HOME SWEET HOME
(for Beverly and Brexit)
There is a little known law in Italy that allows Italian nationals who had
decided to move abroad, to purchase a property in their home country
as if it were their primary residence in Italy, and so to qualify for a hefty
saving on their tax bill.
It must be, I imagine, a way to welcome back those who emigrated and
to remind them that their country of origin will take them back with open
arms, should they decide to return home.
Like the return of the prodigal son (or daughter), however unfair it may
feel for the siblings who stayed home, there is an important emotional
value in this law, especially now that recent political events have pushed
many migrants in the UK to ask questions that were perhaps not
necessary before.
Reading carefully the convoluted legal document however, a hidden
postilla states that this opportunity will only become applicable once the
foreign resident starts receiving a pension in the country of residence
and no financial support of any kind will be sought in the country of
origin.
As if to say: you are welcome back my son (or daughter), but don't think
you really belong here, while you keep a foot in two shoes. And, by the
way, when you finally return home don’t forget that the bubbly and the
roasting piglet are on you.
This tax situation has been in the forefront of months of online research
and has been in my mind as a topic for meditation, since I decided that
time had come for me to partially return, back home.
I have been away for most of my adult life. I have grown and developed
in a country were I was not born. I have adopted and been adopted at
the same time.
I have flourished professionally and personally and always felt grateful
for the opportunities that my adopted land offered me.
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I never lost touch with places and people in my birth country and
through regular visits and friendships both here and there, I have stayed
informed of developments, social and political, in both places.
This dual interest and participation had just happened, in a matter of fact
manner typical of ex-pats, until a few years ago, when something made
me stop and wonder.
Beverley had become a friend in my adult years. We had trained together
as psychotherapists and shared the excitement of starting a new career.
Not only we were colleagues and neighbours, but we also seemed to be
driven by similar interests and outlook.
We felt lucky to have found each other.
Then reality took an unexpected turn when Beverley was diagnosed with
brain cancer and given one year to live.
She had always been a perfectionist and it felt like she kept it going until
her very last challenge.
Exactly one year later I was standing in the historic grounds of Brompton
Cemetery sobbing goodbye to my best friend. It was a sunny June
morning, birds sung, squirrels hopped around and flowers bloomed. It all
seemed strangely peaceful albeit deeply painful and I asked myself
where I wished my last home to be. Next to Beverley seemed a good
place to rest.
On that day I realised how important the question was and I was
stunned that it had never occurred to me earlier.
Brompton Cemetery emanated a sense of peaceful belonging of which I
had not been aware before.
In the following months I applied for British citizenship and I felt a proud
shiver when I swore allegiance to the Queen during the ceremony.
So, how did I end up searching Italian tax law for foreign residents?
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Being a dual citizen is not an easy task. I knew it already, before I
acquired my second passport. I had always strongly felt the duality of
my situation.
When in UK I was obviously an immigrant, but London's motherly arms
made feel part of a cosmopolitan community where different was
synonym of interesting, foreign sounded similar to familiar and the city
vibrated as the capital of the world, where cohabiting allowed the
widening of one's experience, habits and knowledge. This had become
my way of life, it gave me a feeling of openness and flexible boundaries
that made anything else feel very closed in and narrow-minded.
Going back home, to my birth country, however, seemed to offer a
different proposition. People there also perceived me as foreign. At times
I was complimented for my excellent Italian by people who thought I was
English. It all sounded as a misunderstanding. Surely they could see and
hear that I was one of them, in spite of my foreign postal code?
Not so.
An ex-pat soon realises that belonging becomes an important issue. Not
per-se, but in the eyes of others. No matter how well versed politically or
culturally, no matter how tasty and traditional my cooking can be, the
substrata of not sharing the day to day struggle, the continuous update
of more futile fashions and ways, always seemed to knock at the door of
my homelessness.
I belong everywhere and nowhere at the same time. I am all and nothing,
embrace and exclusion.
The progression of years and the development of new physical and
psychological stages bring questions and desires that want to be
addressed and considered.
For me the process was summarised by asking where I wished to spend
the end, the fulfilment of my life. Where lies the serenity and meditative
contemplation of my past and present, once the days are shorter, hours
become minutes and minutes seconds.
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When I become aware of the speed of dawns and sunrises and I know
that I need a place to sit and rest, I am aware of the need for it to be the
right place, the right way and surrounded by the right people.
Yet I feel that this term "right" is problematic, perhaps “right” does not
exist. Perhaps good enough is more accurate and realistic.
So I continued to contemplate the little birds singing on Beverley's
tombstone and the squirrels playing hide and seek, but I became aware
of my dilemma.
I also contemplated my beginnings, the places, the shreds of family and
relatives who were still able and willing to recognise in me the familiar
self who had simply relocated years ago, but who was still the same me.
I went back to my home town and looked at it with new eyes. I opened
forgotten doors in my memory and my emotions followed a new path.
I walked familiar streets, looked at the same baroques curls of churches
and fountains that had known me as a child or as a young woman. They
seemed to recognise me and greet me a lot more acceptingly than many
people I had seen during all the years of visiting.
In a disconcerting way it was the buildings, the ancient marbles of roman
arches, stone angels and Egyptian obelisks, the disconnected cobbled
streets, which remembered me holding my mother's hand in our
afternoon strolls, enjoying the art, history and beauty of my home town.
It felt as if places reclaimed me, much more strongly than people.
Perhaps this is when I realised that belonging is not a process that
happens through the memory of people, but it is locked in the memory
of places.
I am now standing in a little apartment in the heart of Rome, my original
town, in the middle of the beauty that remembers me and I am stunned
at how close I feel to my mother, in the empty walls that soon will be my
heavily taxed second home, at least until retirement age.
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I am not leaving London, not now and hopefully not in the future, but I
know clearly that I belong here and there, I am and I am not.
I await the day my first British pension will arrive and then I will claim my
peculiar welcome back home from the Italian State.
Then I know what I will do. I will look outside the window of my newly
acquired apartment and seek sight of the nearest baroque dome, follow
the sound of church bells attempting a reminder that God is waiting,
listen to water flowing from the closest fountain and feel inside me my
mother's voice:
" Let the party begin, for you were gone and you have now returned.
Welcome home my child."
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