December 22, 2007

It’s a few days before Christmas, and Corina, Julius, Isaac, Michele and I are all together again, ready to celebrate the holidays. Julius came home from Cornell pretty positive about his first semester, even though he still needed to do some re-writes on some essays for his class on Arabic theater and drama. (They’re all done now.) Isaac drove up from Bloomington a few days ago. The two of them will drive back to Bloomington together the day after Christmas, so Julius will get to spend a couple of weeks visiting his old friends before he has to head back to Ithaca.

 It will definitely be a white Christmas up here, as there is still at least 2½ feet of snow left on the ground. We got about 15” a couple of days after Thanksgiving and then another 2 feet or so about a week ago. We get an additional ½” to 2” every couple of days. So it’s been piling up and up. The temperature hasn’t cracked thirty degrees since before Thanksgiving, so nothing is melting. But even so the snow is going down slightly. Some of the decrease is due to packing—because of the cold temperatures the snow is very dry, light and fluffy. Not too good for making snowmen, but it sure is a lot easier to shovel than the heavy, wet stuff we tended to get back in Bloomington. Additionally, it’s very dry up here, and the snow tends to sublime—that is, it changes directly from a solid to a gas without melting. So even though the temperature hasn’t been above freezing for over a month, the snow is still slowly getting sucked up into the atmosphere. This is a very slow process, so the snow is still quite deep. My guess is it will be April before we see the bare ground again. We have 5-foot mounds of snow marking the entrance to our driveway like a couple of giant stone lions guarding the entrance to the gate.

What’s very unexpected—really quite amazing—is how acclimated we’ve become to the cold weather. I guess this is because the cold arrived so gradually, giving us time to adjust to it. Daytime highs vary between the teens and the mid-twenties; lows are frequently near or below zero. And yet it doesn’t feel particularly cold; it just feels like December. Today, for example, it’s sunny and the temperature is in the low twenties, yet it feels like spring, and everyone, myself included, is bopping around in light sweaters or sweatshirts, smiling and commenting on how pleasant it is outside. We frequently take Athena for walks late in the evening, when nighttime temperatures drop significantly, and it’s still very comfortable; back in Bloomington this weather would chill us to our bones. I certainly wouldn’t want to be suddenly transplanted into this place from some place warm and sunny. But, I guess, because the drop in temperature occurred over a couple of months, we’ve gotten used to it and it doesn’t bother us. Yet. Check back in mid February.

What is hard to get used to is the paltry amount of daylight; it gets dark by around 4:30 now, especially if it’s overcast. Daylight tends to be dim and short. The sun never gets very high in the sky; so even at noon everything casts long shadows that makes you think sunset is imminent. At two o’clock in the afternoon the light already has that twilight-like glow, which is very pretty, but makes you think that the day is almost over already. Where did the time go?

My winter break started Friday. I turned in my grades for the semester early in the week, and I went in to the office Thursday to tie up loose ends. I finished up around 2:30 and met Isaac, Corina and Julius in the school gym where we all worked out for a while. Isaac and Julius are both in amazing shape. Corina doesn’t have their muscles, but she has tremendous endurance and is a strong long-distance runner. And then there’s me—huffing and puffing to lift 20% of my body weight over my head. One of the things I like to do when I workout in the gym is to glance surreptitiously at the other people lifting weights to see how much weight they are working with. I’m always trying to identify people that I’m stronger than. There was an elderly woman from the payroll department in the gym yesterday that I know I can bench press more than.

Isaac and Julius went snowboarding for the first time yesterday—it’s like skiing on a small surfboard or large skateboard. They both had a great time and said that, after a little practice, they had gotten pretty good at it. Both of them came home exhausted—they were on the slopes the whole day—but after brief naps they were both back up and in high spirits for our annual but newly transplanted neighborhood eggnog-and-Christmas-carols party last night. Several families from the neighborhood stopped by. We had a lot of fun and ate a lot of sweets. One of our neighbors plays piano very well, so we were able to trade off on the accompaniment duties, which I appreciated.

But as I was saying a few paragraphs back, my first semester here is over. It has been relatively painless, and there have, in fact, been some fun moments. During final exam week, for example, the school dining services throws a free late night (10:00 P.M. to midnight) breakfast buffet for the entire campus. Faculty and administrators traditionally volunteer to help serve. This year the number of volunteers was on the low side because there was a snowstorm that evening that kept all the commuters home, but it was still a lot of fun. I worked with the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences to keep one of the buffet tables stocked. It was quite a spread that they threw—eggs, bacon, sausages, pancakes, potatoes, yogurt, fruit, donuts and pastries, probably a few more things that I can’t remember. (But there were no biscuits and gravy; that’s unheard of up here. The only gravy you ever see is brown gravy, and you only see it on mashed potatoes.) I ran into several of my students during the evening. At the end of the night I sat and visited with a group of my graduate students, and they talked me into going out with them to the local disco bar. It was a lot of fun walking downtown from the college—maybe a mile, tops—during an early morning snowstorm, and I enjoyed getting to see my students in a different environment.

My big story is my return to the stage after a brief, 35-year hiatus. Michele, Joanne, (a friend of Michele’s who was up for a visit), Corina and I all went to see the SUNY Potsdam theatre and opera departments’ joint production of the musical Urinetown. It’s about a town where a local corporation has a monopoly on the water supply, and features songs with titles like “It’s a Privilege to Pee.” We really enjoyed the play—it was an excellent production—and Corina and I started talking about how much fun it would be to appear in a play together. A couple of days later I saw an announcement in the local paper about open auditions for a comedy being performed in Canton, the next town over, called “She Stoops to Conquer.” It’s a farce written in the late 1700s. The announcement said that a lot of actors were needed because there was a large cast and no experience was necessary. Corina, unfortunately, had too many other commitments—mainly her key position on the school’s mock trial team—to try out for a part, but she and Michele encouraged me to take a stab at it. So I did and got a major role. I play Hardcastle, the crusty patriarch of the family—a somewhat pompous and stodgy old coot who gets totally affronted when his daughter’s arranged fiancé mistakes him for an innkeeper (due to a trick played by Hardcastle’s obnoxious step-son) and starts ordering Hardcastle about in his own home. Hardcastle takes an immediate dislike to the young gentleman, who is too shy to court Hardcastle’s daughter anyway, but flirts with her outrageously when he mistakenly takes her for a servant. Or something like that. It’s your typical comedy of errors—quite preposterous, but lots of fun. And I’m having a ball being back on stage. The play, actually at a dinner theater, will be performed on February 14, 15 and 16, so if you just happen to be passing through Potsdam during that time, stop by for dinner and comedy.

Michele is just beginning to look for work. She’s had some nibbles, but nothing has really grabbed her attention yet. We’re very fortunate that, although extra income would be nice, we’re not at the point where she has to work just to cover our expenses. So we both think it’s important that Michele finds something that she would enjoy doing. And if it takes 6 months to find something, that’s fine. There are not a lot of well-paying jobs up here, and in the meantime she still has her shift at the local food co-op.

So we are all well and very grateful to be together for Christmas. I hope you have a happy holiday season, and I wish you all the best for the coming new year. I hope you enjoys that days that are now beginning to get longer again. 

Warmest holiday regards, 
Glenn

