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Before We Begin
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I


f my friend Emily had a credit card, I might never have written this book.

Emily still uses a checkbook and refuses to believe it isn’t 1974 anymore.

A talented pastel artist who lives in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, she had wanted to learn Italian for several years before she came across an Italian for Beginners course at a Lifelong Learning Institute.

Having successfully enrolled in a class via the school’s website, she was obliged to pay a modest tuition fee.

That’s where I come in.

Not for the first time, I was asked to produce a credit card and pay the outstanding amount on her behalf.

I would later be reimbursed in cash and rewarded for my trouble, more often than not, with a packet of chocolate chip cookies.

Suffice it to say, it was a pretty good deal.

When she rang and asked me to pay the bill, I was curious to know what it was for.

“I want to learn Italian,” she said. “There’s a Beginners’ Course at the Lifelong Learning Institute in Brooklyn. It starts in September.”

Four years of French at school, more than forty years ago, clearly hadn’t satisfied my thirst for language learning, and almost as a reflex, I replied, “What a great idea! I’ll come and do it with you.”

Of course, it would have been entirely appropriate and terribly clever to preface my response with words such as ‘brava’ or ‘ottima,’ but at this stage, I couldn’t be sure what those words actually meant.

Some fifteen years before, I had spent ten days in Italy with a handful of friends and had a wonderful time, even though none of us could speak or understand a single word of the language.

All the same, I had long considered Italian ‘una lingua bellissima.’ It has a delightfully lyrical, almost poetic quality, to say nothing of an intrinsic association with the country’s wonderful food, wine, and unique culture.

Anyway, for sixty bucks a year, what did I have to lose?

I studied the enrollment criteria for the Lifelong Learning Institute to discover that the school was essentially the domain of the retiree, or at the very least, those who consider themselves ‘semi-retired.’

At the time, I had just celebrated a birthday that, strictly speaking, marked me a good ten years short of a recognized retirement age. Even so, carving out a living as an author met with at least most of the qualifying criteria listed on the website. 

After all, it’s not like I had a real job.

It soon became apparent that Italian for Beginners was just one of the many and varied opportunities the LLI presented.

In fact, the school offered its members a plethora of educational opportunities, a veritable A to Z of classes, with courses in Art to Zen Meditation.

I carefully scrolled through a long list on the website that detailed everything from knitting for novices to puppet-making, Spanish, and Bridge. I raced past an entire section on Cryptic Crosswords, which offered lessons for the confused to the advanced, with one specific module rather appropriately defined as ‘Self Help.’

I eventually found Italian for Beginners and discovered that the course would be presented in the school’s art room every Monday between 11:30 am and 1:30 pm. The course was listed as open for enrollment, and the teacher was a woman named Bronwyn Street.

A brief period of social media research followed.

I discovered that Bronwyn Street was a very genial and attractive woman who lived in Greenpoint. She seemed to keep herself busy by entertaining any number of grandchildren when not sipping coffee, strolling in the park, or teaching Italian, presumably.

I enrolled in the course and paid our respective annual fees, after which Emily and I were each allocated a four-digit member identification number.

We were in.

Italian school would start on Monday next week, and I could look forward to devouring a packet of chocolate chip cookies in the meantime.

Life was good.



Chapter 2
First Day of School
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 collected Emily from her apartment at 11:00 am, and we traveled to class together.

I drove while she navigated.

From the moment we arrived, it was clear that the school was a popular endeavor.

A parking lot that wound its way around various buildings housed fifty vehicles, with a dozen more cars lining the street outside.

Happily, our arrival seemed to coincide with the conclusion of the morning’s earlier classes, and after hovering patiently for a few seconds, we secured a parking space.

Our first order of business was to register with a couple of volunteers who had set up camp behind a folding table just outside the office.

These people checked us in, handing us each a printed name tag that was inserted into a clear plastic sleeve and suspended from a cloth lanyard.

The tags displayed our name and membership number, together with the name and telephone number of the person we had previously specified as an emergency contact on the reverse.

Emily and I dutifully donned our tags before making our way into the main building.

To the right was a French class in Meeting Rooms 1 and 2. Beyond that was the kitchen, and straight ahead to the left, was the art room and Italian for Beginners.

I held the door open for Emily, who, having recognized a friend seated inside darted across the room, before I wandered in carrying a notebook and pen. I nodded hello to ten fellow students, all reposing at tables neatly arranged in a horseshoe in front of a free-standing whiteboard, a small folding table, and a single chair.

A couple of glass doors at the back of the room presented a view of a timber fence, beyond which was a childcare center. A front corner housed two sturdy concrete sinks, each liberally adorned with generations of paint, while a clock on the wall confirmed the time to be 11:25 am.

Most of the chairs in the room consisted of a flimsy molded plastic attached to a lightweight metal frame. They were cheap, stackable, and just the sort of thing I was likely to snap in two should I lean back while mulling over a tricky translation.

However, there were a couple of sturdier constructs resting in the corner. I wandered over, liberated one, and sat at one end of the back row facing the teacher’s desk.

A robust timber pole stood a few yards to my left. It was more or less in the middle of the room, just in front of a row of tables and doubtless holding up the ceiling. It had a six-inch diameter, which may prove just enough of a barrier to avoid the teacher’s gaze should she be searching for a student to deal with a particularly curly question.

Sadly, someone had already secured that spot.

Instead, I sat next to a woman named Susan, while she in turn was seated next to Deborah.

Susan and Deborah knew each other quite well, and after chatting briefly with them both, I discovered that they had enrolled in what was effectively the same course the previous year.

Susan because she had a general interest in the language, and Deborah because she stayed in Italy for a few weeks each year (always in the same small village), and she felt it was about time that she could engage in a few simple conversations with the locals.

Their class started with fifteen students and dwindled to eight after just three weeks. Halfway through its second semester, Deborah was the only student left and only then because she was flying to Rome in a few weeks.

Unfortunately, their instructor proved to be a graduate of the Benito Mussolini Teachers’ College and Charm School.

From all reports, she was a very aggressive individual who all but demanded answers from her students, while savagely criticizing any of their colleagues who dared to help.

She would hover over her victims menacingly, insisting they knew the answer to her questions, and fiercely reminding anyone who tried to help, that she was the teacher, not them!

I thought it was a great credit to them both that they bothered to show up a second time.

Just after the two women had shared their experience with me, our clearly very different teacher entered the room.

Cheerful, smiling, and slender, she wore eyeglasses and sported straight, shoulder-length, silvery-grey hair.

She was carrying a three-ring binder, a plastic container of whiteboard markers, and the biggest dictionary I had ever seen. It looked like a foundation stone from the Coliseum, wrapped in a bright green dust jacket.

I can remember thinking, “If the Italian language has that many words, variations, exceptions, and verb conjugations, I may as well pack it in here and now.”

Our teacher introduced herself and confirmed her name on the whiteboard, writing Bronwyn Street, before translating her last name (in brackets) to ‘Strada.’

With the binder lying open on her desk, she took the roll, asking each of us to explain who we were, where we lived, and what, if any, experience we had with the Italian language.

Throughout the process, our names were Italianized when possible.

I became Michele, and needless to say, Emily was anointed Emilia. My neighbor became Susanna, and Stefano was a little further to her left. He was the one who had the sense to sit behind the pole. Giuliana, Giovanni, and Elena sat around the corner to his left, and Roberto was across the room.

Sadly, there wasn’t much we could do with Graham, Deborah, Barbara, Wendy, and two Kayes.

Bronwyn explained the structure of the course and that she was ‘la professoressa.’ A rather grand title that in Italy is bestowed upon female secondary school teachers, as readily as those who have in fact secured a PhD.

We were introduced to the textbook we should all acquire, as it was the volume we would be working through during the year.

I was half expecting ‘Italian for Dummies,’ but the book was called ‘Italian De-Mystified.’ It was written by some bloke who actually did have a PhD, and the cover featured a rather sporty illustration of a woman riding a Vespa.

The book, a premium third edition, no less, was linked to the publisher’s website, where we could access various videos, recordings, and exercises online.

Italian De-Mystified promised to ‘Untangle Complicated Grammar Rules,’ allowing us to ‘Master Essential Italian Verb Tenses.’

As if that wasn’t enough, we could ‘Build a Rich Italian Vocabulary,’ while, ‘Reinforcing our Skills with Quizzes, Oral Exercises, and, God forbid, a Final Exam.’

Some of us already owned the book, but most would need to order one from a local bookshop or buy a copy online.

That’ll be another packet of chocolate chip cookies for me then.

In the absence of a textbook, la professoressa listed various Italian greetings on the whiteboard.

All the usual suspects were there:

Buongiorno 

Buonasera

Arrivederci

After a few rounds of collective pronunciation, we were invited to take a break and gather in the kitchen for a cup of coffee, tea, or a glass of water, all the while addressing each other exclusively in English.

After all, it was only our first day.

No one engineered an escape during the break, and once we returned, la professoressa explained how we could all introduce ourselves and ask another person their name.

Once we had introduced ourselves to everyone else in the room, we sat down again to learn how we could point to others in the class and ask one of our neighboring students, ‘What is his/her name?’ and ‘What are their names?’

Finally, we covered more casual and informal greetings, such as ‘Ciao and Salve.’       

Our first class was certainly great fun. It was very relaxed throughout, and everyone seemed very nice, especially and importantly, la professoressa.

In fact, if a fluent Italian speaker had asked me as I was leaving, ‘Com’è andata oggi, Michele?’

I would have most certainly replied, ‘Molto bene. Grazie.’



Chapter 3
Back for More
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O


nce the machinations of the parking lot had been successfully negotiated, Emilia and I donned our name tags and made our way into the art room to be greeted enthusiastically, in Italian, by those already there.

We responded in kind and joined in as others arrived.

It was an excellent way to set the tone for the day’s endeavors, and everyone seemed to be looking forward to the class.

Textbooks were still on order for most of us, so la professoressa picked up from where we left off the previous week.

We covered introductions, both formal and informal, and gender-specific variations of the same. All of which amounted to a potential bear trap of embarrassment, if we should ever introduce a professional male colleague in an informal female context, for example.

As if that wasn’t difficult enough, there were plural variations of the same and any number of likely responses.

The honeymoon was over, and I was already starting to struggle, just as la professoressa first uttered the phrase that I would find myself looking forward to each and every week.

“Prendiamo una pausa.”

Several of us gathered in the kitchen, rinsing out glasses and cups, making coffee, and swapping notes as I devoured the chocolate-coated muesli bar that was my cab fare to and from school.

I was relieved to learn that I wasn’t alone when it came to struggling with formal and informal sentence structures. In fact, if anything, I was probably at the upper end of the knowledge spectrum, and I could demonstrate as much by explaining to a couple of others the various nuances of what we had just covered.

It was interesting to learn what other courses some of my classmates were taking at the same school. Kaye was studying French, as was Susanna, while Stefano was enrolled in a film appreciation class, and Barbara spent Thursday mornings playing Mahjong.

For the time being, however, Italian was more than enough for me.

We returned to class and were immediately, albeit very politely, ‘told off’ by la professoressa for making too much noise in the kitchen and disturbing a lesson in the adjoining room. It was quite an odd circumstance and something I daresay most of us hadn’t endured for about fifty years.

Bronwyn then picked up from where we had left off, explaining that we could greet someone informally in Italian by asking, ‘Come stai?’

A literal translation is something like, ‘How is it that you are in a state of?’ but it simply means, How are you?

Probable responses ranged from ‘Bene’ or ‘Sto bene.’ - I am well. to ‘Benone’ or ‘Molto bene.’ - Very well.

If anyone happened to be residing at the lower end of the wellness spectrum, they might reply, ‘Sto male,’ or sit on the fence and say, ‘Così così.’

We were then instructed to complete another lap of the classroom, greeting each other once again and asking what sort of state the other person was in.

If anyone was brave or bold enough to greet someone with the well-worn expression, ‘Ciao Bella,’ it certainly wasn’t me, and it was probably just as well that I didn’t already know the Italian for, ‘I am really getting a bit sick of this, aren’t you?’

Once we sat down again, we were introduced to the word, ‘Andiamo,’ a conjugation of the verb Andare, meaning, ‘Let’s go’ or ‘Shall we go?’

La professoressa explained that Italian people often ask questions by simply including an inquisitive inflection to the phrase they are uttering.

‘Andiamo da Franco’ could mean, ‘Let’s go to Franco’s,’ as much as ‘Are we going to Franco’s?’ for example.

It was a single sentence that could have two slightly different meanings - simple enough.

To finish off, we learned a handful of new Italian words and phrases, including the word, ‘compito.’ It means homework, and this week’s compito was to memorize a list of one hundred common Italian words ahead of a test next week.

Clearly, our third week was when the Pirellis would hit the road and sort the uomini from the ragazzi.



Chapter 4
Last Man Standing


[image: Image]

 

 

T


hree weeks in, and already the process of attrition had begun.

La professoressa took the roll, and two students hadn’t shown up, hadn’t sent an apology, and had almost certainly packed it in.

I couldn’t be sure if it was the homework assignment or the prospect of a test, but the herd was already thinning.

Undeterred, Bronwyn pressed on, instructing us to close our books, place her list of one hundred common Italian words face down on the desk, and stand up.

She then enacted a rather cruel procedure, where she would select one student in turn, saying a single word in English.

The idea was for that student to respond with an accurate Italian translation (pronunciation included) or suffer the shame and indignity of being removed from the contest altogether.

Each of us was given a few seconds to respond, but anything more than that, and la professoressa told us to sit down.

Roberto needn’t have bothered getting on his feet in the first place. To be fair, he was pretty low-hanging fruit. The first one picked, and the first one knocked out.

I nervously waited to be selected and happily avoided Roberto’s fate when I successfully recalled that the word always is ‘sempre’ in Italian.

Most of us did quite well, and it was the third round of questions before the pins started to fall.

I would often lament that I wasn’t asked to translate a word that someone else was presented with, although, to be fair, I did dodge a couple of bullets in the process.

By round six, just two of us were left, Emilia and me.

My friend had already demonstrated a tremendous capacity for learning languages, and it would be no shame to achieve an honorable second in a competition that had already laid waste to a pretty hot field.

All the same, I didn’t particularly fancy the prospect of losing to her.

We traded verbal blows time and again with answers of ‘tempo’ and ‘di nuovo,’ before I was asked to translate the word ‘out.’

I drew a complete blank. I was pretty sure the word featured toward the top of page three in ‘La Professoressa’s Hottest 100,’ but it didn’t come to mind, at least not in time anyway.

With the rest of the class perched on the edge of their seats, Bronwyn turned her attention to Emilia.

If she could correctly translate the word ‘if,’ then I would be immediately and rather forlornly ‘fuori’ of the contest, with the honor and spoils of victory showered upon my friend.

It would have been nice if she could have at least acted as though she had to think about it, racking her brain as she struggled to retrieve an answer from the deep, dark recesses of her mind.

Instead, without a moment’s hesitation, or the slightest consideration for anyone else, she just blurted out “se,” as if she had been doing this stuff all her life.

Show-off.



Chapter 5
Geography
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O


ur class convened in the art room for its fourth week, and by now, it was abundantly clear that everyone intended to sit in the same place. It was as if we had all marked out our territory and no one should dare encroach upon another’s patch.

I decided that in the future, I would time my arrival so that most, if not all, of the other students had already sat down and before la professoressa herself entered the room.

This strategy would achieve two things:

1. I wouldn’t suffer the indignity of being late.

2. I wouldn’t have to call out “Buongiorno! Come stai?” a dozen times to greet every other student who entered the room.

Once la professoressa arrived, we were greeted as a collective for the first time with the phrase “Buongiorno tutti,” before she wrote the words ‘Come state?’ on the whiteboard.

There are no prizes for guessing that the word ‘state’ is a plural conjugation of the word ‘stai’ that we had learned the previous week, and an exercise in linguistic economy, whereby our teacher could now inquire of the entire class, in one fell swoop, just how it was that we were all currently in a state of?

We then discovered how to invite someone to ‘come in.’

We would say ‘Avanti,’ and, to ask if we could introduce someone to them, ‘Permesso le presento…’

For once, the name tags we were obliged to wear actually delivered a benefit.

In my case, constructing a clumsy and awkward introduction gave me just enough time to steal a glance at a classmate’s tag in order to confirm their name. 

If anyone’s tag was facing the wrong way, it was simply a matter of asking them to turn it around, so I could confirm their last name, before reverting to a formal introduction.

I would then warmly thank that same person, using their first name, all the while disguising the fact I had forgotten it in the first place.

Introducing a man formally as ‘il signore’ was simple enough, but whether or not a woman should be presented as ‘la signora’ or ‘la signorina’ was more problematic.

The honorific la signora is considered appropriate for married and older women. At the same time, la signorina is reserved for those considered younger and probably single. Marital status aside, exactly where the tipping point of age and maturity lay, no one could tell me.

Dopo la pausa, la professoressa presented us with a map of Italy that was printed on a dish towel, one that had been folded and left sitting in a drawer for some time, judging by the rectangular grid of creases that adorned the fabric.

She attached it to the whiteboard with a couple of large paper clips before identifying some of the country’s larger cities and more prominent regions.

As far as a basic introduction to Italian geography goes, it was crude but effective, and it allowed any number of students to identify parts of the country they had visited.

In Deborah’s case, she regularly stayed in a small village called Introdacqua. It is located in the Abruzzo region, east of Rome, north of Naples, and ‘just below that small red wine stain.’

La professoressa indicated where the city of Pisa is located, and after wrestling with a portable CD player for a few minutes, she played us an educational recording that presented a conversation between two people who were traveling throughout Italy.

Marco and Maria were visiting Pisa on vacation. They were sitting down to lunch at a restaurant in the city center and discussing in some detail what they intended to eat and drink.

They had a busy afternoon of sightseeing ahead of them before making their way to the train station later in the day.

Both spoke fluent Italian, and I certainly warmed to Maria from the outset. I daresay she was a native, as her speech patterns and pronunciation were clear, warm, and articulate. Marco’s were not. He was from Scotland (I suspect Glasgow) and suffocated his Italian with a sprawling, coarse, and entirely inappropriate accent.

The recording ruined the entire illusion, and I found myself completely ignoring whatever it was that Marco had to say. I couldn’t care less what he had for lunch or what he was looking forward to doing that afternoon, and I could only hope that he managed to miss ‘il treno’ later in the day so that Maria could present any subsequent installments of the recording alone.

The first part of our compito for the week was to list at least one place Marco and Maria planned to visit that afternoon and to write down two interesting things we could recall from their conversation.

I could think of one.

The remainder of il compito was to complete the quiz at the end of Chapter One in the textbook.

The quiz consisted of ten sections, with questions covering everything we had studied to date.

As if to reinforce the fact, a box featuring a giant question mark was printed directly above the first section of the quiz.

It was reposing to the left of a headline that read ‘Still Struggling?’

The text in the box itself focused on the nuances of pronunciation, with advice regarding the various soft and hard sounds derived from the letters ‘c, ci, ch, g, gh, and gli.’

For the time being, I wasn’t getting too hung up on the nuances of pronunciation.

I was just happy the answers were printed in the back of the book.



Chapter 6
Nouns and Questions
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O


nce la professoressa had taken the roll, it was clear that we had lost another student, Giuliana’s husband Giovanni, no less.

He had confessed to his wife during the week that he was struggling to keep up and comprehend even the more straightforward elements of the language.

At this point, she suggested that he just wasn’t trying hard enough.

Apparently, he didn’t take it too well.

La professoressa then introduced us to nouns or ‘sostantivi.’

Italian nouns are masculine or feminine and should always be preceded by the appropriate male or female definite article.

For the most part, masculine nouns end in ‘o,’ and feminine nouns end in ‘a.’ But there are several exceptions. Terrific.

The word for husband was top of mind for most of us at this stage. It is ‘il marito’ and, appropriately enough, masculine. In contrast, the word for wife is, needless to say, feminine and ‘la moglie.’

A boy is ‘un ragazzo’ and a girl ‘una ragazza.’

While the words for a man and a woman are ‘un uomo’ and ‘una donna,’ respectively.

At this point, I wanted to raise my hand and ask, “What was that Scottish uomo doing in that recording we listened to last week?” 

But sadly, my Italian vocabulary didn’t yet possess a sufficient range.

La professoressa then made good use of our immediate surroundings, explaining that the words for wall, roof, and floor were masculine, ‘il muro, il tetto, and il pavimento.’

By contrast, the words for chair, whiteboard, and window were feminine, ‘la sedia, la lavagna, and la finestra.’

I became well acquainted with la lavagna over the next few weeks and months, as armed with a cloth and a bottle of detergent, it was my job to clean it after each class.

Dopo la pausa, we were introduced to the concept of questions. 

This meant that la professoressa could now sit back, relax, and revel in the spectacle of her students wandering around the room, pointing to various people and things while asking each other just who or what they were.

Given that a single conversation between any two students might consist of five or six questions, for Bronwyn, it was the educational equivalent of an autopilot.

We were eventually spared the ordeal and sat down again before we were instructed to present something that we liked, or by literal translation from the Italian ‘Mi piace,’ to tell the class about something ‘that is pleasing to me.’

The textbook showed a handful of examples, and those of us with dictionaries certainly had a rich source of material to call upon.

Not surprisingly, our next assignment was to write and read aloud three things that were pleasing to us.

I responded as follows:

 

Mi piace la caffè             Incorrect - il caffè. 

Mi piace la vino rosso.       Incorrect - il vino rosso. 

Mi piace la calcio.             Incorrect - il calcio.

Earlier in the day, la professoressa had told us that the appropriate male or female definite article should preface each noun.

Mathematically, I had a fair chance of getting at least one right, but I failed spectacularly.

Three attempts, all wrong.

Perhaps I should just stick to cleaning the whiteboard.



Chapter 7
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S


oon after la professoressa had entered the room, and even before she had opened her binder to check the roll, she wrote the words ‘la famiglia’ - Family on the whiteboard.

Thereafter, she defined some of the other members of our own families in Italian.

More importantly, however, she introduced us to a traditional Italian delicacy called ‘il panettone,’ a very light and tasty fruitcake that Italians often bake to celebrate Christmas.

Moreover, she had brought one along that we all could share.

Once we had all indulged and polished off il panettone, she suggested we play a game of ‘Disappearing Snowman.’

She would draw a snowman on the whiteboard, and each of us would (in turn) stand up in front of the class, having composed a single word or a short phrase of Italian in our minds.

The other students were tasked with guessing or deducing each letter of the word or phrase in question, hopefully solving the puzzle before the various elements of the snowman (limbs, torso, and head) all melted away.

In the past, memory and pronunciation had been the key elements in any exercises we had undertaken, but in this case, it was spelling that came to the fore, with a number of us forced to make a shameful and embarrassing exit from our moment in the spotlight, having made an obvious and straightforward error.

I chose to play it fairly safe, sticking to single words with no more than three syllables, and as a result, all of my snowmen remained at least partially intact.

Even though we had spent no small amount of time eating cake during class, we were still invited to enjoy una pausa, and quietly make our way into the kitchen.

While we were all out of the room, la professoressa had placed some printed handouts on our tables.

The handouts presented a series of photographs, each showing a woman making a physical hand gesture, with an accompanying and explanatory portion of text printed underneath.

Once we returned, Bronwyn acted out some of the gestures herself and explained in what circumstances they might be considered appropriate and hopefully not too offensive, unless the intent was otherwise.

The first image showed a woman twisting the tip of an index finger into her cheek. This gesture indicated that a meal was ‘delizioso’ - delicious. 

An appropriate facial expression that indicated boredom, disinterest, or outright frustration would accompany the second gesture.

It showed a woman holding both hands in the face of someone who was speaking to her. With her thumbs pressed against her fingers, she would move her hands back and forth as if to say, ‘What on earth are you talking about?!’

To indicate that you think someone is crazy - ‘pazzo/a,’ simply point an extended index finger to the side of your head while staring at them in wide-eyed amazement.

La professoressa demonstrated the next gesture herself quite colorfully. 

She extended her right hand and thrust it violently upwards, catching the crook of her elbow with her left hand as she delivered an accompanying and forceful verbal instruction.

Emilia’s friend Wendy was the only one who didn’t understand what it meant. There’s always one. She appeared entirely bemused by the entire demonstration and asked Bronwyn rather naively, “What does that mean?”

Someone had to step up, and in this instance, it happened to be me.

“Think about it, Wendy,” I said.

Other gestures followed that indicated stubbornness, the birth of an idea, and a somewhat threatening pose that suggested, ‘If I catch you, I will kill you.’

This last one is communicated by staring at someone while biting the side of your hand.

My favorite gesture was enacted by looking at someone while raking your fingers outward and aggressively from underneath your chin. I daresay the gesture is clear enough for most people, but for those who are unsure, it communicates the phrase, ‘Me ne frego.’ - I don’t give a damn.

Slapping your forehead with the palm of your hand is an indication that you have forgotten something and often accompanied by the expression ‘Ho dimenticato,’ while pressing one finger beneath an eye could indicate that the person you are speaking with is very clever, or it may be a warning for someone to watch out.

The last gesture on the list showed a woman extending the back of her hand forward while enacting a raking motion toward whomever she was speaking to.

It struck me as the sort of gesture that an angry teacher might use when insisting a mischievous student ‘come here,’ before they find themselves on the receiving end of a fierce verbal tirade.

I would be on the lookout for that one.

To finish the lesson, la professoressa introduced us to the concept of ‘il malocchio’ or the evil eye.

Il malocchio is an ancient Italian superstition, whereby someone might cast an envious, malevolent glare toward someone, or simply project such a feeling, and consequently bring about their misfortune or bad luck.

A bull’s horn - ‘un cornicello’ is said to protect against the evil eye. Often worn as an amulet and mistaken for a red chili, the cornicello charm is said to bring good luck to the wearer. 

Another defense against il malocchio, is to make a horn-shaped gesture by pointing your hand downward, and extending your index and little finger while folding your thumb over your middle and ring fingers.

The Spanish prime minister formed that very same shape (behind his back) while walking alongside Italian prime minister, Silvio Berlusconi, before a meeting between the two leaders.

Can you blame him?



Chapter 8
Duolingo


[image: Image]

 

 

O


ne of my fellow students introduced me to a cell phone language-learning app called Duolingo.

It was a concept developed by a fellow who wanted to honor his mother (a school teacher), and it hosted any number of languages on its platform.

Needless to say, I wasted no time in signing up to learn Italian.

My Duolingo journey started with some fundamental words and phrases, and I gradually progressed through various modules, having completed five levels of increasing difficulty in each one.

Basics were followed by Phrases, Food, Animals, and Possessions.
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