think of Shiva and Vishnu and Brahma— or Hanuman, Parvati, Saraswati, Krishna—as being Atman, all pervasive and timeless. If there is indeed a God, it will be everywhere: sounds like a good hypothesis to me.


Will this thought allow me to become a Hindu?


I doubt it.


So, what am I doing here, thinking about changing my name to a Hindu one, so I can get married in India?


That said…just in case I decide to go down this path, I’ve been searching for a Hindu name. I realize you’re supposed to be given a name, and I’ve been told my date of birth relates to the god Rudra (although some have seen Krishna’s roguishness in me)…but, at the very least, I should have options.


And then the name comes to me.


Harsh Sadhaka.


Hello, nice to meet you, I’m Harsh, Harsh Sadhaka.


Hello, Mr Sadhaka?


Yes, that’s me, call me Harsh.


I’ve tested it. Tried it. Even liked it. For a while.


I’ve chosen Harsh because its meaning in Sanskrit is stridently the opposite of that in English. It is not ‘coarse’ and ‘rough’, as I am sometimes accused of being. It means ‘joy’, ‘pleasure’. And a Sadhaka is a ‘seeker’, a ‘student’, which I most certainly identify with.


Yes, when I think about it, ‘pleasure seeker’ seems to me a secular and hedonistic choice for a new name. And it reminds me of the title of a novel…


And yet, when I think about it further, I see this name more as meaning someone who pursues the silent joy reached in meditation—a joy similar to moksha— than that of a wanton drunkard who constantly seeks sensual gratification.


Harsh Sadhaka. Yes. That could be my name if I were to become a Hindu. But am I?


I’ve tried talking to an Indian friend about this possibility. She says: ‘Well, it could also mean “lover boy”, are you sure you wanna go with that, being Italian and all?’
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In the end we opted for the ritual of the Arya Samaj— ‘The Noble Society’ who rejects worship of idols, professes to believe in equality of all human beings and empowerment of women. Plus, they don’t require hinduization of names for marriage. Which meant I got to keep mine.


They have an alluring ritual. Romantic even. You point to a star and you say that’s me, the husband, the brighter star. Hmm, empowerment of women? Okay, a bit condescending, even patriarchal, but still picturesque.


Switching to the noble society of the Arya Samaj was not the end or the beginning of it. There was the registration to take care of. Bureaucracy is one of the few words the French contributed to the world which is not fun at all—unlike, say, liaison or croissant.


It’s not like I’ve always wanted to get married or been burning with desire to do it. My girlfriend—the young woman who forgot having met me—at one point during our long engagement, simply told me:‘I think you should marry me. Hello? I’m a caaatch!’


I thought about it for a few seconds and realized she was right. For the first time in my life, I said yes, let’s get married.


But I had one condition. It had to be an Indian wedding. If I have to be in a show, it might as well be a colourful one.


She said: ‘Yes. Ok, Indian wedding it is.’


I said: ‘I want to ride into it like in the Hindi movies.’


‘How?’ my about-to-be betrothed asked.


‘On a horse, what else?’


‘No horses in the fishermen’s village where we’ll get married.’


‘On an elephant?’ I ventured.


‘No elephants in this village.’


‘Well, I’m not going to ride a motorcycle!’ I blurted out.


So, I ended up riding in as King Carlo on a bullock cart, chanting phrases I didn’t understand in Hindi, while wearing an orange turban with a funny little feather on it. The bullock’s horns were painted pink.


But let’s go back to how we were even able to get married.


Until that moment, until I was propositioned with ‘I’m a caaatch,’ marriage had been a puzzling country refusing me a permanent visa.


But I’d finally done it. I said yes.


Now we had to go and register ourselves before the four-day marriage ceremony that we’d live to regret. Not the getting married bit, just the organizational worries that came along with it.


One of the major takeaways from the experience has been that the Indian wedding is the result of millennia of wisdom. The long, expensive, exhausting, complex process is designed to teach a basic lesson: once you get married in an Indian ceremony, you’ll be so tired you’ll never want to go through it again. This may explain the low divorce rate in India compared to countries with hastier rituals.


One of the major hurdles—and another pivotal reason for never wanting to repeat the marriage experience—is called the Registrar’s Office.


The Registrar’s Office in Chennai is probably representative of all its counterparts in India, but there’s always someone ready to steal the Guinness World Records prize—and this particular office might just be THE worst.


Do not take my word for it. Just follow me as we inch our way through a crowded, sweaty and noisy building in downtown Chennai, where my wife-to-be and I, while entangled in hydra-headed bureaucracy, are asked to vouch for the fact that we are not idiots.


Literally.


Our marriage certificate request, Point n. 8 of FORM III (Vide Rule 7a)—whatever that means—spells it out, among typos and dubious grammar: ‘We hereby declare that 7. Neither of us has more than one spouse living on the date mentioned in this application. 8. Neither of us, an idiot or lunatics.’


It says that, I’m serious. But, there’s more than one problem here.


First of all, Point n. 8 is a contradiction in terms. I’ve heard several theories regarding the Indian mind and the cohabitation of apparently contradicting truths. It’s all for mystical purposes. It’s all part of that great lesson India bestows upon supplicants such as my whitey self.


But since marriage is statistically the primary cause for divorce, and given today’s divorce rates, it follows that the prerequisite FOR getting married is to be either an idiot or a lunatic.


Of course, what’s especially problematic about Point n. 8 of FORM III is that if you are mentally challenged, you are not allowed to marry. Which, if you really think about it, is along the borderlines of eugenics. And we know how that party ended in Germany in the 1940s.


I may be an idiot and a lunatic, but I say it is wrong.


Maybe this is because in the northern Italian city where I grew up I knew a girl we called Miss Smile. She thought she was Marilyn Monroe. She’d walk down the main street in fluffy miniskirts, counting each step taken by her high heels, holding a wild flower bouquet in one hand and clutching an invisible tea-cup in the other.


She met a boy who smiled and looked into emptiness. Nobody thought they couldn’t get married. They were a good match because together they were happy. Which is the point, really, of marriage, isn’t it? Not being whatever is considered normal. Just being compatible.


Miss Smile and her beau were an unusual match. No more or less unusual than the idiot and the lunatic who moved to a beach house in the south and adopted eighteen stray dogs.




Why I’m in India leading ‘the uncommon life’


Or making yourself invisible is not enough to escape fate


‘You have made exceptional choices and you’ve lead an exceptional existence. You have gone to live far from the world. You are living an experience no one else is living. Why don’t you face these things head on?’


The Italian editor I’m having a discussion with, Antonio Franchini, is very evidently rejecting the idea of publishing my latest novel, while suggesting I write something else. Antonio goes to muay thai kickboxing and judo practice at lunch break. He rivets his intelligent martial arts gaze on you through his thick eyeglass lenses when he speaks with a precise, slightly nasal cadence. Every word is a hit. So you better listen to him.


We’re sitting in his open space office, in a gigantic architectural marvel, on the outskirts of Milan, surrounded by an artificial lake. Imagine a vintage ’70s Gurgaon in Northern Italy, if you can.


‘You are leading an eccentric life. Why not tell it directly? Why does a man your age and with your background decide to go and live in such a remote area of India? It’s an uncommon choice, in an uncommon area with an uncommon woman. So I ask myself: what does an Indian fisherman think of an Italian who lives 10 km from his house?’ It’s just 1 km, I mentally correct him, but I keep my lips zipped. He is an editor and, like all editors, hates being edited. Plus, kickboxing…


‘I mean, what do you think of him, of the fisherman? What does he think of you? And what do you think, at night, as you stare out into the darkness of the Indian Ocean…?’ It’s the Bay of Bengal, man! My querulous inner editor keeps mumbling in my brain. It’s not the Indian Ocean!


‘Hmm…you want to know what I think about as I look into the darkness?’ I ask.


‘Yeah, what do you think about?’ Antonio says.


‘I cry out: why the hell have I still not published a novel with Mondadoriiii?!’


He laughs. Kind of. More of a sneer. Something in the punchline wounds him. He probably would’ve preferred to see me scream my rage against the wind of that obscure NOT Indian ocean, something more Sturm und Drang, more Goethian, than my frustrated writer’s whining and whimpering. ‘The extraordinary tale of an allegedly extraordinary life’ is what he wants from me.


What’s so extraordinary? From Antonio’s point of view it’s probably the fact I’ve often left what is material behind me. As soon as I’d satisfied my ambition, I’d leave, looking for new challenges. Even before India.


From the age of 16, I’ve lived in 13 cities before settling in Chennai—set up camp, integrate, work, make friends, then say goodbye to friends, lovers, apartments, jobs, furniture, habits, memories. That’s been my modus operandi.


Everything ends. Travel light. Avoid the delusion of permanence. Be ready to lose it all.


I don’t own the house I live in, I don’t own much: dozens of clothes, hundreds of books, three digital devices and a Honda Hawk 650 cc, vintage 1990 motorcycle. (It’s for sale.)


Fear keeps many people from letting things go. It leads many, who have enough to live on, to go through existence as slaves of the future.


But this has a price. Sometimes it’s called depression. Compromise. Boredom. Anger. Frustration. It feeds on greed for wealth, power or love. It’s an anxiety killing you a little at a time, every single day of what may seem a shielded life, until you realize, maybe on your last day, that you are not what you own or what you’ve acquired, be it position or assets. Not being afraid of losing what or who you think is your property, might get you to live a full life. Extraordinary?


But Antonio doesn’t want all this from me. He wants what he thinks is extraordinary. He needs the extraordinary. That sells. The thirst for the extraordinary. This is where we’re at today. The constant need for the sensational. Instead of the wise, useful effort in finding what is disquieting in the normal, or what is normal in the disquieting, we’re infected with the constant need for the sensational.


This is why we are so accustomed to excitement. And what we are constantly trying to feed on. Click, click, click. Blame it on social networks, if you’re so inclined. But if you have indeed lead an uncommon life, you will see how extraordinary normalcy is.


This is what I have always sought, trying to shade my weirdness under a normal appearance, even though innately driven towards the eccentric.


The tranquility of a normal family—where mother, father, daughter and son sit together at breakfast in harmony, chatting and joking. Some days with a bit of nervous tension, or filled with pure love, with fatigue, some days shaken by the thrill of love for life itself, moments in which even discussing the dynamics of a game of bridge can turn to laughter.


This is what I found in India. Not enlightenment.


Unless this is enlightenment, as it may very well be, in a way.


I’ve had some adventures, and they inevitably keep lurking around the corner. But in what looks like the exotic land of ‘a far away world,’ as Antonio defined it since it is far away from him, I’ve found the calm of family life. As a mappillai in Tamil Nadu. A son-in-law.


This is my wild frontier—a regular life, the golden lining surrounding like a halo the protagonists of my daily life, either in my in-laws’ regular two-storey home in the quite regular neighbourhood of regular Besant Nagar, in Kalakshetra Colony near Elliot’s Beach in regular Chennai, or in a more barefoot life in a two-stories villa where I live with my wife, an hour and a half south of the city, in a rather isolated thin peninsula, caught between the paddy fields of the Buckingham Canal flowing into Odiyur Lake, and the famous rolling waves of the Bay of Bengal (not the Indian Ocean!), in a shore I’ve nicknamed Bagheera Beach, after the oldest and most beloved beach dog my wife and I have adopted here.


From that terrace overlooking Bagheera Beach I observe…nothing. Or rather, nothing extraordinary.


It may look extraordinary to someone, like that editor, Antonio, who has to drive out of Milan everyday into what looks like an elegant factory, surrounded by futuristically styled lakes and sculptures, and sits in his cubicle in a dreaded open space. He stares out the window once in a while, into the smog of a polluted, melancholic plain known as the Pianura Padana, something that rhymes and reminds me of Haryana.


I come from those Northern Italian parts. I grew up with that Orientalist craving for sunny exoticism, dictated by the grimness of an industrialized life called development.


But, now, from my terrace on Bagheera Beach, in a house my mother-in-law, Eira, baptized with the Welsh name of ‘Ar Lan y Môr’ which means ‘Beside the Sea’, all I observe are goat herders and their goats, Indian barefoot cowboys in their lungis poking their cattle, the occasional construction workers or fishermen running out to the waves to squat, shit, scuttle forward a few steps for a fast ‘wave-bidet’, put their lungis back up, and pensively return to their daily business. Or the dazed meditators oozing out of the hedge-fund manager ashram up the beach, clad in white kurtas, a relaxed, dreamy smile on their faces.


I hear the constant breath of the waves and the wind, the monsoon rain filling the terrace and trickling down the roof. And in the right season the put-putting of fishing boats, while a devastated carburettor roars into the silence of dawn its scream of ownership of the landscape: humans are here, they are here to capture fish, and they are not shy about it!


I see the palm trees I’ve planted, the 10 cactus plants into a nice curving row, each necklaced with their own garland of rocks. The fragrant frangipani, the neem bush hiding the dark granite statue of Ganesh I bought in Mamallapuram; the water-sucking casuarina trees that were supposed to protect the soil from a second tsunami, after the 2004 disaster wiped away the foundations of Arlanymor.


I see a squirrel running along the frail brick wall, chased by a hawk or is it an osprey? Egrets seasonally come to dance their reptilian moves in search for scrambled insects for breakfast.


Once, I saw a rat snake swerve around the corner of the house. And also a tree snake chasing a frog across the wispy green grass lawn and then gulp it down.


I’ve seen 18 dogs, at one point, populate the garden. I’ve also seen most of them die and only the matriarch Bagheera survive.


I’ve seen my own wedding filling the wide garden with white tents and cheerful friends from many corners of the world come here to dance or sing, with operatic voices, melancholic Welsh songs.


I saw an acquired Scottish uncle, Chris, skipping and hopping away in his kilt and my new Gujju Jain cousins improvise a most dazzling Bollywood choreography for us all.


And I loved them all.


The Jain cousins, the Scottish uncle, my dear friends and my teenage pale Italian son who’d travel here from Rome to stay with me and wear a lungi and do pooja with the smiling caretaker Ammu at the Ganesh statue, along with my septuagenarian mom, who would walk around in circles around an idol she didn’t fully understand, but she wanted to go along with the extraordinary life of this preferito son of hers.


I loved them all, the shitting fishermen on the beach, the workers who burned plastic upwind as I ran out to chase them away brandishing a big stick, but mostly armed by all that dad-bod white flesh they weren’t sure if it made them laugh or be scared, as if they’d seen the materialization of a vellai (‘white’ in the Tamil language) Asura.


I loved and love them all. The tree snake I found in the knife rack on the window sill in the kitchen. Not sure who was scared the most. We knew we both were terrified. Both equally dangerous to each other, in our own minds. Nature and man.


And I love the family of toads we allow to live behind our cupboard filled with family crystals my sister and her family brought as my dowry, along with the ancient family porcelain, a piece of the Old Continent brought to the even Older Continent.


The toads eat the mosquitos and the cockroaches. We like to think of them as a more organic solution than rat poison. Which is what I had to finally stoop to, spreading coal-black crumbs on the pantry floor, once I got tired of mice nibbling on my wife’s fingertip, a rat dancing on my hip and chewing on my cables, and generically making Broadway entrances in our bedroom or gnawing away at my staple food (bananas!).


I finally had to use that Mashobra walking stick to whack a few of them out of existence, one even in midair like an ace batsman, and apologizing either aloud or in my spiritual-atheistic conscience for having taken their lives.


This is the extraordinarily ordinary life I lead. This is the story of a man already way into his 40s who comes to India for the first time after much fear of this country, goes to study yoga just like any ridiculous Five Fingers Vibram shoes new-age joke you would picture, and then goes meditating in an ashram with a bunch of mantra screaming Italians in Tiruvannamalai, and allows doctor Sambhu to insert an Ayurvedic big ghee enema in the most vulnerable of orifices to study the secrets of Panchakarma. All in the name of book research. All to try and keep that extraordinary life going, in a way.


Inevitably drawn to the eccentric, secretly coveting the normal life of a husband, a mappillai who sits with his father-in-law in the Rukmani Road veranda in Chennai and listens to the stories of a different India, when there was only one TV channel, when getting any product was complicated, the India that slowly begins to understand the absurdity of Ration Cards for everyone, including millionaires, the Bharat that wants to promote a neo-liberal, free-market mentality but is still, technically, a socialist republic lead by a Hindu fundamentalist.


Yes, the good ol’ India of contradictions.


I discover it from a much neglected observatory: the South. Tamil Nadu. A world in and of itself, so, maybe, not indicative of the whole country.
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