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This book is dedicated to Italy whose soft cushion offered me a place to sit quietly and observe with eyes that led me to write what I saw. Thank you.










Preface


Dear Reader,


Ben Trovato!


(pronounced ben trow-vah-toe)


Well Found


This is one of my favorite expressions in Italy, the country that has been my home since 1993. It is similar to its cousin expression benvenuto (pronounced ben-veh-new-toe), or “welcome”, but has a different connotation. This greeting is used to express contentment when another arrives at the same place or occasion. It’s like saying, “It’s a pleasure to be here together.” That’s how I feel to have you in my company as I retrace my steps. Thank you for joining me.


Elizabeth Griffin


www.elizabethgriffin.wordpress.com


Trieste, Italy


November 2013
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A note on phonics


The pronunciation guide that follows most Italian words in the book is my invention. I purposely do not follow the standard phonic symbols. Instead I use English words and syllables that sound (more or less) the same. As Italians read over my English-ized interpretation, they laughed out loud. I hope it makes you smile too. We can all have fun trying to say it the Italian way!










Part I 
The Observer











Chapter 1


Punto di Partenza
(pronounced poon-toe dee par-ten-zah) 
Point of Departure


I walk along the crowded sidewalks near my home in Trieste, Italy with the traffic zooming by. I pass countless doorways of ornate ironwork. Smallish balconies peak out overhead from handsome Liberty-style palazzi (pronounced pah-laz-zee) or buildings. I stroll down to the water’s edge along the Adriatic Sea to the picturesque Audace (pronounced ow-dach-aye) Pier. As always, the panorama takes my breath away. On my left, around the bend from the fishing town of Muggia, is the Port of Koper in Slovenia and, further south, the coastline of Croatia. On my right is the storybook Miramar Castle and the wetlands of Grado. I follow the shoreline as far as I can knowing it leads to Venice. I squint and try to make out the very tippy top of the bell tower in St. Mark’s Square.


The sun embraces me with its warmth and spirit. I sit down on a stone bench. The water lapses on the steps leading into the sea. A couple wanders by. They stop and pull out a map. I can overhear them discussing an historical walking tour. Dov’è il (pronounced dove-aye ill) punto di partenza? says the woman, or “Where is the starting point?”


I love hearing Italians say punto. They purse their lips and spit out a hard “p”, followed by an “oo”, as in moon, or soon. Then they add an “n” to finish off the syllable before starting another torpedo sound “t-o”, pronounced “toe”. Punto! It’s a purposeful word that, when combined with partenza, or departure, marks a definitive starting line.


The woman’s query stays with me as I follow the docile waves out to deep sea. “The starting point of myself?” I muse as I point my face up toward the sun and enjoy the rays of heat on my cheeks. “Where is my punto di partenza, in the passage of knowing self?”


I smile. “Oh yes, I know just where to begin.”


My faded ’69 Harvest-Gold Rambler, named Ruthann, was packed full. All I owned was with me. “I guess this is it,” I said to myself. “Time to go.” On the passenger seat sat a modest-sized travel refrigerator and a folder bursting with maps. In the back was a lawn chair, two bikes and several plastic containers to organize my life for the months to come. In the trunk were clothes, tent, sleeping bag, books as well as a few household items, in hopes of setting up a home somewhere…else.


I was leaving my life in Seattle: an MBA track education, a job as a bookkeeper in a cool interior design company, a member of a women’s bike team, political interests, etc. I didn’t know where I was headed really but I knew I didn’t want this. Something profound was missing. So, after a year of preparations, I stopped everything, surrendered the lease on my apartment, sold most of my belongings. Then I set out alone on a journey into the unknown.


It was raining heavily that fateful day. The drainage grooves along the bottom edge of the front window were flawed, so rain was entering through the windshield corners, dribbling down around the dashboard onto the plastic matting below. It had been too expensive to plug the faulty system. So Frank the mechanic had simply cut holes in the front flooring of the car. As water pooled up below my feet, I would pull over on the shoulder of the highway and roll up the plastic floor cover to let the water spill out through the holes underneath.


I said good-bye to my friend Emma who kindly let me stay in her guest room for a few weeks, as I was making my last preparations for the trip. I headed south on I-5, with the AM-only radio going full blast.


“Hmm, let’s see,” I mumbled. “It’s 3 pm. I’ll soon be at the Washington-Oregon border. Where should I stay tonight?” I loved the freedom in that question. I could choose anything! I could go anywhere! I looked at a map. There were some green splotches just east of Portland: “Mt. Hood National Forest?” I read “Why not?”


It was dark when I arrived, although the rain had stopped. By the look of things, the summer tourist season had been over for quite awhile so the registration area at the visitors’ center was closed. No one or nothing was around, just a few welcome brochures left out on the counter for the occasional passersby. I huddled under Ruthann’s small interior light while I read through the check-in procedures. The instructions said to leave $5 in an envelope in the metal mailbox outside the entryway of each campsite. A park ranger would come by during the early morning hours to collect the night fees. “$5?” I calculated. “That’s almost half my daily budget!” I had calculated a maximum of $12/day for three months to have a bit of money leftover for a rental deposit on a new apartment. “Three months of travel?” I repeated to myself. It seemed like an eternity!


I drove Ruthann out of the visitors’ parking lot, following arrows that led around steep winding roads to the campsites. The pavement was wet and slippery from the day’s thunderstorms. I found what appeared to be a flat camping area with a small fire circle, and stopped there. I had to keep the lights of the car on while I put up my tube tent. I had remembered to bring a flashlight but not the batteries! Then I built a small campfire to boil some water for a cup of noodles.


Later, I crawled into my mummy bag. I lay quietly and mulled over the fact that I didn’t have a bed anymore. Luckily I was too tired to reflect on all of the implications. Plus there were no lights for reading, so I just closed my eyes. Silence. I was all alone in complete stillness. I enjoyed the feeling of my body heat warming me inside the sleeping bag. The moment seemed to cradle me in its arms as I drifted gently to sleep.


The next morning, I awoke with the heat of the sun overhead. I put on my boots and unzipped the tent opening. As I stood up, my knees buckled at the beauty that greeted me. There, right in front of me, taking up my entire view, was the majestic Mt. Hood reflected in a perfectly seamless lake, surrounded by an electric blue sky. The sun engulfed me with its intense warmth.


The park ranger stopped by and waved before collecting the envelope from my campsite box. He was respectful and didn’t try to start up a conversation, but I could tell he was wondering where the other person in my party was. I tried to look busy while collecting some twigs for a small morning fire. I piled up some paper and small kindling hoping the campfire would take hold with no problem. Luckily it did. I placed a kettle of water over the small flames for a cup of oatmeal and sat back nonchalantly as if I had been doing the same routine for years. The ranger seemed satisfied that all was in order and returned to his truck.


Serenity was all about me. I listened to the crackle of the fire and felt the earth’s dampness from the previous day’s rains. Birds twittered by. Clouds formed overhead, changed shape and disappeared. I ate my oatmeal as if in a meditation. Each spoonful filled my mouth with flavor. As I swallowed, I felt each morsel slide down my throat into my belly. After breakfast, I pulled out my camping dish soap and took my pans down to the lake to be washed. As I dunked everything into the water, the flakes of oatmeal floated on the surface for a moment, then sank slowly onto the pebbled floor below.


I was feeling and seeing each detail like usual, but there was something very new to the sensations. I was somehow experiencing them as if each were the same: the soap, my hiking boots, the sounds of the morning, the sunlight, my heartbeat. I felt no differences among them, and no distinction between them and me.


The reflection of the mountain came up almost to where my pan lay on the rock to dry. I watched a small pine needle drift by, cradled in a cushion of water. “Life held me in the same gentle way,” I thought to myself. I reclined back on a boulder warmed by the hot sun. Wholeness opened its arms and called out for me to come. I took in a deep breath and slowly accepted its invitation.


The punto di partenza or starting line for a journey I have yet to understand has been crossed.










Chapter 2


Piazza
(pronounced pee-az-zah) 
Town Square


The piazza near our home is the only open space in town. It’s not covered with cobblestones or bricks; it does not sit within handsome buildings or provide a pedestrian zone, as in many elegant Italian cities. Rather, this is an asphalted area to the side of the main road in a township outside of Trieste.


I pass by frequently on my way to work or to do errands. Today I’m early for my appointment so I pull over to wait a few minutes. At one end of the piazza sit the town church and elementary school. On the other side, past the garbage bins, recycling containers, Plexiglas-covered bus stop and post box, sit a few historic houses. The old town well is in the middle, long since covered with a steel netting to prevent anyone from falling in.


“You know,” I say to myself, “I don’t think there is anything that symbolizes the Italian lifestyle better than a piazza. Every town, city and even the tiniest of villages has one. It is basically the meeting point or punto d’incontro (pronounced poon-toe d’in-con-trow) for community life. It’s an open space dedicated to life together and acts like a spotlight for important shared activities or occurrences. It may not be centrally located or even take up much of a square block. But everyone knows where it is. And when something happens there, all take note.”


I drove south through Bend, enjoying the high-altitude red rock terrain of central Oregon. From there, I cut over to the Pacific Coast, headed down Highway 101 to San Francisco and then went east to Yosemite National Park. I had my evening routine down: find a campsite, pitch my tent, build a fire and read a little before dinner. I was good at deflecting the curious glances from the campers around me, who were probably wondering why I was travelling all alone.


The next morning I was up early to hike the Half Dome trail, a 17-mile round-trip trek. It was a beautiful, warm fall day. I took the bus through Yosemite Valley, up to the trailhead. My legs felt strong, my socks were clean and my boots seemed to march for me. I breathed in the cool mountain air, satisfied to have such a challenge in front of me.


Half Dome is a massive cliff that looks like a gigantic boulder sliced in half that sits on the summit of a mountain. One side is a vertical drop-off; the other is a rounded sphere. For the courageous, there are parallel cables you can use to hoist yourself up as you walk carefully perpendicular all the way to the top.


About midday, I arrived at the base of Half Dome rock, satisfied from the morning’s ascent. I stopped and watched people walk up the huge boulder, gripping the cables as they went. I decided I didn’t want to do this last segment because I suffer terribly from vertigo. Instead I looked forward to my walk down the mountain and a nice shower at the end of the day. Just then a young man I hadn’t noticed before came up and stood next to me. “Let’s try it,” he said with a pleasant voice. I smiled, “Oh, no thanks, I just like watching.”


He smiled back, “Let’s try it together. You can go first. I’ll talk to you the whole way so you won’t have to think about what you’re doing. Come on, let’s do it.” I wasn’t bothered and didn’t feel pressured. I just let myself be convinced! We stood in line to wait our turn. I think I may have asked his name but he was busy keeping his promise of talking to me the whole time, and I don’t think he responded to my question. He mentioned that he worked in San Francisco. He was visiting Yosemite for a day or so getaway. Before I knew it, we were at the summit. A clear, 360° panorama of infinite beauty and space greeted me.


There was limited room at the top so everyone admired the view, took a few pictures, then moved aside so that others could come up. I was so taken by the view that I must have lost track of my impromptu partner. After about 15 minutes, when it was time to climb back down, I looked around for my friend but I couldn’t find him. “That’s strange,” I thought. “There’s no room up here to hide. If he were here, I would certainly see him. He must have left!” I swallowed my embarrassment with a big morsel of irritation. “That’s typical of men. First they say they will help, then they leave.” I walked over to the cables, certain that I would spot him descending Half Dome on his own. I could see down the rock cliff and a long way down the switchback trails below. But, I couldn’t spot my helper.


I made it down from the enormous boulder by concentrating only on my feet, step by step. Once on solid ground my questions returned. “Where is that guy? I’m going to let him know that he promised…” I hiked back to the campground, sure I would meet up with him, if not on the trail then near the camping area. But I never saw him again.


That night, I enjoyed my usual campfire alone with a cup-of-noodle dinner. My annoyance at my disappearing friend subsided. Instead I was left with wonder. “Did that really happen?” I asked myself. I thought again about men in my life. My parents separated when I was 11. It was decided that my father would have primary custody of the children. My mother returned to school and lived in an apartment downtown. I was the lone female in the household, thrown into a domestic role by default. I became the little homemaker and each day I grew more resentful about it. By the time I was out of high school, separatist feminism was my savior. I hated anything having to do with the male species. I set up my life to be as autonomous as possible, determined to do life with no dependence on men.


“And look what happened today?” I thought as I cuddled into my sleeping bag in my cozy tube tent. “Someone, a male, helped me see a spectacular landscape.” The vista enveloped me in thankfulness and I fell soundly to sleep in its arms.


Being on top of a mountain is like being in a piazza. They are both wide-open spaces where I can observe and take note of the happenings.










Chapter 3


Ecco 
(pronounced ek-ko) 
Here, There


I walk through the train station to catch a short commuter train to a neighboring town for an afternoon of English classes.




*I see two teenage girls looking for their train. They study the timetable to find the one heading to their destination.


“Number 13,” they pronounce together, and survey the respective platform where their train should be positioned in the station. Ecco, one of them says, “There (it is).” 
*A stylishly-dressed man walks ever so elegantly to greet his friend. Eccomi (pronounced ek-ko mee), he says, meaning “Here I am.”


*An older woman shouts eccovi (pronounced ek-ko vee) meaning “here you (all) are” as she raises her hands with glee and gets ready to give everyone a big bear hug.





In the vernacular, Italians can use the same word for “here” and “there”. Ecco is often combined with an objective pronoun (me, you, him, etc) to include those who are involved in the expression. It’s one of the first terms I learned in Italian, probably because it sounds exactly like “echo” in English, so it’s easy to say. It also makes me smile because it brings back memories of the sounds desert canyon walls bounce back at me.


I headed down Highway 395 along the Eastern side of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, over to Joshua Tree National Park. Then I circled back to Southern Nevada, the Grand Canyon, and up into the southeastern tip of Utah.


The desert exhilarated me. It was a wide-open area yet it was never empty. Rather it seemed full of something. I was brought back to my first year of college, when I studied abroad in France. There I was introduced to Existentialism, an entirely new and stimulating world for me. I remember the excitement I felt contemplating concepts that had no basis in physical reality. “Nothingness” for example was interesting, in that it could “be”. Absence was in itself a “being-ness”, a presence.


I too felt empty, finally free of the day-to-day concerns that crowded my life. But still I felt full of a something-ness yet to be explored. “Finally,” I breathed in deeply, “I have time and space to follow my thoughts without interruption and see what lies deep within.”


Mornings were especially quiet, with little to do except make breakfast. It was fun to wake up slowly and contemplate my dreams during the night. I found, with time and practice, I could easily remember my nightly wanderings. I noticed that I frequently dreamed of a matrix, a complex grid made up of numerous little cells. It looked like a series of cubicles, each one displaying a “me” in a specific circumstance. I, the creator of the dream, essentially chose the “box” I wanted to experience during the dream itself.


What an array of alternatives open to me! The matrix appeared endless. I could pick and choose anything I wished: drinking a cool glass of water when it was hot, reading a passage in a book that struck my fancy, interacting with others, walking a little further to test my strength. There was no experience more or less significant, or worthy of my observation.


One morning, as I was getting up and preparing for my day, I considered the events happening in my “waking” state. “Where do these situations and events come from?” I asked myself. “Why did I choose a trip in the desert alone instead of continuing my 9-5 job in Seattle, for example? Or, why am I travelling in the SW, and not Alaska? Are my ‘awake’ experiences selected from a box in the matrix too?” I paid careful attention to the questions and issues coming up in my mind, and what was occurring around me. For instance, as I got dressed and put away my sleeping bag, I was thinking about my romantic need for men and my equal and opposite desire to live alone, without them. As if on cue, the couple who had settled in at the next campsite played out the debate I was having in my head. As I listened to their discussion, I could relate to the tussles and desires I was hearing – they were the same within me. It was a discussion occurring outside of me and yet an exact reflection of the ideas and beliefs inside me.


I continued to closely follow my thoughts and, simultaneously, the events around me. I started to see that any concentration of interest, say an idea or belief circling in my mind, immediately presented itself into reality for me to experience. As I placed my focus on a certain feeling or notion within, the circumstances immediately manifested themselves outside of me to be experienced. Perhaps attention played the same role of highlighting a cube in the matrix as the dreamer when selecting a box for the dream experience. In both cases, the one dreaming is different from the one dreamt. “Although,” I mused, “the I (dreamer) is the same thing as I (dreamt) in that one is asleep pretending to be the other and her experience.” I gasped as doubts filled my head.


“Hmmmm,” I balked. Outside influences seemed more powerful, more a matter of destiny or circumstances beyond my control. To live this principle would mean a new level of personal responsibility, accepting that whatever I saw or experienced outside of me (there) was a creation of my own thought processes within (here). “Could everything and everyone really be just an idea or image that comes from within and is reflected back at me? Was it really possible that I was creating my ‘waking’ life, just like the dreamer?”


I took in a deep breath and let the dry desert air enfold me. I certainly didn’t have all the answers but somehow I knew I was on track by posing the questions.


Eccomi. I can look here (inside) or there (outside) and see myself.










Chapter 4


Prendere una Decisione
(pronounced pren-dare-aye oo-nah day-cheese-ee-own-aye) 
To Make a Decision


We have a leisurely dinner with friends at home. We start around 9 pm and are still seated way past midnight. The conversation turns to how hard it is to find a new job. “There’s so much work involved in finding work: getting the right education and experience, and then trying to make yourself look good on a curriculum vitae,” one says. “I know,” another adds. “There are so many decisions to make.”


I notice that Italians normally use the verb prendere or “to take” when decisions are involved. While we typically use “to make” in English. I mention the difference at the table and everyone rolls their eyes. “Don’t get us started on ‘to make’ since it’s impossible to remember when to use it or when to use ‘to do’.” “For example,” everyone is eager to give me their sore points, “do you make the bed or do the bed? Do you make your homework or do your homework. Do you do money or make money?”


I agree. Sorting through the descriptions of actions to be taken in any language can be challenging.


I wound my way through some of the magnificent National Parks of Utah and Colorado. I was on my way to Colorado Springs for a bike camp at the Olympic Training Center. I would sleep in a dorm room and spend a week learning more about competitive racing. I was not the strongest rider by far. But I enjoyed the physical rigor and welcomed some time not to focus on this heady journey I had started.


On the last day of the camp, I had to once again pack up and put all my belongings back in the car. “Ugh,” I said to myself, “I don’t want to spend another night in my tent.” It was now the end of October and too cold to go on camping. I needed to find a place to live indoors, at least for the winter months. I said my good-byes. “Where are you off to?” my bike pals asked. “Well, I really don’t know.” Everyone was silent. “But I will let you know.” They smiled, not knowing what to say. And I rambled off feeling a bit sheepish.


I drove Ruthann to the edge of a stunning plateau outside Colorado Springs and looked out over the landscape. I sat for awhile with this gorgeous vista in front of me and contemplated where I could settle in to live. I leaned up against a huge boulder warmed by the sun and took in the early fall air around me.


I closed my eyes and observed all the thoughts swirling around inside my head. I did not try to stop them. I merely focused on myself as the observer. I noticed I could step out of the ongoing chatter in my mind and sit in stillness outside the whirlpool of thoughts. I could see the river of information, judgments, expectations, deductions, planning, etc. that packed my head. They did not affect or bother me. I simply chose to be quiet and let “nothing” fill me. Then, slowly, I presented the question to the empty space.


“Where should I go to live?”


I didn’t know who I was asking exactly. Mostly I wanted to be open to receive wisdom beyond my own. Amazingly a kind of whiteboard appeared in front of me, as if I were sitting in a classroom. Then the words “Santa Fe” scrolled themselves out in bold blue lettering for me to read. “Northern New Mexico?” I grumbled to myself. That was the furthest thing from my mind. “Oh well,” I said, “why not?” I had no other idea or plans.


So I got back in the car and headed south.


Suddenly I have a whole new way of making decisions.










Chapter 5


Auguri
(pronounced ow-gur-ee) 
Best Wishes


I look through the gift cards of the office supplies store, and try to find something suitable for my nephew’s birthday. Almost all of them say Auguri meaning “All the best.” Here, it doesn’t matter if it’s a birthday, anniversary, graduation, or a new baby. Any celebration or occasion is reason for Italians to give the same greeting, Auguri. I hear it at just about every event to give congratulations or best wishes. It’s like saying “Here’s to you!” to salute the good news.


Interestingly, this word also means farewell when saying good-bye to a friend who is up against a difficult challenge or illness. It’s a way of communicating “I’ll be thinking about you in the days to come.”
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