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A sudden, near-fatal massive cerebral hemorrhage is no laughing matter,
until Ashok Rajamani puts readers inside his head as he struggles to put his life
back together.

fter a full-throttle brain bleed at the age of twenty-
Aﬁve, Ashok Rajamani, a first-generation Indian
American, had to relearn everything: how to eat, The D ay
how to walk and to speak, even things as basic as his sexual
orientation. With humor and insight, he describes the events '!\/[ .
of that day (his brain exploded just before his brother’s wed- & y
ding!), as well as the long, difficult recovery period. In the
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process, he introduces readers to his family—his principal B rain
support group, as well as a constant source of frustration
and amazement. Irreverent, coruscating, angry, at times E l d d
shocking, but always revelatory, his memoir takes the reader Xp ode

into unfamiliar territory, much like the experience Alice had
when she fell down the rabbit hole. That he lived to tell the
story is miraculous; that he tells it with such aplomb is sim-
ply remarkable.

More than a decade later he has finally reestablished a 5 .
productive artistic life for himself, still dealing with the ef- Ashok Raj amarnt
fects of his injury—Ilife-long half-blindness and epilepsy—

A TRUE STORY

but forging ahead as a survivor dedicated to helping others

who have suffered a similar catastrophe. JANUARY 2013

MEMOIR

ASHOK RAJAMANLI lives in New York City. His work has 256 pages, 5%" x 84"

appeared in dozens of publications, including Scholars ¢ Rogues, ~ [SBN 978-156512:997-9

South Asian Review, Danse Macabre, and 3:AM Magazine. This is S
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his first book. WORLD
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“THE DAY
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“A new literary talent to watch:
Outrageously funny and seriously
courageous.”
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“mgood-humored und self-deprecating... deals with drama elegantly,

“First-time author Rajamani delivers a fascineting iook at kis itfe and
recovery as a brain-injury patient that is both heartbreaking and
Jifting.”

Booklist

“In this frank and witty account of his cuwn brain “explosion,” Rajamani

describes in vivid detail the circumstances leading to the injury, and its

devastating aftermath on both his family and himself, including chronie

epilepsy and a freak form of blindness affecting the left side of each eye-

With disarming drofiery, the author also recounts his racism-tainted

upbringing as an Indian American in white-<dominated Suburbar

Chicago. Shedding much-needed light on a little-known medical trouma,
Rajarnani's sharp-edged prose is hoth informative and inspiring,

especially for the many marginalized sufferers of brain injury and those

close to him."

BEE
RADIO

"A prerty wild book.”

PBS

“... afrightening, raw, droll, and hopeful book about what life is really
like for a twentysomething who fails down a rabbit hole but doesn't end
up in Wonderland. instead, he finds a nightmare that won't end without

the strength of character that he never knew he had.”

@(CBSRADID
"Extraordinary...very personal.”
SCHOOL LIBRARY JOURNAL

"Brilliant and Engaging. Perfect sarcastic humor... a hilarious,
irreverent, fascinating Holden Caulfield-esque story of a 25-year-old
‘bratn-damaged, Indian American rednect.*™

The Washington Post

’W‘uﬂasdf-dcplmﬁngmthmma'ﬂambmumhwmmdmer.
Rajamani details the cerebral hemorrhage end the demage it caused. The
bookjumbaakmuljwﬂobxtimﬁwndnc‘bminzxphﬁm‘thmm
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generation Indian American in suburban Illinois, and to his post-college
years working in New York. Rajamani describes what it is like to relearn
the most basic of skills — how to walk, to eat, to speak — as an adult.
“True, what Iwent through was terrible and, true, I wasn't always
patient with those around me,” he writes. “But I realize now, looking
back, I am one of the luckiest people alive, and in telling my story I am
hoping to give a voice to others who were not so Jortunate.”

Che Conrier-Jonrnal

“The hope Rajamanti offers is simple yet profound. His wisdom is gained
Jfrom such clarity as is often borne of catastrophe.”

American
Library
Assaociation

"Rajamani doesn’t hold anything back in his memoir; his honesty is
commendable... readers who enjoy raw and unflinching journeys of
self-discovery will appreciate his “no-holds-barred” writing style.”

“Atlantic

Featured Memuoir, theatlantic.com, dec. 2012

khabar

Your Passport 1o the Indian-Atperican Commmmin:

“It's a marvel that he survived—most people don't make it after such
traumatic injuries. It’s a miracle that he recovered to write such an
eloguent book about his ordeal.”

LibraryThing

"This memoir is heart wrenching with raw emotion and honesty. After
suffering an aneurysm, Ashok Rajamani begins the recovery process with
pain, anger, wonder, and discovery. Ashok portrays his experience and
rehabilitation with clarity and honesty, which most of us will never
endure,"”
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“A fierce, funny, fascinating memoir of a man's battle back from a brain injury that damaged his body
but resurrected his spirit and the meaning of his life."
--Wade Rouse, author of "At Least in the city Someone Could Hear Me Scream"

“With piercing prose, Rajamani beautifully captures an experience unknown to most. He reminds us that
the body is remarkably adaptable and that new values surface after physical changes occur. The Day My
Brain Exploded will take you to new places within yourself—it will leave a lasting imprint in your
consciousness."

-Belo Miguel Cipriani, author of "Blind: A Memoir"

"The story unfolds like a flower blooming. Powerful, hardcore honesty, and humor all make this a book |
would recommend to anyone... thanks to Ashok for opening up and sharing so honestly. Shocking,
amazing, powerful -- it makes for a superb book."

--Melinda Gustafson Gervasi, author of "lliness, Death, and Taxes for the Middle Class"

“The Day My Brain Exploded is a memoir of epistemology. Ashok Rajamani shares how a man rebuilds
a life of the mind. His prose is at once witty and probing, persistent and clear. If the brain could write an
autobiography this would be it."

-- Stephen Kuusisto, author of "Planet of the Blind"

"Rajamani is clearly a new literary talent to watch: he deftly mixes dark, Sedaris-like comedy with surreal
drama, thus capable of being outrageously funny and seriously courageous (especially when it involves
cultural taboos) -- while also remaining emotionally authentic."

-- Jason Michel, Paris, Editor-in-chief, Pulp Metal Magazine and author of "Confessions of a Black Dog"

"A uniquely humor-filled memoir."”
--Open City Magazine

“Rajamani’s tale is a memoir describing the course of his life before and his recovery following a rather
catastrophic hemorrhagic stroke. It’s full of irreverent rapier wit and artfully written prose, and speaks to
a lot of issues that are seldom acknowledged—including life as a second-generation American struggling
to assimilate in a society that will never truly accept him, and the stigmas and perceptions that surround
afflictions of the brain and mind. Rajamani does his best to underscore the importance of all that with a
healthy dose of gallows humor."

--"Time-out-of-life," Tumblr



"Rajamani painstakingly records his advance back into the world through actions, therapy and a very
strong will to succeed. Through it all, he keeps a sense of humor, though extremely edgy at times, that
I believe is so integral in healing and moving on. This is a great book. " --Dew on the Kudzu Magazine

"Rajamani takes you through your own gamut of emotions as you share his story of the event and the
therapy and recovery which is continual. You cry. You laugh. You feel pity, sympathy and empathy.
What a diary to be able to read."”

--Rebecca Holland, author of "From the Nightstand"

"Quite frankly, a miracle.”
--Joe Donohue, host of "The Roundtable," NPR/National Public Radio

"This memoir is so important... for anyone who is suffering a disability, especially a brain-
related disability."
--David McMillan, "Strategies for Living" Radio

"An articulate biography written from the heart."
--garamchai.com

"Ashok inspires our community."
-- Craig Sicilia, Washington, Founder and Director, International Brain Injury Survivors Network

"Rajamani mostly tells his story with humor and irreverence, but his recounting of his painful recovery
period is moving and heartfelt. He is an inspired survivor who weaves a revelatory tale of overcoming
enormous odds."

--PositScience.com

"Pure emotion: Raw and Real. It's a very accurate portrait of what happened before, during, and after his
brain bleed."
--Leigh Pafford, Hometowne Television



M A G A

NEW BOOKS
By Jane Smiley

shok Rajamani would like to

show you what happens when

100 billion neurons are sud-
denly overwhelmed by bursting blood
vessels. In June 2000, at the age of
twenty-five, Rajamani is passing the
time in preparation for his brother’s wed-
ding masturbating in his Manhattan
hotel room while the rest of his family is
out sightseeing. Unbeknownst to any-
one, Rajamani suffers a congenital de-
fect in the way arteries and veins in his
brain are connected—an arteriovenous
malformation—which

leads to what he calls a
“Hiroshima” hemorrhage
the moment he climaxes.
(“Those rumors about jerk-
ing off were right,” he re-
members thinking before
he passed out.) The AVM
hemorrhage was, accord-
ing to his doctor, bound
to happen sometime, but
in his good-humored and
self-deprecating memoir, THE DAY MY
BRAIN EXPLODED (Algonquin,
$13.95, algonquin.com), Rajamani per-
sists in feeling culpable—for being
blinded by God, for ruining his
brother’s wedding, and for switching
jobs without signing the COBRA
form that would have extended his
health insurance. The months, then
years, following the hemorrhage are
Jane Smiley is the author of many works of
ﬁcnon and non-fiction. Her most recent nov-

or adults, Private Life, and, for

nng ults, Pie in the Sky. She won a
tzer Prize for Fiction in 1992 and was elect

ed to the American Academy of Arts and
Letters in 1997.

A lithograph of Alice watching the White Rabbit disa
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a chaos of change,
misunderstanding,
adaptation, and reve-
lation. Bacterial men-
ingitis, hallucinations,
a ventriculostomy, a
craniotomy, and a
plummeting white-
blood-cell count,
as well as a savior
complex, follow. (“I'm the body of love,
I'm the body of love,” Rajamani babbles
to his family for weeks on end.)

His recovery takes him
to religion—Christ,
Krishna, Kali—and to
the offices of speech,
physical, occupational,
and cognitive therapists.
The Day My Brain Ex-
ploded chronicles his re-
turn, not to his normal
life (a life in which he
had been bullied for
being “brainy” before
becoming a public-relations whiz and
inveterate alcoholic), but to what he
calls “a brand new life.” His brain is
deceitful, fooling him time after time
into thinking that everything has
stabilized—even as he suffers seizures
and migraines, short-term and emo-
tional memory loss. When, after several
years, he starts seeing the people around
him, as well as his own reflection, as
figures so distorted he can't bear to look
at them, no epileptologist or psychiatrist
can cure him; hiding out at home, he
comes up with his own diagnosis by
means of the Internet—Alice in Won-
derland syndrome, also known as lilli-

)ohn Tenniel

dAcquapendente © The Art Archive/Biblioteca ‘Nazionale Marciana chceICdkmm Dnull Orti

putian hallucinations. The doctors
pooh-pooh i, but Alice’s adventures
help him to decipher his warped visions.
Rajamani’s book deals with his drama
elegantly, by maintaining a calm tone,
and though he initially thinks of himself
as a “science class earthworm"—
regenerated, but with only a portion of
his old self intact—he eventually derives
pride from his altered state. “I loved that
old guy profoundly,” he sighs. “But 1
think I love this new fucker just as
much. Perhaps even more.”

sive explosion to create a com-

pletely new universe,” Rajamani
tells us; PHYSICS IN MIND: A QUAN-
TUM VIEW OF THE BRAIN (Basic
Books, $28.99, basichooks.com) by
Werner R. Loewenstein, an emeritus
professor of biophysics at Columbia,
explores our universe’s alpha explosion,
the Big Bang. Loewenstein begins by
relabeling the mysterious quantum
unit sometimes called energy and
sometimes called matter as “informa-
tion,” explaining that the moment be-
fore the Big Bang was the “moment
when the information of the universe

was concentrated in a minuscule

“It only takes a solitary, single, mas-
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An orgasm almost killed me!

Il was miy beother's medding day. and | was practiong some bored sell-love. It ended wilh an
explosion i my brain
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Ashok Rajamani:
Of Brains, Beards & Burqas

by Torm Dobbins Jr. | Mar 15. 2020




Ashok Rajamani is the author of ‘The Day My Brain Exploded: A True Story,’ the Pulitzer Prize-Luminary Commended
memoir.

He grew up near a cornfield in Illinois, one of the handful of brown or black kids in the neighborhood, took off to New
York City at seventeen and never looked back. At the age of twenty-five, Ashok suffered a catastrophic, near-fatal brain
hemorrhage which left him with epilepsy, distorted hearing, lifelong bisected blindness and many other complications.

His strong survival instincts and indomitable will have enabled him to face the challenges of relearning just about
everything after his brain injury: from eating, to thinking, to speaking, to walking to even just seeing.

Ashok’s stroke and his miraculous recovery are recorded in his critically-acclaimed memoir, which has received praise
from Pulitzer Prize luminary Jane Smiley, as well as global raves from Publisher’s Weekly, Harper’s Magazine and The
Washington Post among others.

As a survivor, Ashok has become a proud brain injury rights advocate, serving on the board of the International Brain
Injury Survivors Network and is a Subject Matter Expert (SME) for the Brain Injury Association of America. He is also a
renowned public speaker, poet, and visual artist, and has had his work exhibited in galleries like Greenpoint Gallery and
Exit Art New York.

Ashok sat down with Tom Dobbins Jr , the Justice and Peace Program Director at Catholic Charities, Archdiocese New
York, to talk about his unique journey:

TD: Ashok — over your lifetime you have done many things besides surviving the explosion of your brain: you’ve written
and published a memoir, you are an artist, a poet, an author, and an activist for inclusion across the board; of all of these
identities, which of these resonates the most with you, and why?

AR: They are all equally important to me. | love the idea of creating my thoughts into existence.

TD: Your works often dive into two elements of your identity: race and disability, both of which are explored in your
memoir. Why do you think this is?

AR: | suppose it is because these are two facets of my identity which are most visible to the world: my skin color and the
permanent scar engraved on my skull. As a little brown boy raised in the Heartland — a Hindu Hick I like to say — |
understood that my skin color was a conspicuous visibility, but it was more than just something to be seen — it was a
crime. | would be at these all-white functions like county fairs and tractor-pulls, and it just seemed at the time that by
going into their spaces, | was always invading ‘white’ territory, so as an invader, | was automatically committing a crime.
And now, suffering the bisected blindness, brain injury, and other handicaps in a world of abled folks, I fit in even less, so
the crime continues.



TD: How do these parts of your identity affect your life these days?

AR: Both stigmas — racism and disability discrimination — obviously still exist in society. Out of the two — my race is
obviously the most discernible. On the other hand, my disabilities — fortunately or unfortunately — have the option of
being invisible. After all, let’s face it — | can grow my hair to cover my scar. The only way | can cover the color of my skin
is to put on a lot of clothing —and | have yet to don a Burga.

TD: As a white male living in the United States, | know that my situation is quite different than a person of color. But as
an Indian American, does your experience differ from that of other people of color?

AR: As many comments | received after the publication of my memoir point out, the story of the racism that is
encountered in this country by Indian Americans is not one told as often as the racism encountered by other minorities
like African Americans and those of the Latinx communities. Like my fellow men of color though, | too have had the
experience of being stopped in high-end stores, accused of being a shoplifter, and living in New York City it hasn’t
escaped my notice that it is still far more difficult for me to hail a cab than my white friends. And let’s be honest —when |
grow a beard I’'m not considered a hipster or lumberjack — I’'m considered the guy who will bomb the airplane!

TD: Considering these obstacles — can you share with us some of the things you’ve done in your life to challenge these
stereotypes?

AR: The best answer would be quite simply that | wrote my memoir, which tells the story of a young Hindu guy growing
up in the Heartland only to have to face disability from a massive, life-changing brain bleed just in his twenties. | think
discussing how the color of one’s skin crashes into the destruction of one’s brain is a story which has rarely been out
there, and challenges what we know about the Indian American experience.

TD: By the way, it is so exciting to hear that your book is being made into a movie! How do you feel about all of this?

AR: It's every author’s dream! Since it is the filmic Hollywood version of my memoir, it really is a unique story, except
now instead of just being in print, it will be on the silver screen. Can’t stop wondering about which actor will play me
though!

TD: So, the memoir has been published and a movie coming up — what other immediate projects does Ashok have up his
sleeve?

AR: Proud to say I've been invited to appear at the renowned Curtea De Arges Poetry Festival in Romania, and | am so
excited to be representing the communities both of Indian Americans and handicapped brain-injury survivors.

TD: As someone who is so active in the literary arts, how would you describe the difference in writing poetry and prose?



AR: If we are talking about poetry, we are talking about something that involves the interplay of rhythm with balance of
sounds — whereas there in no rhythm required in prose. It is in the writing of poetry where | can best see my
“Indianness” come into play. Poetry is musical —just like language from the subcontinent, where everything is set to
melody — be it the sound of anklets, songs of Bollywood, or even the way our necks dance when we talk.

TD: On a final note: | just read a commentary about you from one of your fans in a Reddit forum on South Asian Writers.
He said, “Ashok’s a fave of mine since he’s a writer from NYC who won’t stop effing with culture, race, and brain injury.”
Thoughts?

AR: Love it!

Tom Dobbins Jr. is the Justice and Peace Program Director and blogger at Catholic Charities and the Producer of the
weekly national social justice current events program ‘JustLove’ on Sirius-XM. He works in the field of International
Justice and Peace Education, Interreligious Dialogue and Advocacy and “meets many amazing individuals who are
working — in various ways — to bring an appreciation of cultural diversity and enlightenment to a world that desperately
needs it.”

**originally published in India Currents, 2020
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La ricostruzione di Ashok 2.0 non & un
lavoro da niente. Tra le cose che mancano
all'appello del sopravvissuto Rajamani c’e
meta vista. Si chiama emianopsia, ed & ap-
punto la perdita di meta del eampo visivo.
Non é facile neppure da immaginare, tant'e
che, pur avendolo letto, quando incontro
Ashok nelsuo studentesco bilocaledi Chelsea
mi siedo davanti a lui, e mi chiede di spostar-
mi di lato, allestrema sinistra, perché solo da
questa prospettiva obliqua potra vedermi
quasi per intero. Nella vita quotidiana signifi-
ca shattere contro i muri, i pali, gli oggetti. I}
solol'inizio. Le terminazioni danneggiate dei
nervi degli orecchi gli provocano un acufene
permanente. Non pensate al sibilo oceasiona-
le che sperimentiamo dopo un concerto fra-
cassone, «E come sentire le sivene dell'ambu-
lanza traun orecchio e I'altro» dice. Daimpaz-
zire. «Col tempo e una gran disciplina impari
a non pensarci. Non sparisce, ma si attenuay.

[ primi tempi dall'apertura della calotta
cranica, richiusa con quattro placche di tita-
nio, portava i capelli corti che mostravano
uno squarcio orrendo. Ora li ha lunghi e non
si vede pill. Ma anche per il resto, se non sa-
peste cosa ha avuto, non vi accorgereste di
nulla. Quello davanti a me & un trentanoven-
ne con una sofisticata proprieta linguistica e
un gran senso dell'umorismo che si ramma-
rica solo perché la sua memoria non é pilt
quella di una volta e per questo si & dimenti-
cato di prendere la sua dose giornaliera di
pillole. Sono farmaci antiepilessia, I'altra pe-
sante eredita di questa vicenda. Constata:
«La cicatrice lasciata dalla rimozione
dellAvm & un fattore irritante per il cervello.
Che ogni tanto reagisce con una crisi». Glie
successoallavoro, per strada e, I'ultima volta,
due anni fa, durante un colloquio per un nuo-
vo posto, che non ha mai ottenuto. Dice: «La
cosa pil inquietante ¢ l'aura, una serie di
sensazioni olfattive, un puzzo come di avanzi
andati a male, che precedono gli attacchi. E
che ho imparato a riconoscere», Nella sua
lunga convalescenza ha avuto

Due opere di Rajamani: Self-portrait:
tentacles (Autoritratto: tentacoli,
sopra) e Self -portrait: in utero
(Autoritratto: in utero, sotto)

Imiei denti diventavano cosi grandi da copri-
re il resto del viso. Oppure il mio corpo sem-
brava pil piccolo del mio pollice».

Questi sono alcuni dei danni collaterali
quando la tua materia grigia é diventata un
campo di battaglia. Non gli unici. La conse-
guenza pin strana, pih difficile da spiegare
anche per lui che con le parole e 'introspezio-
ne ha familiarita, é la perdita della memoria
emotiva: «Ricordoidati, manonle sensazioni.
Quando sono tornato nel mio liceo sapevo di
esserci stato ma & come se stessi sfogliando
un catalogo perché non riuscivo a rievocare
se in quelle stanze ero stato felice, Lriste e per
quale motivoy. Perché ci6 accada, perché ai
fatti venga strappata la pelle delle sensazioni,
non si comprende bene e ha forse a che vede-
re conla definizione stessa di anima, di quella
coscienza del pensiero che Kant chiamava
appercezione, Cio che invece non é difficile

capire & che perdita immane sia

ancheuna fasenonbrevediemi- Ricordoquello  questa amputazione del sé. Raja-
cranie: «Midicevano diannotar- che@successo  manilodice benissimo: «Ci vuole
le, attribuendo lorouna seala di. manon una combinazione paradossale di
intensita da 1 a 10. Neanche a  lesensazioni: resistenza e accettazione. Serve
dirlo, erano tuttilO». Eunperio- Sesonostato brandire una spada, non arren-
dointensodi allucinazioni: «<Non ~ felice o triste dersi davanti alle gigantesche
vedevoil mio naso allo specchio. e perché frustrazioni di quando devi reim-

flvenerdi =1 1anzo 2014

parare a camminare, parlare, pensare. £ in-
naturale ridiventare bambino conun corpo di
venticinquenne. Ma serve anche il flauto del-
la resa, per capire che certe cose non torne-
ranno pilte non é il easo di farne una tragedia,
soprattutto quando scopri che gli altri super-
stiti a incidenti come il mio sono rimasti qua-
si tutti in condizioni molto, molto peggioriy.

Forse la spiritualita indiana aiuta. Scher-
za: «Alla fine ho avuto due vite al prezzo di
unay. Il trauma ha seremato gli amici («Neho
2-3 che vedo spesso») el’ha reso piti sensibile
ai problemi altrui («I1 pr é un lavoro superfi-
ciale e einico, che non rimpiango di aver per-
s0. Dare speranza, con la miastoria, a vittime
didannicerebrali importanti di tutta un'altra
soddisfazione»). Resta il sempre fastidioso
problemino di come campare. «Avevo dei ri-
sparmi dalla mia vita precedente. Ho fatto
vari lavoretti, alla Croce Rossa e come inse-
gnante di inglese. I miei mi hanno aiutato. Il
libro & uscito all'inizio dell'anno scorso e sono
stato molto impegnato con il book tour. Ora
sto lavorando al secondo, ancora autobiogra-
fico ma assai pil allegro, su crescere da india-
no negli Stati Uniti». Per lui e stato quell'ap-
prendistato di discriminazioni, da secchione
dal nome impronunciabile per gli standard
fonetici dell'Tllinois della sua infanzia, per di
pil dalla sessualita ondivaga («queer & il ter-
minegiusto»), ad averlo reso capace di affron-
tareora questaprova. Levoluzione glisembra
evidente: «All'inizio era la rabbia a prevalere.
Ero capace di prendermela per niente, litiga-
re soprattutto con quelli che mi stavano vici-
no, tipo mio fratello. Poi mi dimenticavo tutto,
non perché sia saggio ma solo perché la mia
memoria a breve termine faceva cilecca. Co-
me se non fosse mai accaduto. Ora mi sembra
che questa perdita, come tutte quelle che si
vivono con consapevolezza, mi abbia costret-
to a guardarmi meglio dentro e a tirar fuori
risorse che avevo trascurato. Nonostante la
minaccia dell'epilessia e di altre funzioni di-
mezzate mi sembra di vivere orauna vita pin
vera, pill in pace con me stessoy.

Ci sono maniere meno devastanti per co-
noscersi. Lui dice che era il suo karma: per-
dere un pezzo pertrovare il tutto. Damanda-
re a memoria quando ci si imbestialisce per
un treno ritardatario, un raffreddore persi-
stente o altre pinzillacchere.

Riccardo Stagliano
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One day the ticking time bomb in
Ashok Rajamani’s head went off. In an
‘anti-Oprah’ memoir, he talks about how
he put his life together again

VRUSHALI HALDIPUR

.':";‘."\ tage 25, Ashok Rajamani (below) fusd winat he calls 4
[ | ‘i o day’ whien b experienced an extreme, nesrfatal
.’ .

S trnamatic brain injary. Now, after more than a decade

e =

of overcommg brain famage. he recomnts fas etpes-
erice in o snemon, The Doy My Brvin Expiedal,

His ingury was causcl by the sudden explosion of an unde
Vected Arteriomenous Maionmataon [R9M) o Y bram. 2 resolt
of & riare congenital birth defect, seen inless than | per cent of
thse popudation. After this imjury, be weret through 2 roller
coaster of Dracsvatic comseguencas — partial Wlindness, halle
omations, vivual distoron and Crand Mal epileptic seizares.
While his condition can be fatal, he has fougst through it and
is badk leading 4 nermal Sfe.

Rajarnand’s acoment i pes-
sonzl, ingpring terrilng
and huniry, finding busnmour o
s situation, and alsg in his
family members, who, while
being fiemily supportive, were
also praBretic as andy pudd-
die-clas Gamilses canbe. Hio
trgury vcoarred on the day
Tl brother Prakash mamed
Rarmen, His mother res-
alulsly decided that the show
reusd o on, oven as the bede
and brklegronm wanted 1a call @ off,

Trus! wee, " sitve dodd M “U's going 1o be difRull, frue.,
Bzt yoer bevthor anll be odong. This wwedkdivng il go o s
plaryied. Ader adll. Rarmmen 5 wesoring Vera W™ — she
pancsed Sur conphasss — “and o5 e & vertal Thinsk of the
eighty peesis!”

At tiewes, be felt Bk Alive m Wonderland, whiere cvery-
thing appeared too big or tao small, Also, the blindmess was
such that his mind was wnsware of missing vision. The for-
mer public refations eecutve had to re-routa hiz lifz 1o his
e reality, leummng walk, resd and paint s2aen. My ssre-
wiwrer fades cam be hestonrenchimg but in his writing, he

When his brain exploded

says be prefers to go for teary of langhter rather than thess
of pain, “1 wanted to show thal you can go through sailering
and pain withou! making it sentasental,” he syvs. “By mak
ing it humarees, §wantad it 1o be an anti-Oprak book and
nos smanaicighy

Al s cafi i Now York's Thelses distract, the 38 year-odd
writer sode ndidly abuot sdjosteg 1o bis rew Bife and the
challerge of wrllimgf 4 memsmr.

I hwow ervatic short Serm roomery, Teiragrade amassi — it
mrdans that | cam sae pous noae Bt it weuld be very diffical® Sor
me {0 recal you dter this svecting is over | won't remessher
whal you lecked fike 11 remember what we spokes dat, bt
wisually 1 rmay noll reowerniber. Ity weird; | can remember
Trangls that happsened wibes [was ton, hut | can't sbaays
rememhes whiat happeied s minutes gic S0 ko counter
Uhis, | create b ey head 2 hind o safety-depoait box. Every
word yous say — Faan stove il in Ut safe ol recall it Other-
wise, % would be rwept iwry imtoan occan of what they cal
‘sermor moments” — and ves | have plenty of theds!

Can you tell ws about the kind of biindness that wat 3 result
of the AVMZ

It's called hemianopads o bemianopia — bfindnes i half «f
Doth of the syer. Thi probiem with this is, | think | e asery-
thaing, when actually 3l | cam see i Balf your face wd hall of
rarytherg For instance there are tienes when | g0 te 2 publc
restronm, | end up @oing to the wamen s yveorm a5 2il | could

If | was an amputee, | could

recognise that 1 have lost a

limb, but with a brain injury
there are no outward signs, Then |

would see people my age, my friends
leading their normal lives and | would

get very angry

see 8 the 'men’ part of the word, | can see 2 Sunch of stalle,
suddondy women will scream and it's only tsen that | realise |
e niade wwtlver nvabake and walk outl, Thesds ke s are
very hard, becamie yous can inbellech sibne same things but
when yoo live hrough it s hard to remenvher that 28 the
[ime Uy sometiung that one fas [ve with svesy singlie day.

| weadt to s sgpewt group recarithy spvd woaree rv_;v‘lu‘th
iy condiiton walk with 3 cme, dark glasses and soeing-ope
dogs and [ don™ want o do that,

You aisa have written about the racism you experieaced
Ereving up i smal town Amenics and ot the waorkplace —
# fact that is often swept under the carpet in the Indian-
American dlaspora.

Mo hooks aiking about race are Zitachad th the Black or the
Latsne expenionds aod we Son read shough dbout the Asan,

South Asian or Bant Asiars sidie of Il Marey Tsdian-Asmver icans
I5ke Uy thimik it does not happen because they are fimanchally
prosperows, ad iy a way, they can foret te socetl prebles
of tace — but | wanted to bring & up. lodizn- Smericans expe
nience figotry just e sy ancther neo-white group bere and
Fwantod o address that

Do you feed e you have integrated inte normal’ ife agein?
1 think the challenging acpect is to reafise that Iife has
chanped — o kerg lockaing into Lhe mirmor and sy, Yo ook
nomred, nething bs wrong with you. Why don 'l you have &
proper rune 1o five joby? What hapoened 1o your e ™ I that
respect, it's difficalt i move an in life becase physically !
ook the same, 11T was an ampates, | coubd racegnise that |
Foeve bt a L, bt wilths 3 hesin ingory there are ne sutwand
signs. Then | would see peaple oy age, my friends lading
their normal fves and § woudd get wery sngry.

Its inghtming for smyone gong threugh an xiiment that
seerta Lo have no gnswers, When Uings began sppeanng vi-
sually Estorted | was mortally ternfied doctors combdn't lell
me what |t was It took me a long timee 10 et over it [ first
had the hasernorage, then blindnecs, then epilepsy and then
vision distortien, It never ends — Fwas thinking of It 2 2 1-
e for 23 beok actually’

It ic 0 strange paint in my e — | wos ased to haverd & 9
o 5 life, and now it different. One nover knows what is go-
g Lo happen pest, 3o | take cach dey as it comes.

§ e also working on miy second book = 1 Tk to call it ¥
These Savds Could Tolk - it's based on the wernen in ry
funihy and the ooy lves they have urderneath the pries 2
proper tacade B's sowadky that roy grandmother wold kill
me [ she v it

The hosl raveais many extromely private moments in your
Bie. How did your family react Yo soeing this in print?

We are South Tndiars Brahirars, so we sre very privatel My rel-
aoives in ruliz are eqraaily privete, 6 Twas 5o wortied whisi |
vevake this — worried sbout how sey paresits weubd foel, bor 1
think they krune that T Fave shways beert 2 big mouth! | gave
an ebvroge cogre b U on Christrorgs Dy, They surpeisad
me — thedre extremehy proud of mie and have hled what 1
e wHllsn, =

The tsunami took everything — her
husband, her two sons, her parents.
Sonali Deraniyagala contemplated

suicide, turned briefly to alcohol,
and then began to write. ‘Wave'
was her raft to survival

SMRITI DANIEL

¥ the tume | beard Senaki

Derariagala’s waize oo Shape, |
had been waiting for manths to
talk to hes Ton that indesvad, T uad
read aed re-verd her unbearably
poigniant memoly Winw while
wartching the reviews proliferate snline

APDEALIAE NOW The bl tore Yrough
their hotel, ovorturned the jsep n which they
were attempting 1o excape, and segaroied
Deraniyagaln (Farieft) from her family

collexgues, casual acgusniances and ovwn
hov tesgthboars i Nowe Yoy dido’t oo 5
clise. That's d changed with Miae, Peaple
spprnsch her i supermariel gueces and sul
on the street. “They mostly just want to tak,”
says Derandyagak, sharing her “refief that
penple know and | kn't have s Radse iden-
Riky... Dy Use ollaer Bard ' not ol ease with

the details rhat people do krow. | Saet kv,
T have toy woe ks that one ma.”

Readers are Brvhing that Weew i 28 oaschs
abowt lowve a3 it is sbout loox: i 13 vl woe bt
o torses. DUne is the del erate and un-
Enclving exymination of bes own grief and
her passage through itnd the other the 20
1y of the life she once had. Though it started
wul o n cxercise sugperlod by bar Sueragiist,
Deranvyagila & nol consider her writing

Twaisr abounded (M tumd Oralaatje dgbbed
A e gt povestul and hgunting book™
e had read in years). It had been launciwa
o March without Gmiare. 14 suthor having
mrevioasdy reached s agreement with her
Amnerican puhiishers that she would do anly
4 fevw interviews and mo TV bk shoves. Suill
Hisw didnt seemn to need msach
prverEion — most affortiesshy,
Lhe sicotder Sorm has become one
of e mast extraordinary acomets
of thee 200M Laumarni

then a lechurer in conpssormics at the
School ol Drtervtal and African Stud-
b i Boadony, arvd her hundural
Steve were vacabwning with her par-
it xnd her childvery in Yads on the
wsih-eastern cosst of Sn Lanka
F.ld’ﬂ~ﬂ-q\|d Voboratn sebwa " Tonew
beeames ahou dvds”, owed the white-
bl 5o eagthes that suarad in the skies

Though it started as an exercise suggested by her
therapist, Deraniyagala did not consider her writing
cathartic. She wasn’t working her family out of her

system = she was drawing them in. She brought her two

boys to life, and then she began on her husband and

parents. They are there on the page, thrumming with life

turmed the jeep inwetach Ly werr alterpl-  betng tervifeing and mostly being ot remedy

i 1o Escape and separated her fegen hr

pairdul phvsigally.” These first pages o

<A

Mo

Sa shw proceandid chiranoledfically.
Uhrotagh the chusos (Fat follored the tumand
whiere bundeeds upoe humdneds wese rab-
g or unacoounted for in S Lanka Yone
Vikernm's body and those of his grandparents
were Klintifiad m Erwiary bat Stove and
Nikhiil were yet Lo be found — thet now
woaild tadoe foar vsontie and the bl of & Lk
i Acstria o (dentify them from badics
exbrared From a mass grase

While Deraniyagala woited for confirma
ooy o what she alreacdy kmew 1o be true,
she plannad her suacide. shied gy from 2
recclicctions of her damily and for 3 b

rathartic, She wass't working her family ot
ol her yysleer — she was drawiey) B in
Soe brough! her Lo beanatiful hoys &6 fifs,
painstalingly recording il she could of them
and then she began on hey sshand and her
parents, They are 3l there on the page, Jlive
with detinl, theumanigd wth e

Iy Wiy, Devantysgals has én ovtosrd)-
oy memancd to the people she loved,
albowing us fist to know s then to care for
these strangers through her wards The book
Reels ke an inviition e Dhely home in
Friem: Bamet, which Derandyagila keope
mitach 38 11 was She magines that her baye
wotld Cringe e kv thedr playvoo was the
sune. thelr notes ared arpened Christima
poosents sl mtact. She foves Tt peopie
ﬂt“iﬂﬁ Ty agine that Vik sed Malli
are o the other room, her Intsbad perfups
oul at the store.

Explaining her inetmet 1o stockpsia hey
mernorics, she writet “T can only recover
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Q&A With Ashok Rajamani: The Man
Whose Brain Exploded

Kyla Cheung talks to Ashok Rajamani about his uniquely
humor-filled memoir recovering from an aneurysm at the
age of 25.

ASHOK RAJAMAN (YLA CHEUNG, M

Excerpt from Ashok Rajamani’s The Day My Brain
Exploded: A True Story

When the pain grew too intense, Ashok-as-Christ emerged. When
I watched my family members—all sitting in chairs, their faces
wearing looks of deep agony and despair —I realized I had to save

The Day
\iy

them

—~

So began my romantic affair with my corporeal self. | would rant d

Brain

Lxploded

aily, "I'm the Body of Love, I'm the Body of Love," as my family
looked on in mute, helpless horror. In those moments, I inhaled

the world's suffering. All of humanity's dreams, hopes, fantasies,

and nightmares lay inside of me, and I never let the doctors and Pp——

nurses forget it. Whenever they performed their routine tasks, 1
said solemnly, "Go ahead. My body is ready for you." Ashok Retjaroaani

My mind whirled through erotic nightmares and dreamscapes as
Book
Waorkman Publishing

well, involving different genders, fluids, and bleeding and sucking. er courtesy of

I recall one hallucination vividly: in my mind, the hospital had a
secret orange room, a room of depravity, a room of liberation. It
was packed full of women and men of different colors...I remember
seeing a gorgeous Indian girl and sucking her nipples till she
ripped them off herself out of pain. And when the Latino started
exploding in my mouth, his juice wasn’t white, but red. It was blood. I was so turned

on, and the more aroused 1 became, the bloodier the room became.
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OC: Your memoir opens with a quote from the
poet Rabindranath Tagore, a quote from Lewis
Carroll, as well as a quote from Charo, the Spanish
1970s comedienne. What did you mean by
including all three? What artists inspire you?

AR: Tagore, Carroll, and Charo all inspire me. If we
were to ask if  existed in the high-brow world or the
low-brow world, then [ would say, without question —
both. I dig Dolly Parton and Frida Kahlo. I like to call
my book the anti-Oprah book. Yes, it is the story of
surviving a tragedy, lending itself to mawkishness and
over-the-top sentimentality. But, this is not that type of
book. My book revels in comedy, tragedy, bawdiness,
and flat-out vulgarity, and redemption all at once. But it
does not implode into sentimentality, that's for sure. As
for which artists and people who inspire me. .. there are
too many to name. But here are just a few off the top of
my head: Frida Kahlo, Gautama Buddha, Malcolm X, Madonna, Swami
Vivekananda, and of course Jem (the cartoon character).

Joyce Anderson

“New York City reminds me of a friend that had
a miscarriage.”

OC: Your book is funny considering the sobering material. Was that
something that surprised you?

AR: My book is written with comedy because that reflects who I am. Before my
hemorrhage, I'd always found humor in even the darkest of circumstances. Luckily, 1
have retained that baseline personality trait even after the brain explosion. I'm
convinced that humor saved my sanity.

OC: What are your thoughts on how your many identities—as a traumatic
brain injury survivor, an Indian-American and a person of color, interact with
one another? How did these affect your approach to writing?

AR: Being brown is visible, but being brain-damaged isn’t. Sadly, both issues are not
discussed enough in pop culture. The circumstances of racism toward Indian-
Americans are never fully dealt with in literature, and brain damage is not historically
a major-league subject in books. I'm glad to bring out these issues. In my
acknowledgements, I give props to little brown kids in America’s Heartland and to
brain-damaged warriors as well. I hope I can represent them well, and by publicizing
my life, I hope I can publicize theirs,

OC: One of the funniest parts of the book is when you, as a 5th grader, get
into a shouting match with your classmates after you show-and-tell a bronze
statue of Krishna with them yelling “Jesus” and you yelling “Krishna.” It's a
comedic and also insightful moment of how early on Americans recognize and
participate in identity conflict.

AR: I don’t think kids are inherently racist. They fought with me not because they
hate brown skin, but because they are curious. Once teen-hood begins, the racism
kicks in.

OC: Your relationship with your family members plays a very present role in
the memoir. The letters your mother wrote are some of the most touching
moments in the book. She writes to you as you lay in the hospital bed and
pleads with God, “Why did it all have to happen?” Did your perspective
change as you wrote the memoir and included your family’s voices? How has
your family reacted to the book?

AR: When | wrote the book, I realized my family never gave up, even when they
could have. My mother’s letters were the most challenging to include. They not only
voiced her love and support for her child, but also her fears, and of course, her pain. I
gave my folks advanced copies of the book for Christmas. To my surprise, they loved
it right away! I was shocked, because South Indian Brahmin families are usually the
first to disavow sharing private matters.

OC: You mention in your memoir how you witnessed a marked change how
you were treated after 9/11, recounting how your father’s close friend, a Sikh
man, was killed in a hate crime. You still live in the city and have often, in the
case of your seizures, have been on the receiving end of the kindness of New
Yorkers. What is your relationship to the city now? Has it changed?

AR: New York City reminds of a friend I knew that had a miscarriage. She was
freaking out, depressed, sad, and angry for the months before-and-after her
pregnancy. After many, many months she returned to normal and life went on, With
9711, New York City suffered its own miscarriage, or more fittingly, a brain
hemorrhage, and survived it. It took a while to move on, and even though it has some
scars, it has moved on. Yes, it was a tough time to be a brown male from 2001 to
2002, but New York soon came back to the city I remembered —the one without
xenophobia and fear of brown men.
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Ashok Rajamani
says he is blessed
to be alive and
functioning from
the nightmare of
prain injury, that
nade him want to

tell his story

Ttry to find humor

Ashok Rajamani, who survived
a brain bleed at 25, tells
Arthur J Pais how it changed
the way he looked at the world

In the palI of my journey’

he handsome man, around 38
vears old, walked into the ladies
room and came out in no time
before the shrieks started. “Oh, 1
did it," he muttered as he apolo-
gized for his mistake.
Can vou really blame him?
Ashok Rajamani, survivor of a
full-throttle brain bleed at the age
of twenty-five, could only see the
words MEN outside the WOM-
ENS toilet because the hemor-
rhage had left him with lifelong
bisected blindness, epilepsy, in addition to distorted hear-
ing, erratic transient amnesia, metal staples in his brain,
and ultimately, a carved skull because of open brain sur-
gery.

The Day My Brain Exploded; A True Story — & confes-
sional book — full of raw stories and dark humor, is the
consequence of his body’s very own 8/11, sayvs Ashok.

It is also the story of an immigrant family and its two
America born sons, and the racism they had to face in an all
white school near Chicago. The book has received praise
and media attention for the first-time author who has lived
in New York City for over 17 years.

He graduated from New York University in journalism
and attended Columbis University for advanced cultural

studies.

Now a brain injury rights advocate, Rajamani has been
regular host for Brain Injury Radio and is a board member
of the International Brain Injury Survivors Network, as
well as a subject matter expert for the Brain Injury
Association of America.

Your book is titled The Day My Brain Exploded. Tell vs
about that day.

The actual bleed that provoked the explosion that day,
was, shall we say, something not suitable for children to
hear; vou'll have to read the book to find out!

The hemorrhage was caused by the explosion of a hidden
birth defect called an arteriovenous malformation — a con-
genital birth defect — that is hard for doctors to detect
until it explodes, as was my case.

An AVM can exist anywhere in the body, but is most fre-
quently detected in the brain. Mine had nestled in my brain
from birth, awaiting its explosion.

In other words, my AVM was a ticking time bomb.
Perhaps most shocking: the event took place in the most
surprising of situations — my brother’s wedding.

Was this the ariginal title of the book?

The original title was actually Brain Karma, but after
some thought, my editor and I realized we wanted some-
thing more in your face. Brain Karma, we felt, sounded
more like a book of brain puzzles, or even a book of yoga

mstructions.

The title The Day My Brain Exploded is colorful, blunt,
and vivid, and perfectly mirrors my no-holds-barred writ-
ing stvle,

Your mother felt you were too young to write such a mem-
vir; what was your answer?

I told her, quite simply: “I've died already. 1 think that's
more than old enough.”

Why did you choose to tell your story?

There are not enough memoirs by brain-surgery and
brain-injury survivors. In many cases, these survivors have
become too mentally challenged or face other severe hand-
ICApS.

Plus, they are often killed by their injuries. T once asked
my brather, "How come there aren't many ‘brain mjury
pride parades in contrast to parades with survivors from
other health conditions?” He told me, deadpan, “That’s
because the marchers are either too damaged to walk, or,
they're dead”

I've been blessed to be alive and functioning from the
horrendous nightmare of brain injury. 1 have to tell my
story.

[ also haven't found enough memoirs by Indian
Americans dealing with the issue of race. Americans of
Indian and South Asian descent must contend with as

> M8



‘You mean
your God

is metal?
That’s dumb’

Ithough T was, of course, aware of my

somewhat different appearance, [ was

raised to be proud of who 1 was as
well as of my cultural heritage, something
that oecasionally created a bit of tension in
the emvironment,

I had to go to Avon Center School, Not toa
painful. The main problem was my name.
Realistically, “Ashok” is only two syllables; it
shouldn’t be & problem. But on the first day
of every school year, the teacher found a new,
miore inventive way to fuck up my name.

Some variations incuded Uh-Sheek, Ah-
Shook, Ass-hock. Even my classmates were
sick of it. With a collective yell at the teacher
on the first day of the school year, they would
clarify: *Its UH-SHOKE!™

The new teacher, flushed with embarrass-
ment, would then say it correctly. By the next
day, though, it would be forgotten and we
would start all over.

aE

In first grade, our teacher was a Latina
named Mrs Marquez, The
kids tried to depict her in
their Christmas cards. As
they did, one after the ather
called out, “She’s not our
eolor!™ They held up the \II'\
peach-colored crayons, which
the box had conveniently
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woman who excelled in frompiness, intro-
duced me.

“Ashok iz next” she said, her needle-thin,
unpainted lips in action, "to show what he
brought. Evervone pay attention”

Just before me, a boy showed us his pet
puppy, & golden retriever named Demon.
The class, of course, loved the presentation,
their “oohs” and “aahs” flonding the small
vellow-tilled room. It was a tough act to fol-
low.

I went to the front, gussied up in my au
courant gray turtleneck and plaid pants cho-
sen by Mom.

“Everyone,” [ said, “this is Lord Krishna”

The kids, still panting over
Dernon, shut up and lis-
tened, They all seemed
intrigued.

1 had myy speech prepared.

) "He's God and this."

- Before 1 conld continue,
Leslie  interrupted, her

labeled as “Flesh.” blande pigtails bouncing.
“We can’t use the flesh color | o | I - J “Ewww! You mean vour God
to draw her,” they exclaimed. . \! MO is metal? That's dumb!™
So they used the black crayon “Tesus is & man,” said Mike,
from their hoxes, b who leoked like a sweet, cute
o version of Curly from The
Ashok Rapnmmm Tiree 3

The statue | was bringing
to school was of Lord
Krishna as the Vishwaroopa,
his multi-headed, twenty-armed avatar, rep-
resenting God as the ultimate power that
controlled the creation, preservation and the
destruction of existence itself.

OfF course, [ did not know how to artienlate
all that at the age of ten, so Mom explained
to me in understandable terms.

“Why does he look like that, Mom?™ 1 ashed
the day earlier, confused by Krishna's multi-
limlsed appearance.

“All of his arms and heads equal all the
people in the world,” she said. *It means God
is everywhere.”

“50 is that the statue of God?”

“Not exactly” she said with a chuckle. "It
just shows what God means. But its still
holy.”

Mrs Swenton, a Gfty-year-old white

“You should love Jesus!™
some  other
boomed.

“How stupid,” Leslie snickered. “How can
God he for show-and-tell*

“Here is what’s stupid.” [ said. "You think
vour Jesus is great. 've seen his pictures, He
has only two arms. My God has so many
arms he can kick your stupid God's butt!”

1 had unlocked the door to an invisible
sports stadium, Three of the kids, as though
rooting for one of the teams in a football
game, started cheering, “Jesus! Jesus!
Jesus!”

“Krishna! Erishna! Krishna= I countered,
trying to yell above the impromptu pap rally.
“You know my God can beat up yours!” ®

classmates

Excerpted from The Day My Brain Exploded,
published by Algonqguin Books. Copyright, Ashok
Rajamani.

PARLS GARDH

much bullying, bigotry, and racism as any other non-white community in our
nation. We need suek stories that address this fact.

Your resurrection from such extreme brain trauma is quite rare. wavmnld
you say you've contended with your survival?

I tell other brain-injury survivors that we shouldn’t fieel 50 morose, because I
feel we've been given two lives for the price of one. That’s how T look at it

I know 1 am lucky to have survived well enough to speak, to think, to read,
and to write, and to do everything offered in the land of the living,

I try to find humor in the pain of my journey. As I often say, my laughter is
far stronger than my Lears, When one undergoes a hellish experience, they can
either ery or laugh. T chose to lawgh.

Tell us about your trauma of dealing with doctors.

Unfortunately, I learned that some in the medical profiession have a sordid
‘god-complex” They feel just because they heal your physical ailments, they can
belittle your self-warth.

In the book, I meéntion how a surgeon cruelly dismizsed questions about my
nperaunn Tt was then that T realized a patient’s health is only as good as his
doetor’s humanity. That said, [ have also had some wonderful doctors, who
have treated me warmly, lovingly, and humanely. I owe much of my recovery to
them.

Your memoir details yoor spiritnality. How would you deseribe your belief sys-
tem?

1 am a proud Hindu, Specifically, T am cnﬁ.ptumd. by both the aggression and
surrender | must ingest to survive. This aggression is symbolized by Shakti, the
Goddess Durga.

Surrender is a mindscape ereated by the loving, passive embrace of Lord
Krishna. I survived becanse of the conflation of the two. This made me rely on
a beliel in sumething bigger than myself, a force so great and perfect which

vuld protect me and ensure that 1 could never be destroyed entirely.

Hinduoism is a banyan tree — we can worship God all the way from meditat-
ing on God through the path of representative idols and the path of bhakei, o
the way of karma yoge, in which our daily work brings us to the divine, all to
the way to jnana yoga, 2 developed view of Vedanta, in which we do not per-
sonalize God, but understand in energy and the concept of Brahman, which
exists everywhere - an idea that some actually call a form of atheism.

My death and rebirth made me even more a believer of forces beyond con-
trol, Whether one calls it ‘universe, ‘god, ‘energy,’ 1 know there is something
bigger than all of us, as individuals. And each one of us has different paths to
diseover it. Hinduism maintaing, all rivers, all yogas, lead to the same ocean.

The narrative of the book is not chronological. Instead, itslides back and forth
between different years and spaces of time. Why did you recount your story this

Our thonght processes are far from linear. The ways our brain retrieves mem-
ories and envelops fresh thoughts are never predictable. T wanted my memair
to conflate both order and disorder, reflecting such mechanies of the brain.

The back and forth motion also forees the reader to be energetic, whereas a
chronological marrative does not. Rather, it enforces eventuality: The reader
ean puess where the timeline of the story is headed, and this can be disinter-
esting. Many memoirs, unfortunately, take a route as bland as that.

In muost memoirs, the writer discusses his or her families, How is yours dealing
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privacy due to the book?

Actually, my parents have been totally supportive. South
Indian Brahmins so supportive over such raw self-revela-
tion! I was rather surprised.

My mom's late mother was oheessed with the words ‘pri-
vacy' and “dignity’ like the Queen of England. She was a
devout Brahman woman wha insisted on pri I'm sure
if she were still with us, she would be wringing my neck, or
probably choking me with her sari,

Your parents, especially your mother whom vou
deseribe uth:mwmnn}m have ever known. !

My mother would come to the hospital, sit on a blue plas-
gc chair, and would be with me all during my days of tor-

re,

I never understood why until I saw the maovie Passion of
the Christ and watehed Mary watching her son being cruci-
fied, in agony,

I realized that most mothers, no matter what piin their
children are going through, will not leays them.

My mother is an ineredible waman, She had an arranged
martiage and had to learn to be a part of a very quirky fam-
ily. She then was forced to live in an all-white Midwest
town without any Indians, and she was quite the outsider,

Butsh:]mkndaﬁurusmwe]] and gave us a lot of
maral support. My father has a very big heart and a great
sense of humor, all of which helped me survived the night-
mare of my jourmey,

You write at length ahout the support you received from
your parents. Could you tel] us athout your brother Prakash
and the role he played in the community of supporters? .

hlizfﬁuyillmyhmk.ﬁlkashmsmjrﬁm:uspnnder
and savior. [ eonldn’t have made this journey without him,
He is a lawyer, so practically speaking; his guidance and

input were invaluable in any legal matters we had to deal
with it, like my medical health i 2,

Emutionally, it was his strength, along with his humar,

which carried me thrg my journey. Mast importantly,
H:rrhrl:.l“ylmrt r{wentn];: I;le l;:shnk 1.0, brain explosion or
o brain explosion, he has N my protector, guide, com-
panion, and rival, &l rolled into one.

My deep relationship with Prakash i evidenced heavily
in the book. The reason i simple: He is m_rbiﬁbmthen; el
whether he knows it or nol, we are ticd for life, sharing a
E?:-nd that only two brothers, in our cosmos, could ever
share.
hmw:-ih;:g Pli’-ali?nk must have taken a long time. Do you
k ea 1;11; ow has your daily living changed since the

Being & writer is o full time Jjob, but it's not stable, and
unfortunately, I don't have a 9-5 Jjob currently to provide
such stability.

T volunteer for the brain-injured community as well as
write articles, teach English as Second or Other Language
ta those in need, and hold vther odd jobs,

I realized a few years after my brain explosion that it was

Jthmhuﬂmupluinthelatgcppmm;munﬁnw:

¥, many years ago [ had a seizure right in the middle of

an interview, which has searred me entirely. Ever since it

has been difficult to effectively seek jobs without certain
anxieties,

I now live my kife day-to-day. The fateful day [ had my
brain explosion I had no idea that T woold face death when
all T did was leave for a wedding,

_Also, now that T've been lef with epilepsy, | can have
fears of having seizures in inopportune moments. This, as
well as knowing death can at any time... these are
issues I never had before the morrthage, and now oflen
make me feel that every time T legve vy house, it might be
Tor the last time, So the good news is, now [ don't leave my
Aapartment messy.

It like youy mother always warns, never leave home with

unclean underwear. You know what? She's absolutely right.
You never know if you'll be caught dead in it!

When 1 had the brain hemorrhage and long hospitaliza-
tion, to my shock I had discoverad my father had cleared out
my apartment in Manhattan, and to do that he had to check
out everything in it, and take all of my belongings, everything
which constituted my life at the time, to his house in New
Jersey where [ would be staying for a long time,

Naturally, T felt violated. After all, my private life had
been torn open. 1 had arguments with him aver that, but
later T realized that he had done what he thought was the
right thing,

It tonk me a while to get over my anger, but 1 forgave him.,
After all, he is the only Dad T have and T love him dearly. He
has been a great support in my jonmey recovery.

You write abowt Ashok 1,0 amd Ashok 2.0. Who are these
Asholes?

Ashok 1.0 was a 25 year old more affected by the materi-
al world, who basically went for the more visible things —
clothes, money and career. He was a heavy drinker, mak-
ing a lot of moncy in the public relations world, but not
quite living a life rewarding to him.

Ashok 2.0 has been resurrected. He has risen past death,
overcome painful su o had to fight tremendous
amounts of guilt and anger, but he has ultimately heen
transformed

He is more spiritual than ever, and he is sharing the con-
eerns of many in the brain-injured eommunity, all the while
realizing his main contribution to himself lies not in exter-
nal suceesses but within his internal breakthroughs.

What kind of gnilt, eovy, and anger did you go throngh
soon after vour i1

Looking at my brother, 1 would be angry, thinking, why
didn't he have a birth defect like me? We ‘were born from
the same womb!

At the same time, [ was irrationally consumed hy guilt of
ruining his wedding ceremony by having my brain explode
right at that moment.

My mother went through a guilt phase too, She blamed
herself for my misfortune, which was the result of a con-
genital condition.

I'told her she should not blame herself but a few months
later, it was 1 who was acensing her for cansing the hemor-
rhage. And yet [ knew she was not responsible. She did not
drink, she did not dn drugs.

I asked her for her forgiveness soon.

Much of my anger and frustration would happen when 1
would look at myself in the mirror. T looked perfectly nor-
mal while knowing that inside me everything had heen
destroyed.

Coming to terms of my condition helped resolve my
anger, and became a big part of my transformation.

Mmqmmw&g&ummymehw
friemlships. Why was that?

One friend of many years was a great help to my family
and was behind me solidly when I had to go through very
complex surgery three months after my bleed. But T came
o fieel that she had become a Tragedy Gueen.

She saw herself as a martyr and 1 heard her telling a
friend that she had to take care of me, [ began to feel She
was petting off on the fact that 1 was seriously sick. Her
helping me in fact was less about helping me than about
her needs, and the need to make her feel important. The
friendship has since ended.

Ashok 1.0 closest friend was a brother-figure in every
way passible. He was my drinking buddy and we had
enjoyed each other’s company enarmonsly, We parted ways
after my hospitalization though, after it became obvious
that our lifestyles were no longer the same,

I've now found kinship and friendship with the Brain
Injury Community. We are all wacky and loud. Loud" being
the operative word! Sure, from time to time I've felt angry
and envious of others, but I know now how to handle it.

My friends in the brain-injured community know a lot
about these feelings. What surprised me in the hospital was
that same of the doctors did nut understand how, after los-
ing parts of my brain, T eould be uncouth or temperamen-
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‘The tears came

gushing like a waterfall’

Arthur J Pais finds out how Ashok’s family dealt with

the aftermath of his illness

heila Rajamani would sit on a plastic chair in 2 DC

miwmdwﬁmlmmw(iodmhcrjoumalasslw

watched her 25-year-old son Ashok Rajamani battle
for his life.

“Dear God, It has been less than a week since Ashok's in
the hospital, nothing makes sense to me,” Sheila, who had
warked as a kindergarten teacher in a small town in 1llinois
when her two sons were very voung, wrote in March 2000.

Referring to her first hom, she added, “We had all come
to share in the joy and bappiness of Prakash and (his
fianeée) Karmen on their wedding day, and Ashok is in ICU
fighting for his life. Why did all have to happen at this
time? Ashok has just started his new job, and off to a great
start. I hope I'm providing him with some solace and com-
fort, and 1 hope he knows 'm there in the room.”

A few days later she would write to God again. “Please
spare his eyes, He's an artist. Spare his eyes. know God, 1
am asking a lot from you”

God surely must have li d. Ashok re
vision, and a lot of his former life.

She says the most important thing she told her sons while

1 haif his

they were growing up was to be proud of
who they were.

“Their experiences growing up were
many times quite difficult. But it built in
them the resilience to survive, gave them
strength of character, made tﬁn fear-
less, emboldened their resolve and
enlightened them early on. These quali-
ties have made them the wonderful men
they are today, and I am proud of them,”
she adds.

As Ashok was fighting for confidence
and strength after a very difficult sur-
gery, she told him, “There is a reason
why you survived. To enjoy the sun,
blue skies and a beautiful rainbow,
remember not to take things for grant-
ed? You've got a second chance for hife.
Love everything about it”

What kept her going in the haspital and following months?

“Keeping a journal, penning my innermost thoughts and

« Mo

tal at times. In fact, there was one doctor
who loved to look at me and point
‘Inappropriate! Inappropriate!’ Looking
back, I realized hewas in the wrong profes-
sion. He should have been a librarian,
Bullying continues across schools in
America, and Indian-American students
continue to be affected. What are your

1 try to find UIMOY
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feelings, frustrations and bopes for Ashok, my daily letters
to God.” she says. “It was a very difficult learning process.
No one prepares you in the recovery of a brain-injured per-
son. It is & journey, coping, nursing and dealing with the
physical, emotional, mental well-being of a loved one
round the clock”

Sheila says when she read the book she couldn’t believe
how far Ashok had come since “those months restrained in
bed in the hospital. I feel pure joy that he is with us, and has
triumphed beyond my wildest dreams, The tears that 1 held
back these dozen years came gushing like a waterfall”

Her husband Puthucode Rajamani, who after working
for major pharmaceutical companies for over 35 years, has
his own pharmaceutical-related busi says Sheila is a
woman of extraordinary strength and was avery important
player in his son’s recovery.

“We were tested all of a sudden and T wonder if there are
many families who had to undergo ordeals like us," he says.

He recalls the day Ashok had the brain bleed. His oldest
son Prakash rushed in his tuxedo to the hotel suite where
he found his brother in great physical agony. “He carried
his brother to the nearby hospital, as he did not want to
wait for the ambulance as he feared it might take its own
sweet time to arrive, Rajamani Senior says. Of course,
Prakash or the immediate family did not have an idea what
had happened to Ashok.

The hospital people called the insurance and were told
that Ashok, who had just started & new job, was not cov-
ered. That was & bureaucratic nightmare, as the family had
started suspecting the treatment might run inte couple of

millions of dollars.
The three Raj te themselves about

is had to ed

Ashok’s condition, and often they found the doctors not
ready to discuss things at length. “Teday, T think we have
hecome experts on his health problems” his father says,
with a wry laugh.

Though his brother felt several times
that he had ruined the wedding cere-
mony, Prakash says, he himself never
feit that way. “We had to do everything
we could to help Ashok. He is the only
brother [ have.”

The family was always convinced, he

adds, that Ashok had been saved so that
he could answer a higher calling and be
an inspiration for those afflicted with
what might initially scem a hopeless
case.
“Many people in his position would
have gone into deep depression, a few
might have committed suicide,”
Prakash says. “It is not that Ashok did
not have buge problems adjusting to
his new reality, and deal with anger and
frustrations, but he was able to over-
come much of all that becanse he has &
generous heart and an inner life. He
Kknows he has been saved for a reason and God has plans for
him.” ®

virtues of tolerance, and not the fears of dif-
ference.

What will your next book be abount?

It’s going to be fun and frothy: a funny,
comical rollection of semi-sutobiographi-
cal stories about the zany, crazy, and eceen-
tric women in my family in India: a sort of
Desperate Housewives in Mumbai! There
ix even a daughter-in-law who falls in love
with her mother in law!

thoughts today about dealing with school
bullying?

Indian-American students are affected,
ves. But 5o are all students perceived as ‘dif-
ferent” by their peers — be they be brown,
or yellow, or gay, or small, or puny, or over-
weight, or poor, or too-intelligent, or not-
intelligent-enough, or black, or Hindu, or

Jewish, or Muslim, or anything at all per-
ceived as the ‘other!

Bullying is an acceptable hate-crime in
schools, in which the victims are rarely able
to fight back:

I was bullied often, be it because of my
race, ethnicity, religion, name, intellect,
‘wimpiness, and other issues.

I would like to say 1 can foresee a cure,
but as long as children bully those who are
different, there might be no end.

1 am hoping we will have more nation-
wide legislation to help control bullying
Tike the Dignity for All Stadents Actin New
York state. I'm hoping that parents
will raise their children by teaching the

The working title of the book is
Adventures in Curd Rice, For those
unaware, Curd Rice is a yummy South
Indian dish, containing rice, yogurt, gin
and other spices, I'm very excited about this
project. It is more humorous than The Day
My Brain Exploded. No bleeding brains
3 Ived =




BARNES <-NOBLE

BOOKSELLERS
www.bn.com

Discover

Everything Offered in the Land of the Living: A
Conversation with Ashok Rajamani
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. Dear Reader,
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W _ s Ashok Ramajani's memoir, The Day My Brain Exploded (A

Brain ® Brain ® Spring '13 pick} is the astonishingly true (and shockingly

Faxploded v wl
M Explodec funny) story of what happened after the author suffered a

o massive, near-fatal cerebral hemorrhage at the age of 25.
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He discusses the continuing, daily consquences of his

traumatic brain injury, why he chose to structure the book
as he did, and how his selnse of humor helps him survive, among other things with Discover
Great New Writers.

The Day My Brain Explodes begins on the day of your brother's wedding, the day your brain
“explodes.” Can you tell us about that day?

Unfortunately, | can't; people have to buy the book to find out! What | will say, though, is that
the hemorrhage was caused by the explosion of a hidden birth defect called an AVM, an
arteriovenous malformation, a congenital birth defect that is hard for doctors to detect until it
explodes, as was my case. An AVM can exist anywhere in the body, but is most frequently
detected in the brain. Mine had been nestled in my brain from birth, awaiting its explosion. In
other words, my AVM was a ticking time bomb. The event took place in the most surprising of
situations, and the actual bleed that provoked the explosion, was, shall we say, something not
suitable for children to hear,

Not for children? Sounds provocative!
Provocative is a good word to describe it.

Your resurrection from such extreme brain trauma is quite rare. How would you say you've
contended with your survival?

| tell other brain-injury survivors that we shouldn't feel so morose, because | feel we've been
given two lives for the price of one. That's how | look at it. | know | am lucky to have survived
well enough to speak, to think, to read, and to write, and to do everything offered in the land of
the living. Well, that's not the total truth. | can’t ride roller coasters.



You've made an amazing recovery. Are there issues that you still have to face and overcome
each day as a result of this injury?

There have been quite a few consequences from my hemorrhage. | now have erratic short-term
amnesia as well as seizure disorder, otherwise known as epilepsy. Although | have not had a
seizure in years, sometimes | still worry about getting another one. This is a fear faced by maost
people with epilepsy; no matter how long we go without seizures, we fear another incident is
just around the bend. | also suffer from tinnitus, which is a consistent ringing in the ears, a
sound that happens nonstop. In the book, | call the problem "chasing ambulances in my head”

Woaorst of all, | now have permanent blindness in half of both my eyes. This is a condition called
hemionopsia, and it is a dreadful ailment. | can only see half the world now. The trouble is, there
is no demarcation in my sight, such as some sort of black line, which tells me my field vision has
ended. So | truly think | see the whole world, when in fact, | don't. You wouldn't believe the
number of times I've accidentally walked into a women's public restroom since | don't see the
“women” sign on the door, but only see the word “men.” Then, when | enter and see a roomful of
stalls with no row of urinals, | realize | have made a mistake yet again! My visual therapist once
ordered me to consistently turn my head around like an oscillating fan. Since it's hard for me to
always be conscious about the blindness, | often forget to do this. And when | keep my head in
place and scan an area by moving my eyeballs left to right, | end up looking like a shifty-eyed
villain from an old black-and-white movie.

Your memoir details your spirituality. How would you describe your belief system?

| was always spiritual, but my survival has made me even more a believer of forces beyond
control. Whether one calls it 'universe, 'god’, 'energy’ | know there is something bigger than all
of us, as individuals. And each one of us has different paths to discover this. Rivers lead to the
same ocean, don't they? After all, Love is love around the world, even though it has different

names in different languages.

The narrative of the book is not chronological. Instead, it slides back and forth between
different years and spaces of time. Why did you recount your story this way?

Our thought processes are far from linear. | wanted my memaoir to conflate both order and
disorder, reflecting such mechanics of the brain. The back and forth motion also forces the
reader to be energetic, whereas a chronological narrative does not. Rather, it enforces
eventuality: the reader can guess where the timeline of the story is headed, and this can be
disinteresting. Many memaoirs, unfortunately, take a route like this.

In most memaoirs, the writer discusses his or her families. How is yours dealing with their
compromised privacy due to the book?

Actually, my parents have been totally supportive. | myself was rather surprised! | do know,
however, that my mom's late mother was obsessed with the words 'privacy’ and 'dignity’, like
the Queen of England. I'm sure if she were still with us, she would be wringing my neck, or
probably choking me with her sari.

Why did you choose to tell your story?
There are not enough memoirs by brain-surgery and brain-injury survivors; for many, these



survivors have become too mentally challenged or face other severe handicaps. Plus, they are
often killed by their injuries. | once asked my brother, “how come there aren't many ‘brain injury
pride parades’ in contrast to parades with survivors from other health conditions?” He told me,
utterly deadpan, “that's because the marchers are either too damaged to walk, or they're dead”

I've been blessed to still be alive and functioning. | have to tell my story, and the story of those
who can't tell it themselves. | also haven't found enough memoirs by Indian Americans dealing
with racism, or folks with half-blindness, or folks with psychotic hallucinogenic vision
syndromes, or of folks with many other issues that | detail in the memoir. We need such stories.

Survival memoirs are often emotionally painful to write. Yet The Day My Brain Exploded is
comical and humorous. How were you able to recount your difficult journey with such
humor?

| don't take myself too seriously. And, as | often say, my laughter is far stronger than my tears.
When one undergoes a hellish experience, they can either cry or laugh. | chose to laugh.

Who have you discovered lately?

Just finished Juliann Garey's Too Bright to Hear Too Loud to See. It is, simply, one of the best
books | have read recently. The writing is bold, vivid, and moving. Details the issue of madness
perfectly. Terrific work.

Writers program, which was established in 1990 to highlight works of
& — 4 exceptional literary quality that might otherwise be overlooked in a
‘ “ . crowded book marketplace. Titles chosen for the program are handpicked

by a select group of our booksellers four times a year.
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.
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Life After Your Brain Explodes

By Ashok Rajamani

0 Tweet - 4 Share Dyac 172012, 10:29 AM ET

When 1 was 25, 1 had a ruptured cerebral aneurysm. I later joined a brain injury support group -- reluctantly.

LadyDragonflyCC/Flickr

"Don't compare apples to oranges. All of you are in different areas in life. Remember that. Different categories
completely."”

Kari, the moderator and social worker of the brain injury support group, was trying to give us a pep talk.

"You need to understand that your lives changed after your brain injuries. Understand that point, and you won't
get jealous or hurt," she continued.

It didn't work. Out of the twenty attendees in the room, four, including me, were still morose, sad, and bitter. I
was there because, following several months of treatment for a brain aneurysm that wiped out much of my
memory and left me partially blind, everyone — neurologists, therapists, counselors - told me to join a group as
soon as I was released from the hospital. But it took almost four years for me to actually attend a meeting. I had
never planned to go, but finally I was so lonely and depressed that 1 felt I had no choice. Most of all, I had
become painfully envious of everyone around me. To live in the outside world again, | needed to cope with
non-brain-injured folks, whom I called "norms" a la old-school carnival-freak patois. These norms, with thenr
goddamn unscarred heads, were plssmg me off They would never r understand what had happened to me.

sed in New York City. His work has also appeared in Scholars

Ashok Rajamani - Ashok Rajamani is a writer ba in Exploded is his first

& Rogues, South Asian Review, Danse Macabre, and 3:AM Magazine. The Day My Brai
book.
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Rapper 50 Cent’s fitness tips; rebuilding
the mind after a brain ‘explosion’

By Maggie Fazeli Fard
Most Read

HIP-HOP FITNESS

‘Wi ed,” New York police
commissione s of sergeant 4 ,“
Get fit or die tryin’ fatally sh emotionally \

disturbed woman

Forget getting rich. Rapper 50 Cent — who became a household name in 2003 with the album “Get Rich or Die Tryin’”

— is now interested in helping you get fit. The hip-hop star known as much for his abs as his rhymes has released a new
book, sharing workout tips and advice for getting ripped. “Formula 50: A 6-Week Workout and Nutrition Plan That Will
Transform Your Life” details workouts and nutrition tips modeled on 50’s own regimen. It promises that body fat will
decrease by 10 percent, energy will increase by 20 percent and strength endurance will improve by 20 percent — a
total gain of 50 percent, according to 50.

How one man rebuilt his mind

“The Day My Brain Exploded,” by Ashok Rajamani

Ashok Rajamani was 25 years old when his brain “exploded.” The result of a rare congenital birth defect that had lain in
wait for more than two decades, a tangle of veins and arteries ruptured at a most inopportune of moments: while
having sex, and on the day of his brother’s wedding. “A bad day, to put it mildly,” writes Rajamani in “The Day My Brain
Exploded.” With a self-deprecating tone that vacillates between humor and anger, Rajamani details the cerebral
hemorrhage and the damage it caused. The book jumps back and forth in time, from the “brain explosion” that left him
epileptic and partially blind, to his childhood growing up as a first-generation Indian American in suburban lllinois, and
to his post-college years working in New York. Rajamani describes what it is like to relearn the most basic of skills — how
to walk, to eat, to speak — as an adult. “True, what | went through was terrible and, true, | wasn’t always patient with
those around me,” he writes. “But | realize now, looking back, | am one of the luckiest people alive, and in telling my
story | am hoping to give a voice to others who were not so fortunate.”

— Maggie Fazeli Fard
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What motivates you to write? This is a question that I would like to ask all the writers of
the world. Ashok Rajamani’s life story is closer to fiction than non-fiction; yet he has
lived the story and now written about it.

Ashok Rajamani is an internationally published writer and poet in New York City. His recently-released,
critically-acclaimed memoir, THE DAY MY BRAIN EXPLODED (Algonquin Books) is currently available in
bookstores worldwide. The book, an irreverent and electric account of his amazing survival from a full-throttle
brain aneurysm, is the first of its kind by any Indian American author in history.

Put aside everything you know and just focus on this interview.

Did your brain injury lead you to writing more seriously? Tell us about your amazing journey to the THE
DAY MY BRAIN EXPLODED: A TRUE STORY.



It was not a question about being more “serious” with my writing. I have always been serious about this
craft. The difference in my writing, since my brain injury, rotates around one word: ‘authenticity.” It took this
horrible near-fatal incident to make me realize the extreme limitations of our lives — in other words, it made
me realize, fully, the simple cliché: life is short. As such, an artist must do what s/he can to create inspiring
work which rings true for the reader. It took years to write this memoir, and I hope I've been able to bare my
soul in the process. I am extremely proud of the end result.

You write poetry, essay and books. How do you shift so seamlessly from one form of writing to the other?

I actually change my identity as the written word dictates. For instance, at one point I am Ashok the Poet, one
point I am Ashok the Memoirist, and so on. I unconsciously alter myself to fit whatever media or expression I
pursue at the time. I am also an artist, so Ashok the Artist is another identity too.

What do you think new writers should do to be successful in 2013 and beyond? What shouldn’t they do?

Plain and simple: new writers should never give up. Publishing is an incredibly horrifying profession; the
rejections are countless. To be successful you have to be strong enough to face the criticism. More importantly,
you have to be strong enough to break the rules. Many writers hear about how important it is to have an agent,
or how to do queries and other such things. But, believe me, don’t listen to them! All those rules are a bunch of
crap. I got a deal without an agent. I simply cold-called the editor. I wrote queries in my own strange way. I
never followed — nor follow — rules. To be successful from here and beyond, don'’t listen to the rules. Write
what fulfills you — and stop at nothing at getting your words out. Self-publishing, digital publishing and other
possibilities, are all new ways books are read. No more do we have to fear the old “establishment” of
publishing houses. Be bold, be brave. But no matter the hurdles, keep on writing.

Keep on Keeping on. We should always realize that, in order to get where we want to go, persistence is a must.
No book, or poem, can exist without a full narrative.

As a writer who has dealt with brain injury, what kind of advice do you have to give to writers who want to deal
with difficult health issues? Is there anything like too much honesty when you write about the darkest moments
of your life?

First off, I want to say that the book was difficult to write because of my motor skills (my hands would often
quiver on the keyboard), cognitive disability (I had to keep writing and reading notes due to my amnesia), and
my visual handicaps (the hemorrhage left me blind in half of both my eyes, and I have faced multiple sight
distortions). But I kept moving forward.

I swiveled the mirror so I could see; I made comprehensive outlines; I used a ruler to help me delineate the
margins; I did whatever it took to keep writing. So, to all the disabled writers who don’t think they can do it —
you're only as good as the limitations you set for yourselves.



Now, to answer your question: writing about one’s health issues is a personal matter. What happened to me is
not unique — brain injury is faced by many. I think what made the difference is that I had a compulsion to
document it. It takes a certain motivation (some would say derangement) to write about your health
nightmares. So I can’t advise other survivors or patients on how to move forward with writing their
experiences. All I can say is that it is not easy to revisit the terrors you’ve experienced. Be prepared to have
meltdowns in the fight to write about your life.

As for being honest, I don’t think there is such a thing as “too much” honesty about disclosing a health crisis.
Even a lie always reveals the truth. The main problem is trying to convince your family not to hate you for
revealing family secrets!

Is there any writer who has inspired you more than your life?

There is not just one writer who inspires me. There are many, all of whom have been able to conflate sorrow
with humor. My memoir never gets too mawkish; laughter is stronger than sorrow. Tears of joy carry more
power than tears of pain, so I adore poets, novelists, and memoirists who understand the importance of
mixing comedy with drama. Faves include the following writers: Katherine Dunn, David Sedaris, Augusten
Burroughs, T.S. Eliot, and Herodotus. On a grander scale, you can’t beat the fictional or non-fictional Vyasa,
the mythical wordsmith credited for writing the greatest poem ever made: The Mahabharata.

Thank you Ashok for your time. Your advice is invaluable to writers who procrastinate and those who try,
and to people world over who have encountered rebellions of the body. Hope your book gets all the success
it deserves!

neelthemuse@ 2013



TH I N K LI K E PJ Maybe you're just like me

The Day My Brain Exploded by Ashok Rajamani.

Arteriovenous malformation or AVM for short, is a very rare brain condition with just about a tenth of 1% of the population
suffering from it. The author, Ashok, has it, and one day it takes its toll on him. This book discusses his life journey before, during
and after that fateful day.

This book brings forth many positive things. Being that the condition is so rare, the book raises awareness about it. It also reveals
the shocking neglect that AVM patients, along with other Traumatic Brain Injury patients, endure. But, | think the most valuable
thing this book has to offer is the mindset of someone who has suffered brain damage.

Sure, there are things that we as outsiders can guess. But, then there are things that we think we know which turn out to be way off.
And then there are some things we could never have imagined on our own. From the daily struggles to the emotional pain, Ashok
leads the reader through it all, and it’s fascinating.
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Book Notes - Ashok Rajamani “"The Day My Brain Exploded”

In the Book Notes series, authors create and discuss a
Fhiee Dhany music playlist that relates fn some way to their recently
M published book.

Baain ¢ Previous contributors include Bret Easton Eflis, Kate

f';\l oediod Christensen, Kevin Brockmeier, George Peiecanos, Dana
Spiotta, Amy Bioom, David Peace, Myia Goldberg, Heidi
Julavits, Harl Kunezru, and many others.

Nobiok gawsend
o Ashok Rajamani’s memoir The Day My Brain Exploded is a

captivating account of his rehabilitation from a traumatic
brain injury.

Booklist wrote of the book:

"In this frank and witty account of his own brain “explosion, * Rajamani describes
in vivid detail the circumstances leading to the injury, and its devastating
aftermath on both his family and himself, including chronic epilepsy and a freak
form of blindness affecting the left-side of each eye. With disarming drollery, the
author also recounts his racism-ringed upbringing as an Indian American in
white-dominated suburban Chicago. Shedding much-needed hight on a
little-known medical trauma, Rajamani's sharp-edged prose is both infarmative
and Inspiring.”

Stream 2 Spotify playlist of these tunes. If you don't have Spotify yet, sign up
for the free service,

In his own words, here is Ashok Rajamani’'s Book Notes music playlist
for his memoir, The Day My Brain Exploded:

The Day My Brain Exploded is the true story of my survival from a massive brain
hemorrhage - an atomic explosion within my skull -- provoked by an untimely
orgasm, stemming from an unknown birth defect which proved to be a ticking
time-bomb. As such, this is a story of destruction. But, In actuality, it is a story
of resurrection. The sangs which inspired my memoir, then, reflect birth and
death, the divine and the profane, and the world of the living battling the hell
undermeath,

"Dying" by Hole

“You see the cripple dance," Courtney Love drones in this rock masterplece of a
funeral dirge.
This is where it all began after my brain exploded. 1 was dying.

"Bedtime Story" by Madonna




Traveling, leaving logic and reason
Traveling, to the arms of LNCONSCIOUSTESS
Traveling, feaving logic and reason
Traveling, to the arms of LNCoNSCIouSess
Lat's get unconscious honay

Let's get unconscious

Let’s get unconscious honey," Madonna pleads to us in this techno-marvel.
Considering I was now slipping in and out unconsciousness, traveling past logic
and reason, this song defined my state at this point, the early days of my
hospitalization.

"Peek-a-Boo” by Siouxsie and the Banshees

This dark and vivid tribute to S&M refiected my own experience with the
dewvastating pain I was now facing. 1 had to start lusting for the skull drillings
and restraints or else die from the fear. Among the best lines:

She has many guises
She'll do what you warnt her to
Playing dead and sweet sulbvmission

1 think I actually sang that to ane of the doctors.

Oh, yeah, one other thing. The title is also the phrase chirped by my brother to
nelghborhiood gawkers while we were growing up Brown and Indian in All-White
Srall Town USA.

Good Times television theme song

My brother sang this to me while I was restrained to my hospital bed, I was a
dying figure with my eyes closed, semi-conscious, restrained to my bed, visibly
dead o the world. He probably thought I couldn't hear him. But I did.

"Today™ by Smashing Pumpkins

"Today is the greatest day I've ever known" |s the gem of a verse from this
song. It is also the way I felt the day 1 left the hospital.

"The Perfect Drug” by Nine Inch Nails

Being diagnosed with epilepsy after both surviving the hemorrhage and leaving
the hospital was catastraphic. Trying to find the perfect drug to control my
seizures proved to be even more catastrophic.

"Natural Blues” by Moby

Oh Lordy, trouble so hard
Oh Lordy, troubfe so hard
Don't nebody know my troubles but God
Don't nobody know my troubles but God

Thus goes the thumping refrain of Moby's "Natural Blues,” the beat-heavy
electro-sample of the old negro spiritual "Trouble So Hard."”

While I continued my mournful search for ‘the perfect drug,' the unexpected
terror of seizures and the new nightmare of epilepsy spontaneously combusted
with the residual head pains of my cranictomy. The pain and fear of it all left me
in tears on many days. Don't nobody know my troubles but God, indeed.

"White Rabbit” by Jefferson Airplane

After finding "the perfect drug' for my epilepsy, 1 started feeling some ease In
my road to recovery. That changed, however, when I developed "Alice-
In-wonderland syndrome,’ a visual condition that left my sight skewed with
hallucinogenic distortions, and brought me to therapists who diaanosed me as
psychotic and schizophrenic,

"No More Drama”™ by Mary ). Blige

Surviving all the distress and challenges, I made a vow to try to say goodbye to
all of my drama, no matter how long it took



“We Hate It When Our Friends Become Successful” - Morrissey

At this point on my road back to life, [ became keenly aware that all of my
friends had moved on. They were now busy with big jobs, starting big families,
getting big promotions, buying big homes, while I struggled just to smile aven a
big smile.

"Long Hard Road Out of Hell" by Marilyn Manson

I wanna livel wanna love
But it's a long hard road out of hell.

Ain't it the truth,

Getting back to life wasn't as easy as I thought it would be.

"I Remember You" by Skid Row

I was now Ashok 2.0. But I could never forget Ashok 1.0,

"32 Flavors™ by Alana Davis

Twao lines in this brilliant anthem, a hluesy remake of Ani DiFranco's epic, say it
best:

god help you if you are a phoenix and you dare to rise up from the ash
& thousand eyes will smolder with jealousy while you are just flying past

I had been burnt to ashes entirely, and now I was flying again.

“Life"” by Desiree

Joy. Serenity. Optimism. [ conguered death.

"Let It Be" by Beatles

The day my brain exploded was a day that exploded my universe. Trying to
undarstand why I survived, and why I was chosen to survive, still confounds
me. As does trying to understand why 1 traveled through hell, and why 1 was
chosen to travel through hell,

Perhaps, as the song says, there will be an answer. One day.

But as for now, 1 will let it be,

"Keep on Movin'" - The Brady Bunch

Gonna keep on, keep on, keep an, keep an dancing ail through the night
Gonna keep on, keep on, keep on doing it right

Gorna keep on, keep on , keep on movin'Gonna keep on, keep on, keep on
aroovin'

Keep on singing and dancing all through the night

As always, the Bradys said it best.
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Ashok Rajamani is an internationally published author, poet, artist, essayist, radio host, voice actor, and
activist in New York City.

Heralded by Barnes & Noble as one of the "Great New Writers of 2013", he is a nationwide speaker,
having conducted multiple reading engagements in events and venues such as the United Nations
International Symposium on Cultural Diplomacy; “Masala in Words: A Night of South Asian American
Writers,” New York City (headliner); Barnes & Noble, New York City; Barnes & Noble, Princeton NJ;
Barnes & Noble, Holmdel NJ; Words Bookstore, Maplewood NJ; Decatur Book Festival, Atlanta GA;
“Explosion of the Explosion” Brain Injury Book Launch, New York City; “Ashok Rajamani: Brain Injury as
Confession,” New York City; “Brain Injury Warriors,” New York City (headliner); and Brain Injury
Association of New York State.



In 2000, at the age of 25, he suffered a sudden, near-fatal, massive cerebral hemorrhagic stroke due to
an undetected birth defect. Though surviving, he was left with lifelong bisected blindness, epilepsy,
distorted hearing, erratic transient amnesia, metal staples in his brain, and ultimately, a carved skull
courtesy of open brain surgery.

The final consequence of his body's very own 9-11: an irreverent and decidedly unconventional memoir
about a day that exploded not only his brain, but the world around him, entitled THE DAY MY BRAIN
EXPLODED: A TRUE STORY.

The memoir received worldwide acclaim, hailed by multiple global media outlets, including Publisher's
Weekly, Harper's Magazine, The Times of India, Washington Post, Booklist, The Atlantic Monthly, BBC,
and more.

He also performed the unabridged audio production of the book, which was called by Dr. Gregory O’Shanick,
Medical Director of the Brain Injury Association of America, a “groundbreaking masterpiece.”

After the hemorrhage, he emerged as a proud brain injury rights advocate, and became a board
member of the International Brain Injury Survivors Network, as well as Subject Matter Expert (SME) for
the Brain Injury Association of America.

In addition to his memoir, Ashok has been a featured writer in other books/journals/magazines
including: South Asian Review, Three Line Poetry, Mantram, Catamaran, 50 Haikus, Monsters of the
Rue Macabre, Armageddon Buffet, Pulp Metal Literary Magazine, and dozens more. He has been host
for Brain Injury Radio worldwide, and belongs to the Authors Guild, New York Writers Coalition, Asian
American Writers Workshop, and South Asian Journalists Association.

A self-acknowledged Hindu hick, Ashok grew up in a town near a cornfield in Illinois, before fleeing
to The Big Apple at the age of 17, where he's lived ever since.

He is a Magna Cum Laude, Phi Beta Kappa graduate of New York University, where he received
his Journalism degree with Kappa Tau Alpha honors. He attended Columbia University for
advanced cultural studies.

His turn-ons include: Kathy Bates in Misery. His turn-offs include: tomato chunks.
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“INTERVIEW WITH THE AUTHOR: ASHOK RAJAMANI” WINS HIGHEST HONOR
IN THE 35th ANNUAL TELLY AWARDS

New York, NY — July 2014 — The Telly Awards has awarded the program “Interview with the Author: Ashok Rajamani” (hosted by
television personality Leigh Pafford for HomeTowne Television Network), its top prize, the “Silver Telly.” Nearly 12,000 entries from
all 50 states and numerous countries compete for the award. Less than 10% of entries are chosen as Silver Telly winners, the highest
honor. Approximately 25% of entries are chosen as Winners of the Bronze Telly.

“ Interview with the Author: Ashok Rajamani” is a sit-down interview with Ashok Rajamani, New York City author, poet, and artist.
He discusses The Day My Brain Exploded, his critically-acclaimed memoir of surviving a severe, near-fatal brain hemorrhage. He
recounts the details of his tough path to recovery and the challenging life he now faces. The half-hour special is hosted and edited
by Leigh Pafford, who anchors news and provides monthly book reviews for HomeTowne TV.

The Telly Awards was founded in 1979 and is the premier award honoring outstanding local, regional, and cable TV commercials and
programs, the finest video and film productions, and online commercials, video and films. Winners represent the best work of the
most respected advertising agencies, production companies, television stations, cable media outlets, and corporate video
departments in the world.

For its 35th season, The Telly Awards once again joined forces with YouTube to give the public the power to view and rzte videos
submitted as part of the People’s Telly Awards. In addition to recognition from the Silver Telly Council, the judging panel that selects
the Telly Awards winners, the Internet community helps decide the People’s Telly Awards winners.

An illustrious judging panel of over 500 accomplished industry professionals, each a past winner of a Silver Telly and a member of
The Silver Telly Council, judged the competition, upholding the historical standard of excellence that Telly represents. The Silver
Council evaluated entries to recognize distinction in creative work — entries do not compete against each other —rather entries are
judged against a high standard of merit.

“The Telly Awards has a mission to honor the very best in film and video,” said Linda Day, Executive Director of the Telly Awards.
“This winning program, ‘Interview with the Author: Ashok Rajamani,” presents Mr. Rajamani, author of a memoir about amazing
survival, in a televised interview that is as not only a testament to his humor and courage, but also to great television and video
production.”

“As an author, I'm honored and thrilled to be involved in a program which has been so well-received. The journey of my memoir The
Day My Brain Exploded —from writing the first page, to having it in bookshelves worldwide, and now possibly, to witnessing it
adapted to the stage and silver screen -- has been an amazing one. Being the subject of this Telly Award-winning program is a
wonderful, unexpected add-on to this odyssey,” said Ashok.

HomeTowne TV is a cable television station in Summit, NJ that broadcasts television programming to Union, Morris, and Essex
counties.
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