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Preface


One day you’re fantasizing about moving to Europe, and then suddenly you’re living in Bolzano/Bozen, in Northern Italy. You live in a somewhat historic apartment building, built in 1926 by a famous Italian architect whose career was derailed when the Fascists came in and had a preference for boxier architecture. The size of the apartment even approximates your romantic ideal of living in an old Italian palazzo, so it might actually be that Italian fantasy come to life. 


Except Bolzano/Bozen is only sort of like living in Italy â€” it’s more like Italy with a twist. It’s a town with a subtle blend of Italian style and Tyrolean tradition, nestled at the foot of the beautiful Dolomite Mountains. Fascinating in a way you’d never have dreamed, with a charm all its own.


My story isn’t the classic one of an American moving to Italy to restore a farmhouse or seek love and romance. While my husband, Chris, pursued a career opportunity in Bolzano/Bozen, I decided to take a sabbatical from my high-tech career as a software designer and pursue my passion for photography while I tried to master the ins and outs of life in a new language. 


In this book, we’ll roam around the Bolzano on the “Everyday Expeditions” I undertook for a couple of hours each weekday during the three years I lived in Bolzano. We’ll do the shopping and say hi to all the people I came to “sort of know” as part of my daily routine.  Along the way, I’ll share my discoveries and lessons learned about the language of life in the South Tyrol, as well as how I came to refer to living life there on a “gelato diet”. 



*Note: in the Alto Adige, cities, streets, and other places have names in both German and Italian. In the body of this book, I refer to everything only by its Italian name since Italian is the language I focussed on learning during the time I lived in Italy.


Also, where I mention people in Bolzano by name, the people are real, but their names are not.








There is a Washing Expert


I should explain a little something about my name before we get to the dry cleaners. For the last 15+ years I have used “Lee” as my first name professionally, although it’s actually my middle name. Even though I’m not working at the moment, I still use it here in Italy – it’s just force of habit now to say, “my name is Lee” when someone asks me my name.


However, saying that my name is “Lee” does cause people a certain amount of confusion here in Bolzano. They usually doubt that they heard it right, since there are words in Italian pronounced the same way as my name. The Italian word li means “them”, the Italian word lì with an accented “i” means “there”. Both are pronounced like Lee. 


Needless to say, neither “them” nor “there” is a common first name here.


My usual approach to help alleviate the confusion is to try to explain that it was my grandmother’s name. Her name was originally Pasqualena, an Italian name, but as an adult she shortened it to Lee. However, this information typically doesn’t really help people here understand why my name is Lee, but I’m not sure why. It may be that I’m not explaining it properly in Italian, of course. But I’m guessing it’s more because calling someone “there” or “them” is just too strange for a name, so people have a bit of trouble adjusting to the fact that my name doesn’t sound like a real name. 


Which brings us to my interaction with the friendly dry cleaner guy. He is another one of the people I “sort of know” — I see him regularly, but I don’t know him well. But, he’s always been super friendly and one day he asked me what my name was.


When I told him my name was Lee, he had that momentarily puzzled look I’d come to recognize. He then repeated my name a time or two to be sure he’d heard it correctly. He’s a non-native speaker of Italian, from Pakistan I believe, but he’s lived in Italy much longer than I have, and he speaks Italian pretty fluently. So I assumed that he was thinking the usual,  “What? Her name is ‘them’ or ‘there’? How odd.”


Now, the words for “here” and “there” both have other forms as well. So qua can be used instead of qui for “here” and la can be used instead of lì for “there.” I hear these alternates quite often in Bolzano.


I guess it should have come as no surprise that someone’s mental parsing of my name “Lee” as being the same as the word for “there” in Italian got a little muddled. What the dry cleaner clearly remembered was that my name was the same as the word for “there”, but he forgot what the sound of the name really was. So the next time he saw me, he greeted me as “La.”


Well, actually, I wasn’t sure that he did that the first time – it took several more times until I was certain that it wasn’t an accident that he always seemed to be telling me something about “there” when I walk through the door. Really, the context of our interactions initially made it unclear – he could have been telling me where to put my clothes on the counter, for example.


But no, after more than a year, I am convinced he thinks my name is “La”.


So now, what do I do? Do I try to correct him, or just let it go? After all, he actually tried to remember my name, coming up with something that clearly indicated he processed the original sound of the name properly enough to create a mnemonic aide for it. That’s pretty good, I think – I mean, I only see him at most once a week, usually less. So for him to make the effort to remember my name at all I think is impressive. I will confess that I’m lousy at remembering names when I meet someone casually, so I am always impressed when others can remember my name after hearing it just one time. Not surprisingly, but most unfortunately, I promptly forgot his name as soon as I learned it a while back, even though I did want to remember it. 


And, since it wasn’t clear the first time he called me “La” that he actually thought “La” was my name, it would seem a bit odd to bring it up now, eh?


What would you have done? Try to explain it? Or just let it go? It doesn’t bother me that he calls me “La”, so is it bad if I just let it go? It just seems like the thing to do, right?


When you hear him call out a cheerful “Ciao, La!” as we enter the dry cleaner’s, don’t be alarmed. After all, what’s in a name?



OK, now that we’ve picked up the dry cleaning, we’re finally done our errands this morning. The fishmonger I like to go to is also in this part of town, but I’ve decided not to buy any fish today; I think we’ll try to go out for dinner, maybe to that Sardinian restaurant if there’s a table available.


So it’s time to head for home. We’ll take this little shortcut through the buildings up to the Talvera River path, so we can use a little wooden pedestrian bridge to cross the river and from there go back along a street that leads to our apartment. On the bridge, make sure you stay to the right – the bridge has lanes for both walkers and bikers, and the bikers whiz by pretty fast, so you don’t want to wander over into their lanes. I’m amazed that more people don’t get hit by bikes around here – the drivers, I mean the bike drivers, are insane.  Oh well, knock wood and tocca ferro (which is the Italian version of that saying, literally, “knock metal”), pedestrians don’t seem to have a problem dodging the wild bike riders. 



Using that route will take us by the only laundromat I know of in town. Have I ever mentioned that earlier this year I decided to declare myself the official “Local Laundromat Pro” this year?


You see, usually I do laundry in our own washing machine, hanging it up to dry since we, like most Italians, have no electric dryer. However, in winter, “hanging it up to dry” means hanging it up inside the apartment. And when you’re faced with a pile of sheets and towels, the choice is draping your entire apartment in wet laundry or heading to the laundromat and hoping you can get there early enough to snag the large washer and the dryer before it gets too busy.


Back in March, even though it had been a while since my last visit, I somehow managed to get all the buttons pressed in the right order on the money-taking machine on the wall,  even managing to use the discount card I had purchased at one point. Which actually saved me a little money, rather than losing any money by pressing the buttons in the wrong order. Score one for the foreigner. 


It was fairly quiet at the laundromat that day, except for one brief moment of activity when several people all trooped in at once, just as I needed to put money in the machine to activate my dryer. This was a key moment for me, actually, as there’s a three-minute time limit on putting in the money (in the wall) and getting the dryer started (by pressing the controls on the dryer) before you lose the money. And of course, everyone started asking me questions about the machines all at once.


But handling all that with aplomb and without losing any money is not why I have given myself the Local Laundromat Pro title. You see, in the past, it was only the tourists, the people who didn’t speak Italian or German — and therefore the people who couldn’t read the signs and controls on the machines— who asked me for advice about the machines and how to use them.


But the family that came in on this day was clearly Italian. There were three people in the group: an adult daughter, her mother, and the daughter’s baby in a fancy stroller that took up 1/4 of the length of the laundromat space. What marked them as Italian was how they were dressed: fur-trimmed coats, dresses, and impeccable makeup on the mother and daughter, with the daughter also in heels. 


This is not how I, an American residing in Bolzano, or how any tourist I’ve ever seen, dresses for a laundromat. People here dress up to do everything, though, including going to the supermarket, fruit market, etc. I tend to try to look a bit nicer than the ratty sweats I would have worn years ago to a laundromat, but I can’t ever quite get up to the local fashionista standards, no matter how hard I try. 


Anyway, not only was this family Italian – they were locals. How did I know? They were there to wash a massive knotted cotton throw rug. It was very, very big and it was bright, bright yellow. The daughter asked me – in Italian – for advice on how to wash it.


Now I’m sure since you know me well, you will find this as extremely amusing as I did. What I don’t know about the finer points of washing stuff would probably fill a book.


In any case, I made a suggestion of using the larger-size washer, which was available, since I had been using it and, of course, I had just transferred everything to the dryer when these folks walked in. The daughter didn’t take my advice at first, but when the rug didn’t fit in the smaller washers, she conceded that it needed to go in the big one. Then, like all other first-timers there, she had to figure out where to put the money. It’s not obvious, since it goes in a machine on a wall, not in the washing machine itself. So she asked me for help with that, too – the resident expert to the rescue once again.


The name for the laundromat in Italian is Lava e asciuga which literally just means “wash and dry.” After the rug was in the washer, the daughter then asked if that same machine did both the lava (wash) and the asciuga (dry) part, or just the washing part. Which was interesting – this woman clearly had never been to a laundromat of any type before. Also, since people here don’t have electric clothes dryers at home, I guess it was a reasonable question to ask if a single machine did the washing and the drying. I mean, if you don’t have any experience with a dryer, how would you know it’s a separate machine, eh?


I explained the dryer vs. the washer functionality, and added that I really thought the rug would do better hanging outside to dry. Well, that’s what I would have done with a rug like that – I’d figure it would get all misshapen in a dryer. She seemed skeptical, but in the end decided to go with my advice about that, too. 


When you’re a Local Laundromat Pro, you offer all kinds of advice, at no extra charge.



The family left the laundromat while their washing machine was running, and came back with five minutes to go in their cycle. Which was just about the time I was taking my sheets out of the dryer and folding them to put into the rolling suitcase I use as a going-to-the-laundromat laundry basket. Seeing me, the mother/grandmother, in her fur-trimmed coat and fancy skirt, put down her purse, smiled at me, picked up one end of the sheet I was currently folding and then proceeded to help me fold the sheet. And then picked up the next sheet and helped me fold that one, too, and then the next one, and the next one.


While this was happening, her daughter started announcing the time remaining on their wash cycle: “four minutes, Mama” …“three minutes, Mama.”


At that moment, I felt like we’d entered into some type of sporting event, where there’s a time limit, and the announcer is calling off the laps or periods remaining to get to the finish line. For whatever reason, the daughter wasn’t happy about her mother helping the local laundromat pro fold her sheets as they waited; she would have preferred her to focus on watching their laundry spin in their machine during the final minutes.


Her mother and I finished folding the last sheet just as the daughter announced in an agitated way “one minute, Mama.” Not to be rushed, her mother got a couple of pillowcases folded, too, before their rug came out of the washer.


So it was a meeting between the Local Laundromat Pro and the extremely friendly and gracious Local Folding Pro. We could be quite a team at the next Laundry Olympics.



Of course, having a washing machine inside the apartment doesn’t necessarily mean smooth sailing with the laundry. Indeed, the original washer that came with our apartment figured prominently on one memorable day.


It had all started well as I set out on my usual everyday expeditions. I decided to stop at the local Acqua & Sapone store (literally the name just means Water and Soap), which is kind of like a North American Walgreens or CVS store, only without all the drugs, and on a much smaller scale. It’s where I’d been buying our soap, and as we’d just opened the last pack, I thought I’d stop and get some more. 


So I’m waiting at the counter behind a woman who is buying a pair of sunglasses. There’s a speck of dirt or something that she wants the cashier to clean off before she buys them. This drags on for about five minutes.


Finally, that’s finished, and the woman’s many purchases – including the now clean sunglasses – are bagged up by the cashier and set off to the side on the counter, per the usual routine at this store. The cashier then turns away from the woman, who’s still standing at the counter doing something, and rings up my soap. 


Now, to give you an idea, this is a very small checkout area, so I’m in front of the cashier to give her the money, but still next to me, on my right, is the woman with the sunglasses, fiddling with her purse. She is therefore still in front of the end of the counter to my right. So in front of her is the area where her bag is, which is generally the area where the cashier puts the bagged items for you to pick up after you pay.


As I get my money out, I notice the cashier has put the soap into a bag for me, but then I lose track of the bag while I’m paying. The cashier hands me my receipt and turns to the next customer. I turn to the right where I expect that the cashier has put my bag … but it’s not there. I ask the cashier, where’s my bag? And she gestures toward the empty space to my right and then also notices that there’s no bag to be seen.


What clearly must have happened is that the woman with the sunglasses picked up my bag along with hers – it’s the logical explanation, since she was still puttering around there while I was getting my money out, although she left while I was putting my wallet away.


Now, the question is, who’s responsibility is it to make sure I got my bag in the first place? I say the cashier, since I never actually had the bag – heck, I barely saw the bag, I was too busy getting my money out. And the cashier put my bag down next to/along side of the other woman’s bag(s). However, the cashier says it’s my responsibility and not her problem. Since I took the receipt for the purchase, so her argument goes, her part was done. And too bad if I don’t have my bag. Hmph.


The manager comes over, and I explain it to her, and she says, after agreeing with the cashier, that the best solution is for me go get the stuff back from the woman with the sunglasses. Well, interesting idea, but of course, I don’t know that woman and neither do they. So their next suggestion is to wait for the lady to bring the stuff back and check back with them in a day or two.


Now, this sunglass buyer was pretty high maintenance, in my humble opinion. I mean, I waited five minutes while she went through a long back-and-forth about the spot on the sunglasses. What are the odds she is going to bother to go back to the store to bring back a little bag of soap?


Anyway, this debate goes on for a while – I don’t have all the right vocabulary looked up in advance for this kind of situation, but I’m trying to say that I just want replacement soap, or the money back. I mean, it wasn’t a deliberate malicious act on the part of the cashier or the sunglasses woman or anything, but I was busy paying for the stuff when it disappeared, and it seems like I should not have to pay for nothing, right? So essentially, my argument is that the cashier should not have put the bag down along with the woman’s bag where she could so easily take it, and since I never had the bag, it wasn’t my fault that I don’t have the soap now, and I should not have to pay for something I don’t have. But the manager says no, there’s nothing to be done, but if I want, I can report the “theft” of the soap to the police. And she proceeds to call the police.


Ah, my day is getting better and better, clearly.


Anyway, I call Chris to get the vocabulary so I can make it clear to the police that I just think it was an honest mistake on the part of the cashier to put my bag with the other woman’s bag, but that it wasn’t my fault the bag wasn’t given to me, so that’s why I want more soap or the money back. Since, after all, I have paid the store for things I never received.


However, when the police arrive, after they look at my passport, and then at the manager’s identity card, they explain to me that because I accepted the receipt for the purchase, it’s no longer the store’s problem. Which had been the position of the cashier from the beginning, of course.


Interesting, since the system here, in my experience, is that you always get/take the receipt before you pick up your purchase. So in theory, a store could have an intentional scam not to give you the merchandise, and if you accepted the receipt, you’d be stuck. That’s not what happened here, but still…


However, I don’t say any of that to the police, of course. The cops are puzzled as to why the heck they have been brought in on this in the first place? Did I buy an expensive bottle of perfume or something? No? Only a package of soap? They find it odd that someone called them, and explain that I can’t file a theft report on something so small. (Of course, I never wanted to file the report in the first place; that was all the manager’s idea).


Anyway, one of the cops tells me to leave my phone number with the store, and then if the woman comes back with the soap, the store should call me to come get it. 


Vabbè! as they say here – essentially “OK, fine, whatever.”


I felt somewhat vindicated later that I wasn’t totally out-of-line with the culture here when I told locals we know about what had happened. They all agreed with me that the store’s position wasn’t right, and that the store should have made good on the purchase by just giving me a replacement bar of soap and letting it go at that. People also thought it was very odd that the manager called the police in for this, and also odd that in general I was told that my accepting the receipt was enough to make the soap “my” soap, even if I never actually got the bag with the soap after I paid.


BTW, it wasn’t that it was a lot of money for the soap, it was just the initial surprise of what the heck happened to the bag of soap that spurred me to make such an issue of this. Later, it was the unexpected position that the store took that was at first surprising, and then just a little annoying and odd, that kept me pressing for my soap.


Anyway, that would have been plenty of excitement for one morning, but as I was on my way back to the apartment a little while later, Gemma, a friend in our building, called me on my cell phone to tell me water was seeping out from under our apartment door into the hallway.


Aack.


I’d left a load of laundry finishing in the washing machine when I left, and the water had exploded all over the place by the time I arrived home. Fortunately, the bathroom and hallway floors in the apartment were the only place the water went within the apartment, and both are linoleum tile, not carpet. And our apartment hallway apparently slants downward toward the apartment door, so much of the water was collected in a pool by the front door both inside our apartment and also out in the hall and down the stairs outside our apartment as well. What a mess. 


I guess the apartment floors were due for a mopping, so I suppose it could have been much worse. Still, I did wonder how you say that English lyric “Mamma said there’d be days like this” in Italian. For days like this.



As it turned out, later that night a woman called from Acqua & Sapone to tell me to come pick up my soap. There was a long explanation that I didn’t quite follow on the phone: either the woman with the sunglasses brought it back, or they decided just to replace the soap, since making me talk to the police over the disappearance of something worth three euros was kind of ridiculous. I went back the next day and picked up the soap. The new (to me) cashier had clearly been warned to expect me, and she just gave me a bag with the soap without saying a word. The manager and other cashier were nowhere in sight. So in the end, I got no apology or anything else to give me real satisfaction about the resolution. All I got was all I ever wanted to begin with: the soap.


Vabbè.
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