November 26, 2007 

Winter has finally arrived in the North Country, at least, by my Indiana standards. I've broken out my winter coat, hat and gloves and appreciate them very much, thank you, even if some of the local maniacs are still running around in t-shirts and shorts. I think they do that just to mess with people’s heads. Thanksgiving morning greeted us with a very nice sleet attack, and I couldn’t help noticing a distinct lack of Bermuda shorts and Hawaii shirts outside all day, so it looks like the little Potsdam show-off-how-acclimated-I-am subterfuge is finally over. 

Speaking of messing with my head, I had quite an email surprise recently. Because I've gone through so many different email addresses these past couple of years, I've arranged to have all my different college email accounts forwarded to my gmail account. (By the way, if you are still using gsimonel@indiana.edu to contact me. you should probably update it to glenn.simonelli@gmail.com. IU is going to drop that account soon, and your messages will not get through.) Anyway, about a month ago our school email server went down. It came back up the following day, and I didn't think much about it. It hadn't really affected me because I use gmail. But about 3 weeks later our department secretary asked me why I hadn't responded to any of her emails. I told her I hadn't received any from her, so she showed me on her computer all the messages she had sent. Hmmm. So I went back to my office and started poking around a bit on the campus mail program and discovered that it had stopped forwarded any campus mail to my gmail account three weeks earlier. I had 275 unread email messages! Fortunately, most of my students use my gmail address, so I hadn't missed anything really important, just a lot of campus announcements and notices of meetings I was supposed to attend, and some messages from my dean asking for information and wondering why I wasn't at that meeting. So it was a nice quiet 3 weeks; my email volume was down about 20%, and there was a sudden, dramatic reduction in the number of meetings I was told to attend. But now the break is over and I'm slogging my way through 275 old messages, trying to figure out which ones are worth responding to and which ones are too late to do anything about. But I did discover an important property of campus email: only between 5-10% of all the messages delivered by a campus mail server contain information important enough to place your job in jeopardy if you ignore it. 

Corina is really thriving at the high school. Cross-country season has (finally) ended, and she has plunged herself into a slew of interesting activities. She has been participating in mock trial every Monday night. Soon the group will begin competing in mock trials at different schools around the state. Tonight she found out that she will perform the highly-coveted role of defense lawyer at the first competition. Recently she was a delegate from, I think, Macedonia at a multi-school simulated U.N session. She’s also joined the debate team, and competed recently against teams from other area schools at the SUNY Potsdam campus. It was a very interesting competition. She had to read a poem and deliver a literary monologue, both of her own choosing. Another event was called Impromptu. Students were given a word like "stove" or "sleet" and had 3 minutes to compose a 5-minute speech based on that theme; which they then delivered to an audience and judge. Out of all the students competing, I believe she came in second in that event--her theme was "crock pot"--which means she'll get to compete at the state (or is it regional?) level. I'm not sure when that is, but I'll keep you informed. She's also considering going out for the school play and being on the indoor track team, but it's not yet clear how the schedules will work out. 

I’ve been playing a lot of piano lately. After about a 15-year hiatus, I’ve broken out all my old ragtime songbooks and have been re-learning my favorite Scott Joplin songs. I’ve also been working on a nice show-off piece by Lizst (is there any other kind?) and a really bombastic piece by Bela Bartok called Allegro Barbaro, or “Fast and Furious,” loosely translated. I was pleasantly surprised how quickly my fingers snapped back into shape, but I’m having a much harder time committing pieces to memory than I anticipated. I think, because of my age, my memory is no longer as sharp as it used to be. Getting older just sort of sneaks up on you, doesn’t it? It’s not like there’s any formal announcement or Bon Voyage Youth party or anything; it’s just all these petty little tasks and chores that are gradually becoming more difficult than they used to be. 

Julius came home for Thanksgiving. He arrived by bus from Ithaca on Wednesday. He’s doing well in school. Over the break we helped him edit some of the essays that he has to write for an intensive writing class called “Muslims Behaving Badly.” It’s a class about Muslim theater. Apparently traditional Muslim theater deals heavily with issues of piety and morality. Just like Shakespeare. But he’s enjoying the class, and his writing has really improved. He says he’s doing well in all his classes, and I’m not surprised. We had fun putting the Christmas lights on the house together Saturday. 

Michele has started working one afternoon per week at the local food co-op in exchange for a sizable discount on groceries from there. We were hoping that working there would be a good way to meet of lot of new people, but right now she’s working in the bakery washing out the pots after the bakers have finished baking. Most of the time she works alone, so she doesn’t get to meet a lot of new people. But she’s just starting out. Maybe there will be an opening inside the main store soon, and then she won’t have to work alone. She’s also taking a yoga class in Canton--another college town about 10 miles west of here--that she really enjoys. And she’s also tutoring Chen-Yu, a graduate student from Taiwan, in English. She invited Chen-Yu over for Thanksgiving, so there were 5 of us for dinner—Chen-Yu, Julius, Corina, Michele and me. Instead of having a whole turkey (Can you image 5 of us trying to eat a whole turkey? We'd be eating leftover turkey until spring!) we just had a turkey breast--which actually cost more than buying a whole turkey! Being cheap, I really struggled with this. Perhaps you can picture me in the supermarket, standing in from of the freezer, a whole turkey in one hand and a turkey breast in the other, looking at one, then the other, then back and forth again and again, obviously suffering, trying to decide which is worse: wasting food or wasting money. It was not pleasant situation for me. But Michele was pretty adamant about not getting an entire turkey, so I went with the overpriced breast. It worked out pretty well amount-wise. We had some turkey left over to send home with Chen-Yu, and Michele and I had a few leftovers to nibble on later that evening while watching a movie. We did feel a little bad, however, when Julius came down even later looking for leftover turkey and we had already finished it. Oh! And I made the world’s worst dressing for dinner. There were no giblets to grind up and mix in, and there was no way to stuff it into the breast, so I had to bake it separately in a different pan, and it didn’t taste of turkey at all. Plus, I forgot to mix in an egg. So it didn’t stick together. And I forgot to add garlic. Basically, it tasted like stale bread with a slight hint of onion. Poor Chen-Yu had never eaten a Thanksgiving dinner before, and he was very polite about trying everything and not complaining or gagging. But I imagine he must have thought there was some religious significance attached to the dressing, because there sure couldn’t be any other reason to eat it! 

By Thanksgiving evening the sleet had changed to snow, and by Friday afternoon the layer of sleet was covered with about 1½” of serene white snow. The temperature on Friday never got above the mid 20’s. I went for a walk in the woods with Athena, and it was really beautiful. Later that evening I stopped in at work to pick up a few things, and on the walk back home it struck me how appropriate the snow looked for this time of year. In Bloomington the thought of having snow on Thanksgiving break seems remote, almost far-fetched, especially these past 10 years or so since it’s gotten so warm there. But in Potsdam it just looked right. Most of the houses in Potsdam are very old, built between 1880 and 1920 or so, and, (except for the telephone poles and some cars in some of the driveways), the street haven’t changed very much since then. So, as I was walking home, I couldn’t help thinking, “Yeah, this is right. There should be snow on the ground over Thanksgiving break.” Very Norman Rockwellish, and it really put me in the mood for the holiday season. Today, however, it warmed up into the mid 30’s, and most of the snow melted, leaving behind the slickened remains of the sleet, which had turned into sheer, treacherous ice from the melted snow turning into water and filling all the little holes in the sleet and then freezing. Last night I slipped and fell walking home from dinner at a friend’s and hurt my knee. It’s still sore today, and I look really pathetic trying to walk up stairs. But it’s nothing serious, and I can tell it’s already healing pretty quickly. But the snow’s gone, and today we’re all back at our weekday routines. It’s amazing how quickly the holidays come and go. And it makes me a little melancholic. But Corina just looked out the window and announced that the rain was beginning to change back into snow, so maybe tomorrow will be another beautiful reminder that the Christmas season is beginning. 

Warmest regards, 
Glenn

