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			ROMAIN PUÉRTOLAS

			FRENCH AUTHOR

			
					Born in Montpellier in 1975.

					Notable works:	Le jour où Shakespeare a inventé le moonwalk (“The Day Shakespeare Invented the Moonwalk, 2012), novel

	La Petite Fille qui avait avalé un nuage grand comme la tour Eiffel (“The Little Girl Who Swallowed a Cloud as Big as the Eiffel Tower”, 2015), novel

	Tout un été sans Facebook (“A Whole Summer Without Facebook”, 2017), novel




			

			Romain Puértolas has lived in France, Spain and England and speaks multiple languages. He has had a very varied career to date: he has worked as a DJ, language teacher, translator and interpreter, as well as hosting a YouTube series dedicated to revealing magicians’ secrets. However, writing has always been his greatest passion, and he seizes any opportunity to write.

			Puértolas is a prolific writer, although a number of his novels have not yet been published. When his first published novel, The Extraordinary Journey of the Fakir Who Got Trapped in an Ikea Wardrobe, was released in 2013, he was still working as a police officer, but the success of his book inspired him to give up his job and concentrate on writing full-time.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE EXTRAORDINARY JOURNEY OF THE FAKIR WHO GOT TRAPPED IN AN IKEA WARDROBE

			A SERIES OF MADCAP ADVENTURES

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Puértolas, R. (2015) The Extraordinary Journey of the Fakir Who Got Trapped in an Ikea Wardrobe. Trans. Taylor, S. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 2013

					Themes: immigration, travel, personal development, magic, deception

			

			The Extraordinary Journey of the Fakir Who Got Trapped in an Ikea Wardrobe first appeared in French in 2013, with an English translation following in 2014, and is Romain Puértolas’ first published novel. It tells the story of a fakir (a Muslim or Hindu ascetic or holy man) and professional swindler who leaves his home state of Rajasthan in northwestern India for Paris in order to purchase Ikea’s latest bed of nails. On his way, he runs afoul of a gypsy taxi driver, falls in love with a French woman and somehow ends up trapped in a wardrobe in an Ikea store, and these outlandish experiences all help to make him a better person.

			The novel was an immediate bestseller in France and was one of the most talked-about books of 2013 in the country.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			LIFE BEFORE THE WARDROBE

			Ajatashatru Oghash Rathod has convinced the other people in his native village that he has magic powers, and they have raised enough money for him to travel to Paris to purchase Ikea’s latest bed of nails. After his flight lands, he catches a taxi driven by Gustave Palourde, who takes advantage of his passenger’s unfamiliarity with the city to get more money out of him by driving him to the Ikea furthest away from the airport.

			However, when they reach their destination, it is the fakir who tricks the taxi driver, using sleight of hand to pay with a false €100 note that is only printed on one side and is attached to his finger by a transparent wire, which he then uses to pull the note out of Palourde’s hand on the way out.

			He then heads into Ikea and is stunned by the sheer scale of the store. He even decides to sleep there that night, as he does not have enough money to pay for a hotel. When he goes to look for his bed of nails, he is told that it is out of stock and will need to be ordered in. It will be at the store the following morning, but at €115.89, it costs more than his single fake banknote. Although this discovery comes as a blow, he does not let it put him off and immediately heads to the store’s restaurant.

			He uses another of his tricks to make a woman think that she has broken his glasses, and she feels so bad about it that she gives him €20 and invites him to eat with her. During the meal, this Parisian woman, whose name is Marie Itiviere, falls under Ajatashatru’s spell and tries to seduce him, but he is confused by her advances and rebuffs them, even though he is attracted to her as well.

			The fakir then hides under a bed so that he can stay in the store after closing time and falls asleep there. Two hours later, he wakes up famished and steals food from the restaurant. He then sees two Ikea employees and hides in a wardrobe to avoid getting caught. It turns out that the employees are there to remove all the furniture from the old collection, including the wardrobe.

			LIFE IN THE WARDROBE

			In the meantime, the taxi driver has realised that he has been duped and decides to go back to Ikea. When he does not find the fakir (who is in the wardrobe that has just been taken out), he goes to report the robbery. The police watch the store’s CCTV recordings and are surprised to see Ajatashatru hiding and then being moved with the furniture, which is being sent to the company’s depot in Britain.

			Ajatashatru, who had fallen asleep again, is awoken by the sound of voices and, from inside the wardrobe, realises that he is in a goods lorry with six other people who are trying to get into the country without papers and are talking amongst themselves. When he tries to force his way out of the wardrobe, the noise he makes alerts them to his presence, and they let him out and tell him their story. They have fled South Sudan because of the political turmoil there and embarked on a long journey to Europe, and all they want is to make enough money to provide for their families. This makes the fakir realise just how superficial his goal of buying an Ikea bed is.

			When the Sudanese ask him to tell them his story, he is too ashamed to tell them the truth and has resigned himself to lying when the immigration police burst in. They arrest the group and, after a brief interview, send them to Barcelona, which is where the migrants have just come from.

			Meanwhile, Gustave Palourde, who has not been able to get his revenge on Ajatashatru, sets off with his wife Mercedes-Shayana and their daughter Miranda-Jessica for their annual holiday to Barcelona.

			FROM WARDROBE TO SUITCASE

			When he gets to the airport, Ajatashatru finds himself face to face with the taxi driver, and in the ensuing altercation is thrown onto the baggage carousel and carried into the depot. Gustave accosts an employee named Tom Cruise-Jesús Cortes Santamaria, who is also a gypsy, and they go into the depot together. However, Tom Cruise-Jesús is only pretending to be motivated by a sense of solidarity with the taxi driver; his real aim is to seduce his daughter.

			In the meantime, Ajatashatru has had time to empty all the clothes and luxury goods out of a suitcase and hide himself in it. His initial hopes of visiting Barcelona are thwarted when the case is loaded onto a plane to Rome, and he manages to climb out of the case while it is still in the hold.

			Although he only has an Ikea pencil to write with and the shirt he is wearing to write on, he decides to compose a story. He has always wanted to try his hand at writing, but has never actually got round to it. His story is set in a Sri Lankan prison and centres on a blind Afghan terrorist who asks his cellmate to do him the favour of telling him what he can see from the window every day. 

			Eventually, the cellmate dies and his replacement tells the blind man that there is nothing but a wall outside the window, which means that all the descriptions were merely flights of fancy designed to make him happy. Ajatashatru is very proud of his first piece of writing, and climbs back into the case once he has finished it.

			FROM FAKIR TO WRITER

			After the flight lands in Rome, the owner of the suitcase, a famous actress called Sophie Morceaux, finds the fakir hidden in it. When he tells her about his incredible journey, she takes a shine to him and invites him back to her hotel. While she obtains new clothes for him, he decides to smarten up his appearance by taking out his piercings and shaving his moustache. 

			The two of them have a meal together, and Sophie introduces Ajatashatru to her agent Hervé, who arranges a meeting at a publishing house for him. The next day, the fakir calls Marie and tells her that he will meet her in Paris, although he has no idea how he will get there. He then meets the representative from the publishing house, who is interested in his novel and offers him a €100000 cash advance. So as not to lose the money, he decides to keep it with him.

			Back in the airport baggage depot, Gustave finds the dresses that Ajatashatru emptied out of Sophie’s suitcase so that he could hide there. With the help of his wife, an avid follower of celebrity gossip, he realises that the clothes belong to the famous actress and finds out from Tom Cruise-Jesús that she is flying to Rome. He then enlists the help of his cousin Gino, who lives in the city, to track down the thief.

			Gino then uses the fact that he is a hairdresser to get into Ajatashatru’s hotel. The two men get into a fight, and the fakir runs away and hides in a hot air balloon that is popular with tourists. The balloon then takes flight and he finds himself floating in the sky with his book advance.

			FROM SKY TO SEA TO MARRIAGE

			The balloon then runs out of fuel and plummets into the sea, where it is picked up by a boat heading to Libya. The boat’s captain, Aden Pik, tries to get his hands on the fakir’s fortune, but Ajatashatru uses his fake €100 note and his skills as a conman to convince him that the case is actually filled with fake banknotes made of unleavened bread. Unfortunately for him, the captain also loves eating and takes some of the notes, so Ajatashatru arrives in Libya with €85000.

			During his time there, he runs into Assefa, one of the Sudanese men he met in the lorry, and finds out that he never made it to England. Instead, he was simply shunted from country to country, as the authorities always tried to move him on. Ajatashatru then tells him his real story, from his childhood to the deception he used to make it to France. He is so ashamed of his deceit and touched by Assefa’s journey that he decides to give him €40000.

			After a seemingly interminable five-day wait caused by rebels who have occupied the runway and have to be moved away, Ajatashatru boards a plane for France to meet up with Marie. He no longer feels like he belongs in India and is determined to start a new life with the woman he loves.

			In Paris, Marie takes a taxi to the airport to meet him; the driver is none other than Gustave Palourde. Gustave has also been hoping to get to the airport, even though he is working, so that he can meet Gino, who has come to France for Miranda-Jessica’s wedding to Tom Cruise-Jesús. Ajatashatru and Gustave then meet for the last time, and the ex-fakir gives the taxi driver €500 by way of apology.

			A few months later, Ajatashatru asks Marie to marry him over a romantic dinner. He is now a changed man, and spends most of the profits from his book on helping the most disadvantaged members of society.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			AJATASHATRU OGHASH RATHOD

			The novel’s protagonist, Ajatashatru Oghash Rathod, is a 38-year-old fakir and conman from Jaipur, the capital of Rajasthan. He travels to France to purchase a bed of nails from the Swedish company Ikea, but ends up embarking on a series of unexpected adventures that change him forever.

			Ajatashatru fits the stereotypical image of a fakir: he is a tall, swarthy middle-aged man with multiple piercings, an enormous moustache and a turban. To fit in in the West, he has rented a suit and tie, which stay crumpled throughout the novel. He is famous throughout Rajasthan for his hoaxes and illusions: “[…] swallowing retractable swords, eating broken glass made from zero-calorie sugar, stabbing his arms with fake needles, and a heap of other conjuring tricks” (p.10).

			He had a difficult childhood: his mother died when he was still very young, his adoptive mother rejected him and he suffered from famine and sexual abuse. Indeed, he learnt his first tricks with a cigarette lighter that an English man gave him in exchange for oral sex. Similarly, he learned the secrets of the fakirs from a yogi (a Hindu wise man) who also sexually abused him when he was a teenager. He then joined the court of a maharaja, who dismissed him when he learnt that he was a swindler.

			He uses deceit and trickery to get ahead and to get out of a range of difficult situations. After he accidentally gets trapped in an Ikea wardrobe, he is pursued to Barcelona and
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