February 2, 2008

We are now in the thick of winter; so far it has been rather nice. Daytime high temperatures average in the high teens to low twenties. This may seems cold, but it’s surprising how quickly you get used to it—whenever the temperature does break thirty degrees, which isn’t that often, people start walking around in sweaters or light jackets.

The other nice thing is that when the temperature is below freezing, we get snow instead of rain. A nice 25-degree day with light snow is perfect for cross country skiing, (which I enjoy a lot but am still terrible at; how can anyone not be any good sliding along on snow in a straight line on flat ground!?!) but a 35-degree day with light rain is not much fun for any outdoor activities. So we get out a lot, which further helps to acclimate us.

But although the winter has been nice so far, there is still a lot of winter left. Many of the villages in the area will be celebrating their winter festivals over the next few weeks, presumably to mark the halfway point of the season. This gives one pause. Winter began in earnest up here in late November—a little over two months ago. Carrying this forward, it means that we can expect to go all the way through February and March without having a real thaw. Two months of this weather has been delightful. Four months—well, we’ll see. In the mean time, I plan to check out the ice castle next weekend at Saranac Lake, which they’re planning to build for their Winterfest.

Last Saturday Michele and I went down to Colton, a little village of about 800 people 10 miles south of Potsdam, for their village variety show—part of their weekend winter festival. It was interesting. It started off with an a cappella men’s chorus, which was very good. Then there was a pair of tap dancers, followed by a local geezer who told jokes. Most of them sounded like he found them on the Internet—“This old man was walking down the street when he heard this frog call out to him, ‘Hey! I’m an enchanted frog. If you give me a kiss I’ll turn into a beautiful young woman.’ So the guy picked the frog up and started carrying it home. After a few minutes the frog said. ‘Hey! Aren’t you going to kiss me?’ So the old guy said, ‘At my age I’d rather have a talking frog!’”—but he was a real character and had a lot of homespun charm, and he was very entertaining. But then after these three great, or at least endearing, acts they switched over to a lot Karaoke singers, and the show became very dull. There were some good singers, but something about all that prerecorded music at a talent show was disappointing. It just didn’t compare to the genuine human talents of the earlier acts. To be fair, there was also a young girl who came up at one point and sang unaccompanied, and another pair of teenaged girls who sang accompanied with an acoustic guitar, and they were very enjoyable. But the bulk of remaining show was devoted to people singing with a lot of electronic echo over prerecorded synthesized music blasting out of distorted, overdriven P.A. speakers, and the show, after such a great start, ended on a, well, I wouldn’t say a low note, but certainly nothing special or unique—certainly devoid of the local charm of the frog-joke teller.

I’m slowly getting used to living in town, but it hasn’t been easy. I love the convenience of being able to walk to work and to town, but I really miss being able to go out the back door and take a walk in the woods. Plus, it’s never dark at night here. I can get up in the middle of the night to get a drink or let the dog out and not have to turn on any lights—with all the street lights in the neighborhood, it’s seems more like late twilight than midnight. And I really miss being able to see the stars at night. So this has been a minor struggle for me. Athena, our dog, is having an even harder time adjusting. She is used to wandering around the neighborhood at will, and it really frustrates her to have to be on a chain all the time. We try to take her out to the woods so she can run free as much as possible, but when there’s 18 inches of snow on the ground, walks in the woods are not much fun for her or us, so we don’t go as often now. This makes her very restless at night, and it keeps us awake a lot. If we keep her indoors she scratches to go out, but if we let her out she stands on the porch and barks. So as much as I love Potsdam, I think I’d love it even more if I were two miles out of town, which is all it takes up here to be in the country.

Since I’m complaining, I should mention the food up here. It’s pretty disappointing. There are very few regional specialties—the only one that comes immediately to mind is pickled polish sausage, which is actually better than it sounds, but not by a whole lot—and there’s less variety than what we were used to back in Bloomington. The one bright spot is Italian food. It’s generally excellent. I haven’t been able to find Celentano cheese ravioli or good capicola yet, but the Italian sausage is fantastic, and good Italian restaurants are common, authentic and affordable.

I’ve completed my first semester teaching here, and it went pretty well. I received generally positive evaluations from my students, and the majority of the things they pointed out that could be improved were reasonable; I am attempting to address them this semester. Also, the feedback that I’ve gotten from my colleagues is good—several have told me that the students in my classes have told them how excited they were to teach science, which I was very pleased to hear, since many elementary education majors are not very comfortable teaching the subject. Also, one of my students wrote in her evaluation that I was a good role model for her, which made me very proud and happy to read. And this semester is off to a good start. Unlike last semester, where I was learning everything from scratch, this semester I know better what is expected of both my students and me. So I’ve actually been able to plan ahead, rather than throwing everything together in a mad frenzy at the last minute. That has me much more efficient with the use of my time. I’ve been able to do some writing and recently sent an article off to a journal for review.

The play I’m in is going well, too. It’s been so long since I’ve done anything like this. I’d forgotten how much work is involved. Plus, I had a lot more energy back in high school, which is the last time I’d done any acting. But I’m having a lot of fun, and I enjoy thinking about my character and how to play him in all the different situations—how he would behave, react to the silly things that happen to him. But I’ve been told that I’m going to have to shave for the performance! Zounds! I look like a turtle without any facial hair! Apparently, beards were unknown among the Western upper classes of the late 18th century. This I was not told at the audition! If anyone comes across an image of, say, a bearded nobleman from the 1770s, please send it to me ASAP so I can use it to support my case against the director’s tonsorial dictates.

Michele is doing well. She is keeping busy caring for the family and tutoring her Chinese student in English. Plus, she has been doing a lot of sewing, working on both winter curtains for our bedroom and some costumes for the play. Next week she begins some fairly intensive training as a volunteer for a local crises hotline. She hurt her back a few weeks ago and had to give up her shift at the local food coop, but she has made a more or less complete recovery. Her chiropractor has told her that her snow-shoveling days are over, so guess who’s going has to pick up the slack.

The snowfall we got last night, my first solo-shoveling snowfall, was brutal. First, an inch of snow, then a half inch of sleet, then a thick layer of freezing rain and then 6 more inches of snow.  So shoveling was nearly impossible because you had a think layer of ice in the middle that was very hard to break through. Fortunately, our neighbor was having some sewer pipes replaced, (fortunately for us, not them), and the backhoe they were using was blocking about 3 inches of our driveway. So the people replacing the pipe saw me shoveling and said that if I let them block my driveway while they were working they would plow it for me when they were finished. I hemmed and hawed for a bit and told them that it was really high quality blacktop their backhoe was touching, but finally agreed. It took them all of three minutes to plow it but it saved me about two hours of backbreaking labor, so it worked out pretty well for all concerned. Oh, in case you were worried, the three inches of blacktop was not damaged by the backhoe. I know, because I checked.

Corina continues to do well. She went to a speech and debate contest this morning, got home around early afternoon, rested a couple of hours and then took off for her indoor track meet. Michele and I usually go to watch her matches, but tonight we have to miss it because we’re going out ballroom dancing. Corina just got her report card and received all A’s and B’s, mostly A’s, so we’ve very proud that she’s doing so well. Plus she has a boyfriend that she’s been with for over a month now, and I think that makes her happy. So that’s what we’ve been up to since Christmas—muddling through, chugging along. Life is good sometimes. Hope you all are well and prospering and are encouraged that winter is already half over.

Warmest wishes,

Glenn

