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Her “move from Moscow to Murom”

Finally, #82 was ready to board at gate #1. As I started doing my alternating push-pull thing, I man in an employee-orange vest (every official-type employee in Russia seems to wear bright orange) came up to me with his cart and offered to take my bags to car #12. Yes!  I’d have paid any amount of money for that – and I did pay him a pretty nice tip (which he dictated by rejecting my offered 200 rubles, then pointing to a 500 in my purse – fine!) – but so worth it. He didn’t take the bags on the train, so I had to handle that, but the other passengers were patient (or tolerant ). A lady had been looking at my ticket (unbeknownst to me) and pointed me to the place I was to sit and gestured as to what I was supposed to do with my luggage. I had a little one-person seat with a little table facing another little one-person seat. A woman with 4 young teen-aged boys was across the aisle in a larger seat/table area, and she motioned for the boys to lift my huge suitcase high up onto a shelf (thanks, guys!), which they later took down for me upon approaching Murom . A middle-aged woman with a kindly face, bleach-blond short-cropped hair, and hot-pink lipstick sat down across from me and started talking. I felt so guilty indicating to her I couldn’t speak Russian! She was so nice and friendly and obviously wanted to talk. Drat! Why haven’t I learned this language!!!! I have started feeling very guilty about not knowing the language – after all, it’s their country! After sitting there for about half the trip, she disappeared somewhere into the train. I felt I’d made her feel lonely. 
Anyway, before we took off, I watched a group of Russian military “men” outside on the platform in their fuzzy greenish hats and camouflage wear, one being kissed by a sweet young thing. They looked like such children. Except for those traditional Russian winter hats, they could be any of our boys going off to heaven-knows-what. One old woman left the group wiping tears out of her eyes. Another Russian vignette I won’t soon forget.
Within my sight in my cozy seat, there was a middle-aged man who looked like a professor or a philosopher or something (probably a bricklayer or something ) and an old woman in a Muslim-type head-scarf who sat stone still, quiet, and expressionless the entire trip. She reminded me of Buddha.
At some point I realized that some Russian train customs I was unfamiliar with were taking place: 
1.      Everyone takes off his/her shoes on a Russian train and wears slippers. I wanted to hide my feet! I felt so rude! Just as Russians always take off their shoes and put on slippers when they enter a home, they do the same on trains. 
2.      The conductors (two women, one very nice and one very cranky who wanted nothing to do with me ) served people tea in real cups – not matched teacups, but all manner of crockery – and soup in real, mismatched bowls of all kinds. People starting pulling out fruits and all manner of food in addition that what the conductors provided and set up little “home” everywhere. It was delightful!
3.      The woman who’d sold me the ticket originally week before had kept motioning to me “Don’t you want to sleep?”on the train. No, it’s only 4-5 hours why should I? On the train, the conductor came by and offered me a pillow and blanket. No, that’s OK, I said to her great surprise. Hot-pink-lip-sticked lady motioned to me that she was asking if I wanted to sleep. Little did I know, about an hour into the journey, when most had eaten their fill, everyone started sprawling out on seats (some are bunks up over seats), wrapping up in blankets…and snoozing away. One guy’s bare feet were hanging out high over the aisle near my seat (though most had on slippers). Later, my friends in Murom explained that many of the people on that trip aren’t there for 4-5 hours, but often for as long as a week (or maybe longer)! This train is part of the Trans-Siberian Railroad route and goes on to Siberia and other coastal lands thousands of miles away. Wow! My dream! To travel on the Trans-Siberian route – and I didn’t even know it.
Whatever others did, though, I chose the view – the constant rolling land we traversed. I wanted to neither read nor sleep when I could see Russia from my train seat! I didn’t want to miss a single birch tree with golden leaves, a single wooden gingerbread house village, a single babushka walking along the way with her cane, a single tall and spindly pine amongst the birches and aspens. I watched, transfixed, the entire trip, knowing we were only at the edges, the very tip of Russia’s vast wilderness that goes on and on and on. 
We made only one stop along the way, about an hour before Murom in Vekovka (Bekobka) for maybe a half hour or so. What a sight! At first, I saw a vendor or two pushing stuffed animals and figurines. Then came more and more vendors selling all kinds of stuff – slippers, flowers, teapots, big ceramic cats, sandwiches, chandeliers, colorful glass sets, bowls, huge baskets, scarves. A huge bazaar had met the train! My Murom folks told me later that that’s a special stop with special timing for the town’s vendors to come out and sell to the train passengers. It was absolutely delightful.
I had shown the nice conductor (not the cranky one, who yelled at me in Russian a couple of times, showing no patience for non-Russian-speakers) my little sentence my friend Oksana had written in Russian asking “Conductor, please [polzhasta!] to tell me when we get to Murom.” I knew the scheduled arrival time for Murom and had been watching my watch like a hawk, realizing from the timing of the Vekovka stop that we were due in Murom in about an hour, so I asked the teenager across the aisle to take down my suitcase, pushed everything to the door, and waited there as we approached Murom.
Remember: This was another entire day with no one (except for Aleksander’s taxi-driver English) speaking a word of English to me all day (or knowing any). As I looked down the steps out the door at the Murom station, I heard, to my delight, two voices yelling, “Karen, Karen!!” I saw the two best faces I’d seen all day – Elena’s and Natasha’s beautiful, glowing smiles and welcoming eyes. They were there waiting!!
Thus began the next part of this adventure….Murom. 
One of you wrote to me the other day that “I think Murom will be the best part of your trip.” Well, I think, dear friend, you are right. 
And I’ll save that for tomorrow’s entry.
From Russia with love,
Karen
Oct. 19, Tuesday…Murom…new friends, young and old
After getting off that train Monday, I got to know two of the sweetest people in the world,, Elena and Natasha. They not only took over my heaviest luggage, but then led me to a big black university car driven by a guy whom I don’t remember ever speaking. They were lovingly welcoming for this very tired woman, weary from the trip. Elena is a lovely 40-ish woman with bright red hair, and Natasha is another lovely 60-ish with blond hair – and both with huge, warm smiles and welcoming eyes. 
They took me immediately to the “Institute” and gave me a tour.  The Institute is a branch of Vladimir University and has about 6,000-7,000 students, all day school or correspondence students. They took me to building #1, where the foreign languages department is located, and showed me their offices and classrooms. They also took me in to meet the Director (Rector) of the entire Institute, another red-haired woman (whose name I unfortunately forget right now, another detail I’ll check later ) who was having a meeting in a large mahogany-paneled board-type room with two gentlemen in suits. She hugged me, gave me huge smiles, and handed me a large-sized Cadbury chocolate bar – a woman after my own heart! (I felt conspicuously underdressed in my jeans and sneakers, which she appeared to pay no mind.) Natasha told me later she’d been at the Institute for over 20 years and had been through the worst of times ( the post-Soviet transitional times), climbing up to her present position after many trials and tribulations. Obviously a much-admired and revered woman. 
After the tour, we went to my apartment, about ½- ¾ of a mile or so away. The man in the black car drove us there to the “mechanical engineering building,” and we all carried all my stuff up to the third floor, which appeared quite empty (it was after hours). My apartment is beautiful, and both of these women had worked so hard to turn an empty two large rooms into a nice place to stay. They said the “hostel” was not a good place for me – that’s what they call their dorms, which I also heard later didn’t have room for me, anyway – so they set up this formerly great apartment just for me! I’m on the third floor, and the only other residents are in a nearby apartment – a linguistics professor named Mikhail, about my age, with his wife. He could speak only Russian and German (having studied in Germany) but made it clear they’d have me in “for tea” sometime soon.
My apartment: It’s 2 very large rooms, much larger than I even need. One, Elena and Natasha took great care to decorate with a table, two chairs, a refrigerator, a microwave, a cupboard, and lovely curtains and rugs. There’s the traditional separate Russian toilet closet, with a separate shower/basin room. My bedroom is equally large with a very comfy bed, lots of great blankets, two cozy and large stuffed armchairs, two wooden chairs, a desk with a swing-arm lamp, and more nice rugs. My friends told me the rooms had been stripped of everything because no one had stayed there for awhile (in fact, they had to search high and low for an apartment, period ), and they had to scrounge all over to find furnishings. They had made such thoughtful little touches, such as lovely dishes, pretty curtains, a vase, some nice bouquet another staff member actually made (really nice ones ), napkins, tables cloths, fresh sheets for changing, a lovely hot-water pot – just all kinds of nice touches. Some yoghurt and bananas, some teas. I was also very touched later to meet a group of students who had actually helped clean the apartment, hang the curtains – a real community effort. I feel like a queen here!
Elena is head of the department, and Natasha is a professor. I’ve never met two more hard-working, devoted professionals. Since my arrival, they have spent untold hours with me, taking them late into their evenings. They told me some of the other Americans they had hosted were a Peace Corps volunteer as well as a Fulbright Fellow. One of them had actually obtained grant money to set up Natasha’s lovely classroom ( complete with long board-type table, chairs, nice computer, CD player, everything one might need and a place where she can teach all day – and does most days ). I could tell they treat us Americans like we are their family – and now I’ve joined that family. I could not be more honored or moved.
Last night (Monday) I read Generations of Winter in my cozy apartment for a couple of hours, then went to sleep feeling very happy. Little did I know what a great day lay ahead.
Well, it started out a little awkwardly because I couldn’t get my key to work in my door! Here, you use “flat keys” to lock doors inside and out. I don’t like locking myself into a place (fire hazard ) but did – and this morning for the longest time I couldn’t get the door open. I had been given a cell phone to use while I’m here, so I called Natasha and told her I’d be late for the 10 a .m. English class because I couldn’t get out. A few minutes later, I worked the lock open, then rushed out the door – only to find a woman running up to me from a black car in the street, yelling in Russian and getting me to understand that I was to get in that car and go with the driver. Now, I didn’t know either of these people from Adam, but figuring I’m too old to be kidnapped for the slave trade – and that I could jump out of the car if things got fishy, I got in. He drove me right to the Institute. I was dismayed. Later that evening I found out the woman guarding the desk downstairs had been concerned about me and had asked the car to take me to my first day at the Institute! 
These people aren’t people, but angels looking out for me! 
Thus began my first day at the Institute! I got to Natasha’s class and met a room full of fresh young faces, the first of about 4 classes that met as the day went on.
With each class, I became more and more involved with what I’m doing here and committed to this “project.” Each class was at a somewhat different level with English, but Natasha had each group write their own biographical statements and also write questions for me about myself, about American culture and geography, often just whatever they wanted to ask. Each class began by talking about how “embarrassed” or “shy” they were – they were nervous meeting me! Their sweetness and humility moved me constantly.
I can’t begin to describe these students – some were social work majors, some in financial education. Most were in the 18-20 range (early college), most from Murom or villages and towns nearby. One young man shook visibly while talking with me, but he kept asking those questions; and I so admired his persistence! In our final class for the day, one young woman had memorized a poem in English (think it was Pushkin) that she recited in my honor. Then another woman got up and sang a beautiful song for me, then the first one got up again and sang another lovely song. Some had written heartfelt essays to read to me.
That’s the way my first day here began – often with tears welling up in my eyes as I was so touched by these young people.
A group of them accompanied Natasha and me on a tour of Murom at the end of the day – to the monastery and nunnery and gorgeous old churches, walking downtown among the shops and the city hall and the “wedding hall” and the library. Going through this really great park filled with old-fashioned amusement rides (ferris wheel, that kind of thing), taking me back to the 50s and my old hometown in West Virginia. Down to the peaceful banks of the Oka River, that flows into the Volga , and seeing the old bridge, the new bridge, and the railway bridge. It was a clear, blue-skyed, sunny, cool October day, and we walked for a couple of hours.
Then Natasha and I said “good-bye” to the students and walked to the concert hall to buy ballet tickets for this weekend – the Moscow Ballet was to perform, but we were met with a disappointing sign saying a principle had taken sick, so the ballet was cancelled. Drat! But there’s another one coming in November, so we’ll try for that!
We returned to the Institute, and I met with Elena. She had previously introduced me to her law student group, and they told me of questions they have about our government and legal system. She and I will have a special session with them, probably once a week, beginning with the subject “legal education in the U.S. ” The second session, later, will cover our form of government, then another session on our Constitution. Then they want to know more general things about our legal system.
Elena also asked me if I would help with her Institute website translation into English – which I am all too happy to do. I would not be translating – she would do that – I would read her translation and “clean up” the English. I have read so many translations of Russian websites into “bad” English, that I know exactly what she needs.
We also sat and talked a long time about our American academic tenure system (which they don’t have – they work their butts off for about 5 years, then have to prove themselves for another 5-year contract ). We also talked a lot about our legal systems – warts and all – and the difficulties Russians face in developing not only their legal system, but also their form of government. They face such challenges. I told her I’d heard in Moscow that the problem Russia faces is that, while the people are trying to pull themselves up economically (since the fall of the Soviet system ), they simply “let the government” be run by whoever will run it and in whatever way – they are apathetic and preoccupied with material gains. She confirmed that as being essentially true. We also talked about how they have never had the democratic heritage we are blessed with in the U.S. – so that’s another huge challenge. Democracy is not in the Russian history or blood, and so many wish it were.
Well, we can talk about it and hope these young folks can step up for the great challenges their country faces. In each class, I was asked, “What’s your hobby?” to which I answered “politics” and public issues. They also asked a lot about Barack Obama, and I simply said, “I’m devoted to Barack Obama, and he’s having a very hard time.” I also told them about working in the campaign in Chester County. 
I hope, in some way, I can help these wonderful young Russians understand that, whatever they want to change, they can change things…they have more power than they know…their dreams can come true. They seem to really want to talk, to know, to understand.
And that’s why I’m here.
From Russia with love,
Karen
October 20…Tuesday....from Alexander Pushkin to Michael Jackson
Just another wonderful day in Murom . I know, I know, my adjective choice is limited – “wonderful,” “beautiful,” “thrilling,” loving”….but those are the best adjectives I can use.
I again attended Natasha’s classes and had the same kinds of student biographies and questions. But I could never tire of meeting all these different students – today, one class, instead of being predominantly female like the others (as, social work), was predominantly male (economics/business/finance ), so some difference, perhaps (more sports questions!). I won’t write much tonight because it’s getting near 9 p.m., and I can’t wait to read 2 hours of Aksyonov, so I’ll type as fast as I can. But I do want to do today justice as one more wonderful (yes, “wonderful”) day.
One thing I’ve found out is that these students are the “Santa Barbara” generation, meaning that evidently that mini-series was widely watched by people in this age group (18-20) in Russia. I never watched it, but many of you might have known it (last mini-series I ever watched were “Dallas” and “Knots Landing,” which really date me). Anyway, that program, for better or worse, probably colored a lot of impressions about America in ways I can only guess because I never saw it.
During part of one class this morning, I sat with some students who showed me some films they and other students had produced about how wonderful Russia is, then more about the wonders of Murom . They produced these films with such love and devotion…I’m bringing home copies and hope to share them with as many people as possible.
One student asked me about my favorite music, and I named the usual classical fare. But, as some of you know (and might be tired of hearing about ), I am a total groupie for the late Russian rock group, KINO, and its dearly beloved leader, Viktor Tsoi, who died in an auto accident 20 years ago, making a legend of himself and the band. I’m a real groupie – in a previous Diary segment, you might remember that I told you I was thrilled for my roommate Natalie to photograph me in front of the Viktor Tsoi memorial wall in the Arbat in Moscow – I won’t repeat it all now. Suffice  it to say, there’s still a teenager inside each of us “senior citizens.” 
Well, I had read on the Internet (yes, I’ve thoroughly googled KINO and Viktor) that about 28 fans in Russia committed suicide, and Natasha made that real for me. She told me that, when Viktor died, two young women from Murom decided to commit suicide. They took the same train I’d taken Monday in the other direction (toward Moscow), had planned to die in Vekovka (the stop just before Murom where, I told you, all the vendors came out), decided that Vekovka was not the right place (too unknown/small to make their “statement”?), and went on to Moscow (a better place to die for Viktor ?). In the meantime, someone in Murom knew what the girls were planning, told their parents, everyone in town got all upset, the authorities were alerted, the trains were searched, the towns were searched, all that part of the country southeast of Moscow was on high alert to save these two girls’ lives!!!  OK, OK, Natasha, so what happened? Did they die?  Evidently, there was to be a gathering in Moscow in Viktor’s memory – and the theory was, maybe, just maybe the girls would attend the gathering.
They did…the authorities seized them…they lived…and are still in Murom ! I’d love to meet them and to talk about this - hope I do!!! This story made those sad events of 20 years ago all the more real to me – and I totally understand what they must have felt. Didn’t I say there’s still a teenager in this old body?
Natasha and I met Elena at the “canteen” near the Institute. Now, I thought the Institute’s cafeteria very reasonably priced (not to mention just plain good) – but they told me, no, the “canteen” was even better, though a couple of blocks away. It’s not quite too cold here, another sunny day – no snow and only iced puddles – so off we walked. The canteen really serves a factory across the street, and all the electrical-machine-making workers eat there. A real “workers’” canteen. But, let me tell you, what a great lunch! For only 57 rubles (that’s something like $1.50!), I had a big, delicious bowl of pea soup, a hunk of the Russian brown bread I love, a spicy and delightful carrot salad, and some of the best baked fish I’ve ever eaten. 57 rubles, did you read that?? Lunch, whether at the Institute or at the canteen (on good-weather days for walking) will be my biggest and best meal every day here!!
OK, it’s getting too close to 9:00 p.m. to do today’s classes justice, so I’ll just skip to this afternoon. After class, it was still a lovely day – sunny although very windy and pretty cold – so Natasha and I took the bus downtown to visit a monastery we’d missed Monday. Absolutely beautiful again. It’s hard to believe that one smaller city can have to many beautiful places – but that’s Russia for you. We also saw the monks’ gardens and poultry, went inside a small chapel, went into the larger edifice. I never get tired of these amazing places. Again, every day is a National Geographic expedition – and I could even keep 2seeing it all many more times and never get tired of it! We topped it off with a visit to a local pizzeria, nice and hot slices of pizza (mine with salmon!) and her tea and my cappuccino. I’ve found out in most places you either order black “Americano” coffee and it’s almost impossible to get milk – OR you order cappuccino – OR you order latte, which is milk with a little coffee in it. Now, I hope Murom never, ever gets a McDonald’s (they don’t have one, thank goodness), but Starbucks? Well, maybe…..
Then off to the “party.” We walked to a lovely, large school (about 900 students, ages 7-17), where we first were taken on a tour by the equivalent of a vice principal. I loved that school – a lovely older building with classrooms like we used to have in the U.S. (not the modernistic, futuristic, cold ones I’ve seen in our newer schools ), great academic departments, etc. The staff were justifiably very proud of their school. But it was the performance that ended my day with such happiness.
First, Natasha and I were seated center-front at a table with the principal and a little girl I took to be her daughter. A place of great honor. Friends, I cannot adequately describe this performance, or series of performances, all dedicated to and based on the life of Russia ’s great poet, Alexander Pushkin. I have to say that any country that totally idolizes, keeps alive, recites constantly, reads constantly, and idolizes (like a rock star) a great poet has my utmost admiration. I wish our country (and its youth) loved Robert Frost or Emily Dickinson half as much. Evidently, Pushkin loved fall (as I do), and it made his creative juices flow. So, as we walked into that auditorium (rather more intimate and smaller than the word “auditorium” implies), there were fall leaves scattered all over and a faux park bench on the stage covered with leaves, along with a make-believe fireplace and a piano. The performances were simply lovely – young men and women dressed in formal wear,reciting Pushkin’s poetry; piano and trumpet solos; young voices singing solo operatic arias; and, finally, a whole troupe of ballet dancers with a balletic male/female couple on the stage and their fellow troupe of dancers down off the stage right in front of us. All the while, a slide show about Pushkin and his beloved Russian countryside played off to the side. It motivated me to vow to do 2 things: Read more Pushkin and do some plies and grand battements (there’s a dance in this old dame yet! Read Don Marquis’s Archy and Mehitabel if you don’t know that reference!).
Afterward, the “vice principal” (don’t know correct title) called me up to stand and answer questions from the students – many questions about my interests, life in America , etc. After the audience departed, a group of the performing students stayed and all autographed my program, then sat and talked a long time – more questions.
Folks, it doesn’t get any better than this. Today was one of those experiences that justified this entire trip, made it all worthwhile, made me feel like I’m doing something that really counts.
Someday, some of these young students might tell their children about that lady they met from America , that maybe she wasn’t half bad, that maybe Americans aren’t all warmongers and materialists – that we aren’t anything like whatever they saw on “Santa Barbara.”
But my story doesn’t end there…stay with me…. Natasha, ever the kindest person in the world, insisted that we ride the bus back to the Institute to do something for me, over my objections. The students had presented me with some yellow chrysanthemums (as they had presented to the performers, me they also honored me ). Earlier in the day, Natasha herself had given me some white chrysanthemums, which we’d left in her classroom so as not to carry them around all afternoon. I thought I’d pick them up tomorrow – and I told her, “You go on home, we don’t have to do this.” (She works so hard, I feel apologeticabout the amount of her time I’m eating .) But she insisted that I put the 2 colors together in my apartment for a bouquet I can enjoy here. So we stopped. She told me to wait downstairs while she went up to retrieve the flowers. Some of our students (and others ) were in a first-floor hallway practicing for their big party next week – when the first-years are “accepted” as full-fledged students at a big party. Maybe you’d have to have been at the Pushkin performances to fully comprehend how touching it was - after all the earlier poetry and opera and concert pieces and ballet – to hear Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” playing loudly in that hallway and all those young folks practicing a great rendition of his video.
From ballet to Michael Jackson. I have to confess, my eyes filled with tears of joy. It just doesn’t get any better than this, folks. It just doesn’t. I wish each and every one of you could be right here with me now. It just doesn’t get any better than this. There’s something very consistent about Pushkin followed by Michael Jackson (yes, I’m a Jackson fan, too).
It’s 9:15, I’m tired, have a 9:00 a.m. class with Elena; and pages of Aksyonov to read. 
It just doesn’t get any better than this.
From Russia with love,
Karen
October 23 (Saturday)…nesting…first week in Murom…students
“Woke up, got outta bed, dragged a comb across my head…”—The Beatles
[Funny how so many Beatles lyrics (that I hadn’t thought of in years) keep coming into my head. They thought of so many great ways to say things.]
So it’s my first Saturday in Murom, it’s 11 a .m., and I have no obligations this weekend except to adjust, acclimate, etc. I woke up thinking about how to arrange certain things in my apartment. Funny how humans become so preoccupied with “nesting.” Did the same thing in Moscow. 
I lay in bed until my stomach told me, “It’s time to get up” - usually about 5:30 in West Chester, in Moscow about 7, here it’s 7 when I must get up on weekdays, but 8:30 when I don’t have to get up at all. (My rule is to always get up at least 2 hours before I have to be somewhere.) Had my coffee and one of Russia ’s never-failing-to-please baked goodies, then got to work on my nesting! I heard strong winds during the night, and they’re still strong – I always look out from this third-floor apartment in the Institute’s Mechanical Engineering Building (one of only 2 apartments in this large building, on a floor that never wakes up until classes start about 8 or 9 on weekdays ) to see what people are wearing, which doesn’t tell me much. Russians seem to start wearing winter wear early in fall – when most of us Americans might be wearing sweaters or sweatshirts. When I was wearing a sweater in Moscow , folks on those hot subways were ready for blizzards!! Woolen caps, boots, heavy coats…so looking outside doesn’t tell me much, although I will be watching to see if anyone’s falling if I suspect ice (it hasn’t been that cold yet ). There are bus stops in front of my building and across the street, so I always see people out there. Today, the winds are still strong, but the sun is out, although the street got wet from rain sometime during the night. I will probably go to the grocery store later. Thought about setting out on foot in some direction just to see where a walk takes me, but not sure I will. Feel lazy and want to write and read today. So why not?
I am not comfortable getting on those buses by myself yet, only because of my limited Russian. (The fare is incredibly cheap, by the way, only 10 rubles, or about 30 cents, to ride all over.) I’ve probably met enough professors, staff, and students by now that I’d most likely see one downtown (who can speak some English), but I can’t depend on that. Here, buses are all different colors (not like the dependably SEPTA colors and design in Philly), so I’m not sure which ones go where. Nastasha told me buses 1, and 6 (I think ) go to our classroom building, but I don’t always see numbers on the multicolored buses. I don’t mind getting on the wrong bus in daylight so, if it goes the wrong way or I miss a stop, I can find my way back. Problem is, who needs a bus for a 10-minute walk in broad daylight, anyway (until it’s icy)? It’s night I’m more concerned about, although most days I will probably come home before dark (I hope) or ask someone to help me choose a bus if I have to use them. It’s very dark around here if you’re not near a school building spotlight or streetlight. I probably can walk home safely in the dark – the only time that I won’t will be when ice forms. Natasha suffered a concussion from a slip on the ice last year – I can’t risk that! Enough about that – it’s windy, sunny, and the street is drying, so I’ll probably venture out later.
Again, my building is a big, 3-story one with only 2 apartments – mine and linguistics professor Mikhail’s around the corner. The rest of it appears to be classrooms, probably some offices. There’s a 24-hour “guard” room at the door, which is locked in the evening – staffed by very friendly babushkas who keep my key for me and are so sweet. They have their TV and a gray-and-white cat, sometimes are chatting with a visitor friend, kind of like a little “living room” for them. Drat! They know I can’t speak Russian and try so hard to communicate with me…again, I have such guilt feelings about that.
So my preoccupation this morning was putting up an opaque curtain in my kitchen area. Both my huge, northeasterly-facing (catching morning sun on the slant) windows (love them) face the big, similar classroom building across the street (not sure what department it is ). Russians tend to have – in homes and in classrooms and offices – a nice, lacy white curtain in each window that allows the light in, along with an opaque, kind of mauve-y or beige-y, silky curtain on another track in front of it for privacy if desired. You can pull either one across, or keep the window uncovered. I’ve seen these same curtains everywhere. They also, wisely, have double windows placed far enough apart that they provide really good insulation. Traditional windows also have, at the top, little hinged windows called fortochkas (Bulgakov mentions them in The Master and Margarita) that can be opened to let in fresh air, a really nice touch (but doubt I’ll use them in the cold!). 
Anyway, I had both kinds of curtains in my bedroom, but my mentors probably didn’t have a chance to put an opaque one up in the kitchen – I found one in the cupboard, so I pulled the kitchen table to the window and, after testing its stability, stood up on it, and put up the curtain so I can have privacy (at night only) in the kitchen. I also decided to move said table over so I can face out the window as I type this diary – for several reasons, much of this writing will probably take place in my kitchen instead of at my desk in the bedroom. (At home, I also do all my computer stuff right next to my kitchen .) I have my 2 stuffed cozy chairs facing each other by the bedroom window and by the radiator and desk, where I do my reading, feet up on one chair and nestled in the other. I bought a long, too-big, super-warm, fuzzy hot-pink bathrobe the other evening at the little “pajama shop” by my grocery, my only clothing purchase here. So I’m now sitting at my newly placed kitchen table, facing the birch trees blowing in the wind, hearing the din of buses and cars going by on this very busy street, plus an occasional voice on the sidewalk. The building is very quiet (these apartments are in a kind of “wing” where no one else seems to come ). So my morning was spent moving things around, unpacking books, rearranging clothes, generally cleaning up and “nesting.” Does this plant look better over here or there? Should I put the rug a little closer to the door? Hmmm….where shall I place the [whatever]?
Like my Moscow apartment, I love this place. Every day I meet someone new, usually students but sometimes staff, who’s introduced as, “She helped clean your apartment.” Or “He provided the iron for your apartment” (he didn’t seem to catch my wit when I joked, in English, “Does that mean I must iron [one of my least favorite activities]?” Or “They helped with the furniture.” The details they thought of are so touching – the nice dish towels, sponges, 2 lovely potted plants, vase for flowers, all manner of bed linens to keep me warm and cozy, rugs, dishes, bath and laundry and cleaning supplies….. My apartment is the beautiful result of a loving group of students and staff members who spared no amount of hard work and resources in making sure I’m comfortable and safe and happy. I can never, ever thank them enough. Evidently, they had to search high and low to find a spot for me, and I would be happy to stay here forever! It’s just perfect.
I finished Generations of Winter last night (highly recommended as a good page-turner story), and now I must choose what book to start today – either Mikhail Sholokhov’s epic historical novel, And Quiet Flows the Don, or Colin Thubron’s travelogue, Among the Russians. I think I’ll read the latter first, a relatively quick read. Although it’s dated (based on his trip in 1983 ) –it might provide more insight into Russian modern-day culture because I doubt that basic “culture” has changed that much in those years (though, politically, Russia certainly has ). Then I can luxuriate in Sholokhov’s lengthy novel for a longer period of time. Plus, before relaxing into Thubron, Natasha has given me a lot to read about Murom, and Elena gave me a couple of issues of the English Moscow News to catch up on – sounds like a great weekend!
[Note to self: Nastya (in Moscow) told me that folks in Murom are known for “washing their carpets in the river.” Be sure to ask about that! Sounds charming!]
…
This past week, every day I attended 3 or 4 classes of students – each class meeting by major - law, social work, business/economics, or information science majors. Although each class had different academic/career interests, they were mostly 18-20-year-olds, very young, enthusiastic, eager – and often nervous and shy about using their English and talking with this American babushka. I tried not to be threatening and to help them feel at ease and hope that worked. I notice that now I can walk down the hallway and hear a young voice “Hi, Karen!” And it just feels great. Plus, some want to talk more.
The format for each class was this: 
1.      They had a prearranged presentation about themselves: “My name is ____, and I am ____years old. I come from ______. I am studying ______. I like [hobbies, interests, etc.]”- that “script” with some variations. 
2.      Then they each had prepared questions for me, such as “Where do you live? How big is your family? What is your profession? What are your hobbies? Do you have pets? Where have you traveled? Do you like Russia? Do you like Murom? Why did you come to Russia/Murom? What is your favorite [movie, TV show, book, music, etc.]?” And so on.
3.      The questions generated, from me, explanations – not just short answers. I would show them places on the map, talk about travel, show them where my family members live, etc.
4.      Sometimes they would ask more “opinion” questions, as, “What do you think of Barack Obama? Are you a Democrat or Republican? Do you like our President Medvedev?”
It was, in sum, a delightful week. I’d say, by about Thursday afternoon’s last class for the day, I felt a bit tired for the first time – and I was wondering if poor Natasha were exhausted from hearing my answers so many times, even though I tried to vary them for both her and my benefit! The law students, however, did present some new questions. We had a pretty lively discussion of intellectual property, including copyright law (a specialty of mine and one that sparks everyone’s interest) and the difference between our federal and state jurisdiction, as well as some very thoughtful political discussion.
That being said, some of you have asked me what questions the students ask, and I am sure many of you would be very much interested in our class discussions. However, let me interject here:
I am very careful in this diary to take into regard fully the feelings of, and effects on, everyone I meet and any discussion I write about. Although this diary goes to a limited list, one never knows where one’s writing will go ultimately. So I am very careful, for a myriad of reasons, only one of which is regard for personal feelings. This doesn’t mean I’ll sugar-coat or lie about anything, but I may omit some details I wish I could write about, but that might not be wise to report for several reasons. 
I bear an incredible responsibility coming here, which late this week became more apparent to me as I watched those eager young students who are only beginning their journeys to fulfill their dreams. I not only am an American and, therefore, a representative of our country to these young students and their professors; but I am also a mature person with a great responsibility to these young people. In many ways, I was reminded – not by anyone else, but by myself – of my responsibilities while speaking here as the week progressed. I also know the concept of professional confidentiality (as, lawyer-client, doctor-patient) and am somewhat restrained by the trust put in me by these young people as I experience this amazing adventure. I am very much moved by their sincerity, their hopes, their dreams -  and, yes, their concerns and challenges. As they put their trust in other adults whose job it is to guide them, they put the same trust in me – and I finished this week with a very strong sense that I should never betray that trust.
The issues facing this country are extremely complex. I can’t even pretend to understand them in any sophisticated way. I grew up during the Cold War, when Russia and the U.S. were arch-enemies; during a time when we children in the U.S. were taught to get under our desks in case of nuclear attack by “the Russians” – and my guess is that people here my age or thereabouts had pretty much the same indoctrination about us. The Cold War was real, and I don’t pretend it wasn’t. When Russians ask me why I chose to come here, I often say that I’ve been fascinated by this country all my life, and sometimes say also that I grew up when we were enemies – which only served to pique my interest, my curiosity. I can’t deny that. 
Some of my notions about Russia have been challenged, others substantiated. But I can’t predict what will or should happen in Russia ’s future. The one “refrain,” if you will, that, if asked and if appropriate, I will say with all honesty is that I do believe in democracy, for all its flaws (and I often find myself qualifying my remarks with, “We’re not perfect at this”), I figure that we’re as good at it as most countries (but not necessarily the best ). Sometimes I say that I believe that the youth here have the power to make the changes they want to see, whatever those changes may be, and that no one in any country can “leave it up to the government” and allow others to make changes or govern them without their own input – which involves hard work. 
They often ask me about Barack Obama, and I tell them about our own campaign in Chester County – how it’s done: the phone calls, the door-knocking, the street solicitations, and just plain old hard work after hard days at our jobs and raising our families – that democracy involves time and effort, time and effort that we often feel we don’t have but that we must find to preserve democracy. I have also told them forthrightly that, when they ask about “How is Barack Obama doing?” he faces some very strong opposition – and, no, I don’t sugar-coat my own opinion about where that opposition is coming from and my own belief that racial prejudice is a strong motivation – and my own very heartfelt concern. I also don’t gloss over my opinion about the opposition’s ignorance. In other words, I don’t let the skunk in the room hide because I know they want my own version of the truth. I don’t go into any more detail than necessary but tell them, as an Obama supporter, what my “take” on all this is. Their English is often not at the level at which they might be able to come back with their own opinions, and I often am not aware of how much they are understanding about what I say. But I do know that, for the rest of their lives, they may remember something I said here – and I realize the power of the spoken word with every word that I speak.
I will meet weekly with the law students, starting this week (law here is an undergraduate degree, often starting at age 17 or 18 ). They present some very challenging and wonderful questions, and I feel very much in my “element” with them – what I love most is talking about our legal system.
Additionally, Elena is preparing new course materials for her law students – in English, of course – and has asked me to review them, which I have started, another part of what I am doing here. She has prepared a new text featuring such topics as common law and civil law distinctions, U.S. and British court systems, and other kinds of introductory information – along with questions and answers, course-guide style. I will be working on that review in the coming weeks, as well.
So far, I have not yet found wifi anywhere – it may be available “downtown,” but not in walking distance, so probably of limited value to me. In Natasha’s classroom, I can use the Internet between and after classes, so will limit myself to those times – which means I won’t be answering all your very thoughtful and appreciated e-mails as often or as thoroughly as I might otherwise and perhaps not at all on weekends. There’s a library in our class building, and yesterday Natasha asked them about availability of computers on the weekend – yes, they’re open Saturday; but no, the computers are shut down because the librarian doesn’t want them operated when she’s not there. I will continue to make inquiry – but, hey, it’s OK not to e-mail on the weekend! Actually, it gives me more time to read….and to write. 
…6 p.m. (later)…see the sunset reflected bright pink-ly in the windows of the big building across the street….I love the sunrises I see directly in the morning, then the reflected sunsets in the evening.
After writing this morning, I conquered my qualms about setting off in Murom on my own for the first time. When I stepped out the front door of this building, I wasn’t sure whether to just head out on the “safe” and known 5-minute walk to my right to the supermarket or to head left into the “unknown.” It was surprisingly warm, so I decided to set off to the left – “If I just follow this street, I’m OK.” I was more than OK. I made the right choice. A posted temperature later showed about a 54-degree (F) temperature, by my rough conversion from Celsius (2XCelsius+32 ), so it was never as cold as it might have appeared from the windiness I viewed from my kitchen window. In fact, I was wearing 2 shirts, 2 sweaters, a cap, coat and gloves, and 2 pairs of socks….pretty soon, I was stripping down! 
I followed what a street sign (I’m getting a little faster at reading Cyrillic signs, but it’s still letter-by-letter!) told me was Kulikova Street, a main drag. I was delighted to see it become a bridge over some railroad tracks, then, voila!, people with shopping bags everywhere! A Saturday shopping atmosphere! 
Let me try that place to my right, I thought, seeing people emerging with their bags – that place with the plastic palm trees all around it  (chuckle!). Wow! All kinds of shops on 3 different floors in what we’d call a very nice mini-mall in the U.S.! 
First, I saw a pharmacy. Now, Russian pharmacies aren’t CVS or Rite Aid – they stick to drugs and related products, with a few beauty products thrown in, but no actual medicines out for the customer to take off a shelf. I had looked up “alcohol” in the dictionary and found a word something like “alcogol,” which I needed for tomorrow when I wash my hair to put in my ears. I used to be prone to at least annual ear infections until I noticed swimmers (Louis’s long-time sport) using alcohol-based drops in their ears and generally drying their ears out after practices ( that’s why swimmers knock their heads when they get out of water – they’re trying to knock the water out of their ears to prevent infections). Instead of buying more expensive swimmers’ ear drops, you can just put alcohol directly into your ears – I’ve been doing that for at least 5 years with NO ear infections! It works! But I ran out of my alcohol in Moscow . Well….no one knew what-the-heck I was talking about. I must have said “alcogol, alcohol” every way possible…even wrote down “isopropol.” The kind pharmicist had no clue what I meant, kept bringing out all manner of things. I gave up, then went around the shop looking at things like facial astringent, mouthwash, etc., trying to find a word that might indicate the alcohol ingredient. I’ll just have to ask Natasha Monday or go online and google the Russian term. I won’t give up! But, for today, I did give up on that one. 
I also decided that I’d like to find two items: A small space heater and a hair dryer (another way to prevent ear infections is blowing hot air into your ears to dry them). 
I moved from mini-mall #1 to another one about 2 blocks up Kulikova Street because the first mini-mall had mostly clothing shops. Mini-mall #2 had just what I needed – a general small-electrics store upstairs! I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven. I had several choices of space heaters and hair dryers and chose the cheapest “desk-top” space heater and a “travel hair dryer,” which ended the possibility of having to stay inside out of the cold all Sunday afternoon just to dry my oily hair, which I haven’t washed for a week and which is beginning to stick to my head as if it’s glued to my scalp. Now, mind you, I hadn’t spoken English to a single soul all day…so the bespectacled, thin, somewhat nerdy (not an insult ) clerk delighted me when he said, “Test it.” Then he showed me the space heater – “Cool….then hot.” Then, when he got the hair dryer out of inventory, I said, “Da” – to which he answered, “Let’s test.” Wow! A customer-oriented clerk who knows some English and seems to really care about me! Felt again liked I’d died and gone to heaven! He put my purchases in a bag and sent me on my way. 
Next decision: Do I go into the much bigger supermarket here and carry back two large bags the 2 or 3 miles back (of course, I could catch a bus, which I feel more confident about now ) or do I go back home, deposit my heater and hairdryer and go to my little local supermarket? Why make it hard for my body? I decided to go home first after checking out the more super supermarket, which didn’t have anything I couldn’t buy at my little neighborhood store. So I went home, asked the guard (Tatiana, I think) if I could leave my large bag with her and her cat and TV show while going to the supermarket. Not sure she totally understood me, but she indicated a “Da,” and I went off to my local supermarket, where I am now totally confident and comfortable shopping. I know what they have, what they don’t have…and I can always trek up Kulikova to find other stuff if need be. Oh, and I saw my friendly Professer Mikhail on the way, gave him a smile and a “Dobra-deen” (good day), to which he returned a friendly “Zdraztvooeetje” (how are you? greeting ). I feel so bad that he and I can’t talk more – this friendly linguistics professor speaks German as well as Russian, but I can’t remember enough of my college German to carry on a conversation. I’m so deficient, so language-challenged! The utter shame of it!
Anyway, back here to unwrap and put away my purchases. Nesting completed! I’m a happy bird in my nest now. I need nothing more. Got a beautiful place to live, got food (just downed one of those delicious Russian chocolate bars!), got more heat, got a hair dryer. Did some laundry in my shower while I showered (might as well do laundry naked, right?).
Oh, and Natasha had given me a couple of maps of Murom – but they were of no help to me unless I could get my bearings. Like, where is this apartment in relation to any of that? That’s what I accomplished today! She had pointed out that this place is somewhere sort of northwest of the main town center, but it doesn’t show on the map. Today, by following Kulikova Street, I finally have a good idea about the lay of the land.  
At home, I took a yellow highlighter to my map, marking the main streets. The river is on one end – that’s where all the monasteries and beautiful churches and such are. The “main street” that Natasha had pointed out when we were downtown, Moskovskaya, is perpendicular to Kulikova, as are other notable streets like Komsomolskaya, Kommunisticheskaya, and Sovetskaya, while Lenina runs parallel to Kulikova (note all the Soviet names !). Now I can just head out Kulikova and make a right on one of the cross streets and find my way around. Also, if I get tired of the walk, I can just take the bus on Kulikova home - and know where I’m headed. Now, I must certainly be careful, not to get off-course and get lost – and I’m too paranoid to get lost! Some of you say I’m so adventurous – well, to some degree; but I’m just as insecure as anyone else about getting lost in a place where I can’t even order a bottle of rubbing alcohol!
Sometimes, when I wonder why I’m doing all this – because sometimes I’m just not really sure – I think about this: In May I ended my entire working life. At age 63, I’d worked nonstop since I was 15 years old – that’s almost 50 years, folks. I didn’t feel like it was such a huge change – and, to be honest, I was more than happy to leave my job. Enough was enough! But, even so, underneath all my somewhat relieved feelings, there’s probably an unacknowledged undercurrent of feeling uprooted, of not knowing how (or if) I’ll adapt to such monumental change. I have felt sometimes in my Moscow, now in my Murom, apartment that I should miss my home on Rosedale Avenue more – but I don’t. I will be totally happy to be there again – and I love it there. I love the deck looking over the woods, the fireplace, my loveseat where I watch TV and read, my table by the kitchen where I spend so much time online, my big comfy bed upstairs, Louis’s room, the yard, my absolutely beloved neighbors on both sides who are just like family, Snoopy and Hayley (of course!) – and each and every one of YOU…I love all of it just as I always have. But what I’m learning here is that it’s all temporary and that I can and will adapt as necessary. I can live in a smaller place, even in a country where I have problems buying a train ticket or a bottle of simple alcohol to put in my ears! As I wrote before, I could have lived in that Moscow apartment forever, and I love this place just as much. I could live here forever…and be totally happy. (Although wifi would certainly help!) 
So maybe that’s the point of what I’m doing. I set out with one of my motivations (there are several) being to tell all of you (you have been carefully selected, by the way, for this list ) that, no matter what life hands you, no matter how much “they” try to put you down, no matter how hard things get, YOU have the power to do what you need and want to do – within whatever limitations you might have, of course. If I can do this, you can do whatever you need and want to do, too. I firmly believe that and hope you do, too.
And you know what? One unfulfilled dream I had that I thought I’d never fulfill has been partially fulfilled by this trip – and I didn’t even realize it till the other day. I had told Louis, “You know, the final thing I’d like to do is travel the Trans-Siberian Railroad,” to which he responded, “Don’t worry, Mom, you will!” Well, guess what? That trip to Murom ? It was on a leg of the Trans-Siberian!! That’s why all those folks were sleeping and “living” on that train in their slippers with their cups of tea and bowls of soup, walking back and forth as if in their own living rooms – many of them, I was told later, were to be on that train for a week or more (and are probably still on it today!).
So I’ve traveled 4.5 hours on the Trans-Siberian Railroad, dear friends…all my dreams have come true!
Going to settle in with Colin Thubron’s book now. If it’s as nice tomorrow (Sunday), I might just try to find an Orthodox church to attend (better carry my skirt) – if I feel like walking that far that early. Or maybe I’ll just sleep in again.
From Russia with love,
Karen
Oct. 24 (Sunday)…a truly brave people…Karen conquers Murom!
Another sunny day. No, I won’t ask, “Where’s winter?” I’m sure it will come with a vengeance all too soon. I AM in Russia, you know!
I’m not sure I’d recommend Thubrin’s book for several reasons. First of all, although I appreciate his deft use of the English language, sometimes I feel that he is a bit too absorbed with form over substance – I have to read too many sentences more than once to dive past his facile use of vocabulary and carefully crafted phrases into his real meaning. He’s so sophisticated with language as to leave me behind at times. But, more importantly, the book is dated. His description of Moscow does not comport with Moscow of today, for example, so I figure that’s true for other places, too. He recounts his driving trip in Soviet times, and he stops in places now familiar to me like Vladimir and Suzdal, the latter at a time long before it became the tourist mecca it is now. So I would recommend his book only for a snapshot of Russia in 1983. However, he has some good descriptions of Russian cultural background – such as the similarities of communism (as applied here ) to ancient Russian religion, which helps me understand the more recent history. For example, I think he’s right when he likens Lenin’s actual body lying out in public with the old icons and “relics” buried everywhere and worshiped. He compares the fervor of Russians in Soviet times with their historic religious fervor. His book has several good observations of that ilk:
Here, perhaps lie the deeply regressive roots of Soviet collectivism, of the recurrent yearning to regard their leaders as divine elders – “Papa Lenin”, “Uncle Stalin”. In this land of surviving patronymics [continued use of father’s name as part of child’s formal name ], perfect strangers may still be addressed as “brother or “uncle,” as if the whole Russian world were tender with the intercourse of relatives, or fraught with an orphan’s fear. (Thubron, Among the Russians, p. 55) 
Thubron also writes about “Russia’s traumatized preoccupation with security” as being logically founded on their horrendous experiences in World War II (to Russians, the Great Patriotic War): 
The Second World War so haunts the Russian consciousness that no understanding of the country is possible without it. Between June 1941 - when Germany launched a four-million man blitzkrieg eastward on a front 1500 miles wide – and…four years later....the Russians suffered as did no other nation. Their military casualties were unparalleled in twentieth century warfare. In the first few days the dead immediately mounted to hundreds of thousands, and the civil population perished like insects, almost unrecorded. In the siege of Leningrad [St. Petersburg ] alone nearly a million people died, many from starvation. Of Russian prisoners-of-war more than three million were starved to death, massacred or died from exposure. Every occupied city was half gutted. In Kharkov , for instance, the Germans found a population 700,000. Of these they deported 120,000 for slave labour (such people were rarely heard of again); 30,000 were executed; and some 70,000 more died of cold and hunger. Here in White Russia , the Germans murdered over a million men, women and children, and almost the whole Jewish population was annihilated. Villages suspected of supporting partisans were simply wiped out. In the vast extermination camp of Maidanek, near Lublin, an estimated 1,5000,000 Russians and Poles perished in gas chambers and incinerators. When the Soviet Union at last awoke from her nightmare of suffering and revenge, she found her economy in ruins, with 2,000 towns and 70,000 villages utterly laid waste. Her dead amounted to over twenty millions. (Thubron, Among the Russians, p. 11.)
This is what we Americans didn’t read in our history books in school. We read that the U.S. practically saved the world single-handedly in World War II, then everyone stood up and sang Broadway tunes and patriotic songs together, while waving Old Glory and genuflecting to Yankee emblems all over the place. I’m sorry – I do acknowledge what we sacrificed, but in no way did we even approach what the Russians endured, sacrificed, lost. I also realize that every country exaggerates its own contributions to historical events – not just us. But there is no way the average American can even begin to understand what happened here. Louis, in his history studies, has made me aware of this on several occasions, notably in Moscow when he called me one night and told me he’d been to the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and had been moved to tears at the changing of the guard. “Mom, twenty million Russians died in that war, more than all other countries combined – today was one of the most moving experiences I’ve had.”
There aren’t too many hours that have gone by since I’ve been here that I have not thought about the horrors that these people, some still living and remembering, have endured; and I try to understand this country within that frame of reference. If you come to Moscow or to Murom , you will see the monuments to heroes everywhere. Knowing this history, I view each monument with eyes that try to understand what underlies that monument’s significance - and with love and empathy for these brave and long-suffering people. The devastation wrought upon this country, that ended only a couple of years before my own birth, will live with these people for many years to come; in their country, their cities, their villages, their homes, their very beings. This is something we cannot, as Americans, totally comprehend – and, therefore, it little behooves us to make any judgments whatsoever, to cast any aspersions on how Russians have had to deal with this horrendous past. Generations of Winter described some of the wartime suffering but could not even begin to go much beyond the surface. Vasily Grossman’s great Life and Fate probably describes even better. 
I do believe that I have committed the rest of my life to continuing to try to understand and to trying, in some small way, to bring that understanding to others in my own country.
…
Now, some facts: A little about the Murom Institute branch of Vladimir State University, where I am working, which was founded in 1957 and has five faculties and over 6,000 students. In some ways, it reminds me of the college where I started out, West Virginia State College (now a state university ) near the small town where I was grew up. The five faculties: economics and management, law and social technologies, mechanical engineering (where my apartment is!), information technologies, and radio-electronics and computer systems. They train specialists in radio engineering, information systems, programming, mechanical engineering, industrial life safety, economics and management, finances and credit, law, social work, and others. Full-time students study for 5 years.
Education is free for students who achieve the best qualifying exam results, and those students receive a monthly stipend. Others pay for studies. The Institute is headed by their friendly Rector, the woman I wrote about previously who has been here for over 20 years (and who gave me my first chocolate bar!). The faculty includes 15 Doctors of Science and professors and 105 Candidates  of Science and assistant professors. There are nine buildings (including the one where I live and the one where I work, about a 10-minute walk from here). First-year students study general subjects, then specialize during 2 semesters per year. Every year students work on course projects and have term examinations. (I have seen some of these excellent projects in the form of video presentations about Murom and about Russia.) The students can participate in the Institute’s many clubs, student government, and sports and can live in town with their families, in their own flats, or in hostels (dorms).
…
Later…. It’s about 2:30 p.m. on Sunday, and I just walked nonstop for 2 hours. I followed Kulikova and, taking my map, found the very main street, Moskovskaya. It’s about a 45-minute walk down there, and I meandered around a bit. I did pick up my final apartment accessory, a small desk lamp for this kitchen table. 
My personal peculiarities include these: 
1.      I always, always sit near a window whenever I can, preferably facing the window – in my home, in restaurants, libraries, etc. I have a strong love for being near and in touch with the outside. The only time I don’t prefer a window is on an airplane because of my much-suppressed fear of flying.
2.      I absolutely despise overhead lights (especially fluorescent ones, but incandescent ones, too). So this little lamp for 210 rubles will be my light source here in the kitchen when it’s dark, and I’m either sitting here looking out the window or typing this diary.
When I leave, I’ll give away this lamp, my space heater, and my hair dryer because I don’t need them at home; don’t have room to pack them; and their plugs wouldn’t work in the U.S., anyway. I also must remember, when I leave, to give gifts to the guards and the cat in the guards’ room – “kot,” they say.
Speaking of “the guards,” I love them. They are the sweetest ladies you can imagine – so let me just drop the “guard” appellation and call them my babushkas, sort of like my “Russian mothers.” (Louis had 2 Russian mothers this fall – Maia in Oberlin and Olga in Moscow – now I have a whole flock of them .) I can’t get their names straight, but they are something out of a book, each one. The little one on duty today – and I do mean little, maybe 5 feet tall if that – with her little padded slippers and apron, just adorable - she blew me away. When I left today for my walking adventure, I carried out my trash with me (a small bag), actually hidden from view in a nice cloth sack ( Barbara Long, if you’re reading this, the one you gave me before the trip – best travel gift you could have given! They charge for bags here, and it’s common to “bring your own.” I’ve used that bag so much!) I wasn’t going to ask my babushka downstairs how to dispose of it because of my limited Russian. But, somehow, she read my mind! I was just going to dump it in a public trash can. When I went to give her my key (which I leave with their office for safekeeping when I’m out), she pointed to 2 small keys hanging on her key box and said something in Russian, I know not what. I indicated that I couldn’t understand (“Yenyapinymayo” – “I don’t understand”). She took the keys, motioned for me to follow her, led me through a back door with a padlock that she unlocked with one of the keys, then out back to a dumpster – voila ! Trash disposal. How did she know? I’ve no clue. Maybe everybody dumps their trash on Sunday. A mystery I may never solve, but I’ll try to remember to ask Natasha about it tomorrow. There was no way she could have known what was in that lovely cloth bag, and it really wasn’t much trash, anyway.
Anyway, I took off on my walk – another gloriously sunny, cool day. By the thermometer on the building I pass on the way, I calculated in the 40s (F) – later about a degree warmer than yesterday, in the 50s on my return walk. Again, I’d dressed too warmly, started taking off the hat, gloves, then the sweater…when will I learn? I went into mini-mall #2 and found a whole shop full of lamps, looked at the cheapest ones, decided on the very cheapest one I’d purchase on the return walk unless I found something better on the way. Then found myself at the intersection with Moskovskaya Ulitsa (street ) in a jiffy – I’d been within a block or 2 of it yesterday and didn’t know it! Then sauntered down the main street. Now this opens up to me all kinds of walks – now I know how to get to the river and to all the monasteries and other sights on my own without getting lost! I’m free!!! I’m now familiar with what I need to know about Murom! 
Having conquered the Moscow Metro, now Karen conquers Murom!
Now, if you’re reading this (IF you’ve made it this far, and many of you won’t – I know you do have other things to do) – you may wonder why I’m writing so much all of a sudden….well, I have little else to do! I’m totally incommunicado this weekend. Oh, I have the cell phone in my pocket, and I’ve given the number to Lou and Louis and a couple of friends. But calling here can be iffy (not to mention expensive ), so it’s really only for emergency use. The real difference this weekend is no Internet connection! If I had seen a Starbucks this afternoon, I think I might have fallen on my face and kissed the ground! If there’s an Internet café or wifi connection anywhere in this town, I figure it would be somewhere on or near Moskovskaya…and there may be one, but I sure didn’t find it. At the end of Moskovskaya, right at what I’d call the “town square,” I saw (glory be) a sign up on a building with “Internet” in English (and in Russian, which is very similar ) and a beautiful Internet Explorer blue earth logo on it with an arrow pointing to the building it was on. I immediately went into the door under it, a bakery. The young woman had no clue what I was asking, and there sure wasn’t any Internet in her bakery. So I went to another door in the same building – locked. I have no clue what that sign was pointing to…but I’ll ask tomorrow at the Institute. Maybe someone will know, and maybe I can find weekend Internet access somewhere, somehow, hopefully here at the Institute.
I guess the only thing that bothers me about not having access is being incommunicado for family emergency purposes because I’d depended on folks being able to reach me by e-mail for emergencies. Right now, I’m out of communication for more than 48 hours on the weekend, and I can’t depend on the phone ( Louis and I found in Moscow that attempting to call someone on one’s cell phone doesn’t always work, as when I tried to call his cell from our apartment landline to save him the money he had to keep putting on his cell). In Moscow , I’d take that 30-40-minute subway ride downtown to Skype, or the 3-minute walk over to McDonald’s for free wifi. Here I just don’t know.  Oh, well, even in an emergency, there’s not a lot I can do from here. I’ve tried out my “wireless connection” function here on my computer – evidently, there’s no one anywhere near with any wifi access because nothing comes up.
Now, I’m not being critical, dear Russian friends – I could have the same problem in many a small town (including my own old hometown in West Virginia) in the U.S.  Yes, I’m just a spoiled American when it comes to Internet access – guilty as charged!
I’m in for the evening, took aspirin to stave off the pain that may attack my hip joints after that long walk (aspirin works, friends ). Oh, and glad I walked all those miles in West Chester before this trip – it was absolutely essential to be in good walking condition. Yeah, yeah, I’m comfortable about taking a bus here now, but it’s not adventurous enough. I need to walk, to be right there with everyone else “on the ground,” to really feel this place. I’m not here to ride on a bus!!
Speaking of my old hometown, this town keeps reminding me of my childhood in West Virginia . It’s like a trip into my subconscious and back into the 50s. A lot of what I see as I make the trip into town is old industrial buildings with their rusty metal, broken windows - the remains of industry in some places - but active industry in others. You must remember, American friends (and understand, my Russian ones) that Chester County , where many of us live, is just not the real world for 99.99999% of the world’s population; it’s not representative of small-town America. Murom is much more like a lot of America’s older and smaller towns and cities. When I’m out walking, particularly after a rain (and even a few days afterward, as now ) , I spend a lot of energy and time just dodging puddles and mud, just as I used to do in my old birthplace and just as many people do today in many American small towns (but not so much in rich, rarefied West Chester!). As I’ve told my Russian friends, Chester County is one of America’s very richest areas – it’s not typical of anything.
Another thing reminiscent of my childhood in St. Albans, West Virginia, and particularly of old “Marlaing Addition” where we lived during some of my formative years, are the little stores everywhere. We had them there, and I remember two of them in our old neighborhood, where my Mom would send me to pick up some small item. They weren’t supermarkets, not even markets – just little plain buildings with one-room hole-in-the-wall-type stores with candy, gum, and cigarettes and maybe a few basic necessities (sugar, salt, canned milk ) – don’t recall them even having refrigeration. I recall an old man sitting in a rocker all the time in one of them and looking kind of scary to me. I also remember one Christmas Eve my mom sending me out in the snow-covered, star-studded beauty of the night to pick up some last-minute something for Christmas dinner the next day, with Johnny Mathis’s song, “Wonderland by Night” going through my head. I’ll never forget being thrilled by the pristine beauty of the snow in the star- and moon-lit night and looking up and truly believing Santa Claus would fly past the full moon that night, over the snow, to our house. I see similar “little stores” everywhere here, many dotting the streets, little prefabricated buildings selling all manner of items. Family businesses, I guess. 
In fact, Friday “after work,” I walked with Natasha to the Institute’s print shop to check on some printing she needed. The unmarked, nondescript building was on my way home, although I’d never noticed it, tucked back from the road behind some high plant growth and trees. We walked out a dirt path, into kind of an alley, then into the building where a very friendly and portly (which I don’t see much in this country ) man showed us how he does the printing and the extent of his week’s workload, piles of printing for all the different Institute faculties. Having worked for a printing company in my high school and early college days, then again after law school, I loved being back in a printing plant – I think I retain some printer’s ink in my blood! One more treasured adventure!
Afterward, we went out the back door again into the “alley” (for lack of a better word), where we saw babushkas hanging laundry in the back yards of their apartment buildings, or sitting in front of small storage buildings. We walked on through an unpaved street (again, more like an alley) where Natasha took me into a store that I never would have spotted – right there where you’d just have to know about it. It was small, but full of delights – delicious fresh-baked goods, necessities of all kinds, and a huge selection of fresh fish with bulging eyes and shining scales (maybe from the Oka River?). Right there in what we’d call an “alley” not far from my apartment! I’d never have guessed it! 
I’m finding in small-city Russia that, behind often unmarked or vaguely marked, doors, you can find all kinds of interesting small businesses. Part of my dilemma is that I don’t always know the words that do mark these little shops; but they also are not, as in the States, obviously what they are. We’re good at signage with pictures, at display windows and such. Here, often there’s just a sign…then , voila !...you walk in and find a lovely bakery, coffee shop, restaurant, hardware store, whatever. Perhaps the hard winters make display windows an impractical means of advertisement because glass fronts may not block enough of the bitter cold. The doors here are often heavier than what we’re used to and the windows double-glassed – for good reason: Insulation! Outer and inner entry doors, as in our apartment in Moscow , are usually thickly padded, usually a brown padding with numerous “studded” tacks all around the perimeters – as much insulation as possible. I’m just learning and assuming until someone corrects me about all this. 
Anyway…walking today, and all my walking in Moscow , too, is the very best way to be on the street level. Taking tourist excursion buses can never teach you anything about this or any other country. One thing I noticed today, for example, was a cute little chapel on Moskovskaya Ulitsa. I’ve seen them before. They at first appear just as ornate and gorgeous as any cathedral, then you notice they’re about the size of a walk-in closet! I didn’t go into this one because it’s Sunday, and I really didn’t want to intrude upon anyone worshiping. But my guess is that they are little chapels where one can pray, worship, whatever just on one’s way (I’ll ask someone, but that’s my guess). These are the things you see only by walking around a lot.
And Colin Thubron actually drove around here in 1983 (a real rarity then)….and I think I’ll finish my day by reading more about it.
From Russia with love,
Karen
PS: Before I forget:
1.      I noted early in this diary that I didn’t see enough Ladas (traditional, distinctive, boxy-looking Russian cars) in Moscow – well, eventually, I did see many there, but also many Toyotas, Hyundais, BMWs, etc. Well….here in Murom there are, to my delight, Ladas all over – the old-fashioned “cute” ones that I like, in all conditions and colors. Red, bright blue, yellow, black, beige - a veritable rainbow of Ladas in all manner of condition, some lovingly cared for, some old and showing it. Love those Ladas! (There’s another, very similar Russian car, “Zhiguli ,” I think it’s called via transliteration, that’s very similar – need to google that name, though, to get it right. Louis can tell me what it is. The two makes are very similar, and I can confuse them.)
THANKS to whatever Russian Institute friend contributed that jar of vegetables upon my arrival! (Haven’t eaten the other jar yet .) Those vegetables – a delicious concoction of red and yellow peppers with a thick tomato-soup-kind-of sauce, were my lunch today and yesterday – and what delicious lunches they made! I don’t know who prepared them, but they were the best lunches I’ve had in ages!
Oct. 25 (Monday)…one week in Murom…coffee (I give up!)…my dream business in Murom
I will have been here one week as of about 7:30 this evening. Those of you who assured me that this would be the best part of my trip were right. It is. I have fond memories of Moscow and love that city, but this is a very special place.

That being said, what’s the one thing I would change about all of Russia (and the rest of the world, too)?

The coffee!
I can’t say I wasn’t warned – “They don’t do coffee much outside the U.S.  [I think that means all of Europe, perhaps all the non-USA world].” Duly warned.

Now, here’s how I take my coffee: decaffeinated, milk (preferably skim or non-fat, but whatever’s available), NO sugar of any other sweetener of any kind, never black.

What’s so hard about that? (Forget that question.)

Here’s why I drink it that way – for any Russian friends who might ever want to set up a coffee shop ( and, if I were to set up a business in Murom, that’s exactly what I’d do before Starbucks comes in and corners that market – and I’d combine it with a bookshop/computer services – see below) – I don’t like coffee black, and I don’t like it sweet. Many do, but I don’t. I switched from caffeinated to decaffeinated coffee about 2 or 3 years ago for these reasons: 

·        Caffeine is a drug that makes me jumpy, makes me talk very fast, keeps me awake. Some people love caffeine because it perks them up. I’m “perky” enough, don’t need any more “perk” in my life. 

·        Caffeine also raises your blood pressure (I think I’m right here ) – and my blood pressure is always perfect, want to keep it that way. And, Russian tea-drinker friends, I think I’m on safe ground saying that many teas are chock full of caffeine, too, which is why I don’t drink tea much, either unless it’s clearly decaffeinated.

·        But it does something else we often don’t talk about in polite company – it can wreak very quick havoc on one’s digestive system (I’ll leave that to your imagination); but, more importantly for me, it’s a diuretic that can (with me ) have that effect for hours…and hours…and more hours. Resolving the latter effect has been the greatest health benefit I’ve had since quitting caffeine a couple of years ago. And, again, tea-drinkers everywhere – tea is even worse for my system, so I avoid it most of the time unless I simply must have a comforting  hot drink – but then I pay for it for hours….and hours…and hours.

So it’s not just a picky, spoiled “American preference” – probably most Americans do drink caffeine, and many drink it black and/or sweetened. This is my own peculiarity, not a typical American “thing.”

All that being said, the Starbucks in Moscow on Kunetsky Most is the one place I can get coffee the way I like it. (They even know my name there now and probably have missed me for the past week.)
 They would serve me a big cup of decaffeinated coffee, then let me go over to the little counter and put in my own milk from typical Starbucks milk pitchers. 

Otherwise, I’ve been served coffee every which way you can imagine in Russia. And I warn others: 90% of the time, if they say they’re giving you milk, it’s condensed milk, which is loaded with sugar! Our Novogoreevo supermarket in Moscow carried one relatively expensive brand of decaffeinated coffee, and I went through two jars while in Moscow. Something told me, “Buy a jar for Murom,” but something else told me, “Hey, if they have it in Moscow, they’ll have it in Murom .” Wrong! I’ve now prowled around in about 3 or 4 supermarkets – no decaffeinated coffee anywhere, nor in the few cafes I’ve entered. I still have a stash of little decaff packets I brought from the U.S., but they won’t last much longer. So I bought a jar of Nescafe Gold (with caffeine) that I’m “mixing” now with my decaff. I can already see the effects…but, hey, I’m an addict!

Anyway, Murom, I hope you never get a Starbucks here – it’s an American company that’s in league with McDonald’s to take over the world. Forget the Chinese! The new empire of the 21st century (it’s happening fast, folks ) will be called “Stardonald’s” or “McStar” or “McBucks” or “MickeyStar” or “MickeyBucks” or something like that! Seriously, I advise someone here in Murom to start a real local coffee shop right away – also serving all kinds of teas, of course, which the Russians are excellent at.

And combine it with a bookstore – one that also sells a few laptops and netbooks and offers wifi hookups both in-store (free) and on monthly plans. (Or situate the bookstore close to a computer store!)

Here’s what I’d do (if I had any money, which I don’t) to start a business here – here’s what my shop would contain:

·        Books galore – mostly Russian, of course, but a few in German and English – serious literature and history in those languages

·        Free wifi (perhaps make a purchase necessary, as Starbucks does – you have to have their card and at least buy some coffee or tea)

·        Small Internet café section, maybe 3-4 computers

·        Small selection of actual computers for sale – laptops, electronic book readers (e.g., Kindle), and netbooks with whatever associated paraphernalia you might need  - or be near a computer store

·        Wifi hookup service plan – say, offer Beeline monthly subscription plans to customers, help them set it up

·        And, of course, coffee (let me tell you how to offer it! ) and tea and scads of your amazing Russian baked goodies! This way, you can also buy some of your “merchandise” locally by getting local bakers involved. You might even carry a limited selection of local items like souvenirs, crafts, etc, interspersed amongst the books (and magazines and newspapers, of course)

·        Perhaps on Friday or Saturday nights, bring in a local youth band or other performers. One of our students told me he’s in a band that performs my favorite Kino songs (led by an Orthodox priest, no less, and practicing in one of the monasteries!). Bring in such local talent, whether musical (local folk and classical, too!), poetry readings, whatever – become a focus for local youth. Become a mini-Murom-cultural center! (The money will follow.)

·        Bring in authors who are anxious to promote their books and will come to your bookstore, I guarantee – even foreign authors will come. They will give presentations to the public that will make your store the place to be.

Voila! There’s a business for you!

That’s a business that would be so nice down on Moskovskaya Ulitsa (and who knows? Maybe such a place already exists! I’ve seen only a small part of this city). As I walked there yesterday, I must say I daydreamed about this. Do I have the money? Nyet! But maybe one of those “new Russians” out there would be interested. You could even start a chain right here in Murom – call it “MuromBooks” (in Russian, of course) or somesuch. Or “OkaRiverBooks.” Nice sound to that one. Actually, I like that a lot. (Legal advice: If any Russian friend out there reads this and wants to start such a business, register that trademark right away!) I base  this whole idea, folks, on our own Chester County Book & Music Company right in West Chester, Pennsylvania, one of our country’s largest independent book stores, a dying breed in the U.S. CCB&M  is, to me, the treasure of Chester County. If you’re interested, just Google it – I can’t recall the website address right now, but it’s easy to find.

Several of the students last week said they want to start their own businesses, probably in Murom, but sometimes saying they weren’t sure what kind of business (though somedo  know - e.g, a shoe repair, a typical small business). Well, my Russian friends on this list – please pass on this idea to your students. 

And, no, I am not in any way trying to “change Murom.” I hope Murom stays just the way it is – but there are young folks here who want to start their own businesses; and this is probably a kind of business that, if a local doesn’t start it, someday someone non-local might come in and do it. Plus, it would appeal to your academic population and your youth. I know form the Chester County Book & Music experience that this kind of business can only bring great happiness to a community and help solidify its roots. 

It takes a dream! (And some rubles, of course.)

…

OK, it’s after work today, and I found out a lot more about things I wrote about this weekend:

1.      Elena came to me with alarm this morning:   “Karen, where were you this weekend? We were so worried?” To which I responded with even greater alarm, “Did I miss something? Was I supposed to be somewhere?” It turns out that, as a result of our conversation last week in which I voiced a desire to use the Internet on the weekends, she and some others were actually at the office and thought I’d be in to use the computers, then worried when I didn’t show up! I can’t believe how thoughtful these wonderful people are! Of course, I had thought of walking over there, but I figured no one would be in or that Saturday office work would be sporadic. I had no idea that anyone expected me – and I feel so guilty!! I really thought that Elena and Natasha had given me so much of their own time last week, as well as in their lengthy preparation for my arrival, that they were both simply enjoying their time off and that I was on my own. Let me tell you: These two women are totally giving.

2.      Natasha tells me she actually went to a pharmacy this weekend looking for alcohol for me – I had barely mentioned that last week as something I’d buy this weekend. Again, I just can’t believe how thoughtful and unselfish my Russian friends are. Oh, and I googled the “alcohol” subject, and here’s why I can’t buy it even if I can make myself understood: Evidently, some alcoholics buy isopropyl (rubbing) alcohol to drink, so you can’t buy this standard item that’s in every American medicine cabinet (back in my grandmother’s time, too! ) without a physician’s prescription in Russia. Then, though, Natasha went one better for me: As she and I left this afternoon, she actually took me to the school physician’s office and asked them for eardrops for me! You can’t mention any wish, any desire, but what these amazing people will try to fulfill your every need.

3.      When I had first gone grocery shopping with Natasha and Elena, evidently Natasha took note of my buying oatmeal – and today appeared with a box of multigrain cereal, including oats. “Here, you’ll get more than one kind of cereal in this box!” She also had noted that I like soup for lunch – so she also brought me several packages of soup! ( Should I mention to her that I really want a bright-red, mint-condition, older model Lada [Russian car] to carry home? Better not – lest she make one appear outside my building tomorrow!)
4.      When I told Natasha how much I loved the canned vegetables someone had given me, she said they came from Marina, whom I must thank. Then, when I mentioned the delicious fruit in another jar, it turned out to be plums from Natasha’s own garden. 

5.      Finally, when I mentioned difficulty finding wifi in a class, one of the students told me there’s a free wifi place just about a block over from Moskovskaya – I was within a block of wifi! So scratch m idea that wifi’s not here – it is!

Seek, and ye shall find.

One of the most delightful parts of my day was this: I’m starting to give Natasha a little help to enhance her computer skills, and she mentioned she wanted the lyrics for Sinatra’s “My Way.” So we Googled, then printed off the lyrics. In the course of that experience, I wanted to show her a Youtube film of Sinatra singing that song; but we discovered that, apparently, the Institute may have blocked Youtube (probably for some very good reasons ). But she got the drift and the idea of the capability of Googling! I hope I just opened up a new world for her – she can find so much. We Googled Murom and West Chester and a couple of other things, going into Wikipedia entries. I also showed her our Chester County’s Daily Local News and my blog there, then The New York Times.

I attended two of Elena’s classes today, and in one in particular the law students had very insightful and sophisticated questions. We talked about separation of powers and how that works, the adversarial system, and alternative dispute resolution. This week, we start weekly seminars with law students, which should be very enjoyable and challenging. 

Oh, and I had decided to start Gary Shteyngart’s Absurdistan tonight, but Natasha loaned me a copy of Yale Richmond’s From Nyet to Da, a fairly recent (2003) book about Russian culture that appears to be just what I want (and need) to read tonight.

And a note to Lou, who is so kindly and unselfishly taking care of Snoopy (English Springer Spaniel) and Hayley (cat ) – he writes that Snoopy’s being “a pain,” and keeps going over to the loveseat where I always sit and whining. I’M SO SORRY….it won’t be much longer. You can’t imagine how much I appreciate what you’re doing to make all this possible. 
In fact, so many thanks to all of you on the other side of the world who are so selflessly making this experience a reality. I am making new Russian friends – but, as the old song goes (“Make new friends, but keep the old; these are silver, the others, ”) these new Russian friends are silver, the old ones in the States are absolute gold – I don’t forget that and thank you all from the bottom of my heart.
From Russia with love,
Karen

Oct. 27 (Wednesday)…Absurdistan
I have maintained my entire thinking life that heaven, for me, would be a place where I could have access to, and time to read, every book in the world. As I child, I pictured it as a cave in the woods, which later became a log cabin in the woods. As an adult, my West Chester home would do nicely. Or an apartment like this or my Moscow one. Just some place where I can look out a large window into some trees and have a comfy bed, reading chair, and adequate kitchen and bath facilities (sounds like I’m ready for the Old Folks Home. Nyet!). 

So, in case you’ve been following me, you’ll know that I’ve been close to heaven on this trip because I’ve taken the time to read some really good books. Well, I just turned to an entirely different genre – an absolutely crazy book, Absurdistan, by Gary Shteyngart. I’m beginning to wonder just what planet Shteyngart lives on…but no matter. I’m only into the first few chapters, having finished reading From Nyet to Da (“must” reading for any of you who wants to understand Russian culture, mandatory if you’re to ever come here), and I’m telling you now: Get Absurdistan.

I’ll tell you only this much: It’s about Misha Borisovitch Vainberg, a thirty-year-old, 325-pound, super-rich, Russian Jew in St. Petersburg (which he calls St. Leninsburg and other similar such things ). I just got through his circumcision last night…no more about the plot except that the plaudits on the cover indicate there’s going to be a revolution (and some serious stuff) somewhere. Misha makes Woody Allen look like the most stable (non-neurotic) guy on earth. Here’s a paragraph I love:

“I’m fine!” I shouted back, waving weakly at the excited mourner, one of my idiot relatives, no doubt. They were all sticking their business cards into my pocket, in hopes of an eventual handout (Papa had left them nothing), and wondering why I was so estranged from the lot of them, why I wasn’t friends with my harebrained cousins or slutty young nieces and predatory nephews, who spent their Friday nights tearing down Nevsky in their cheap Russian Niva jeeps, trying to pick up malnourished girls in tight synthetic duds or working-class boys with primitive greaser haircuts. The number of Vainbergs, young and old, still haunting the earth amazed me. During the thirties and forties, Stalin had killed half my family. Arguably the wrong half.

Those last 2 sentences might turn out to be my favorites in the whole book.

Warnings:

1.      You may not want to read this book in public or where anyone is within earshot. This apartment is on the third floor of the 3-storey Mechanical Engineering Building and, as I’ve described, one of only 2 apartments in this building. After classes end at 4 or 5 p.m., this building, except for Professor Mikhail and his wife and me, along with the babushka “guards” at the front door (absorbed with their TV programs and occasional visiting friends ) is, I believe, totally empty – which also means totally quiet except for the auto traffic in the street. Last night, at about page 5 of Absurdistan , I had to hold my hand over my mouth to stanch the noise, I was laughing so hard. The tears made it hard to keep reading. It’s that hysterical. Again, I have no clue what planet this guy Shteyngart is from. I e-mailed Louis in Oberlin to ask, “What’s in that Oberlin water, anyway?” You see, Shteyngart is an Oberlin grad - an “Obie.” (Did we send Louis to the wrong college, or what ?) So is Ed Helms, the absolutely insane, inane Andy on one of my favorite TV shows, “The Office [the American one – the British one is equally insane]” (Louis said Helms spoke at Oberlin last year. Maybe I should have alerted the local mental health authorities). So Oberlin has produced Shteyngart, Helms…and my son, who’s living there now ( which is making me wonder, again: What’s in that Oberlin water, and what can I expect? I have a personal interest in the answer to that question).
2.      The sexual stuff is graphic (and hilarious), so if that kind of thing bothers you – read it, anyway. Get over it, get used to it. This guy spares nothing, leaves nothing to the imagination – and that’s part of why it’s so funny. Read it.

I’m usually into oh-so-serious books with vast panoramas of tragedy and the human struggle, often with huge historical backdrops, the pathos of the human condition, great philosophical ideas – violins playing in the background and ballerinas flying around (sounds very Russian, doesn’t it?). I love a good, hard, miserable cry about someone else’s misery (not mine – the sadistic side of any sado-masochistic tendencies on my part, I guess). I mean, if you were to ask me my favorite book of all time and if I were to be totally candid (which I’m usually not, not wanting the entire world to know exactly who I am), I’d have to tell you it’s Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. If you’ve read that book, then you’ll know exactly what my neuroses are and, if I were in psychotherapy (which I’m not and never have been), what I’d be talking about! (I know, I know – I just blew my cover.)
Oddly, too, the book I usually do confess to as my favorite is Solzhenitsyn’s tripartite Gulag volumes, which might indicate a whole ‘nother level of needed psychotherapy because what I like best about his writing is the ironic, witty tone he uses in treating one of the most serious subjects in the world. While most people have never waded through his Gulag magnum opus once, I started my second reading before I left for Russia (but decided not to carry those 3 heavy books with me ). Having read his work many years ago, I acknowledge that he plays a huge part in the motivations bringing me here; and, if you’ve never read his work, you may never really understand why I’m here. And it’s not just his subject, but his tone, his writing style that captivates me with his unique brand of irony. He can talk about the most miserable Gulag experience and interject the most non-funny, but almost amused tone – you just gotta read it. I think this is it: His rage is expressed through a kind of ironic disbelief. By Jove, I think I just hit on it! That’s it – rage through a disbelief that borders on amusement at the horror of it all. (Better quit while I’m ahead. Oh, why didn’t I stay in literature rather than go to law school? I’m a born literary critic.)
Back to Absurdistan.

From Russia with love,
Karen

Oct. 28 (Thursday)…winter visits Murom…my most magical moment…the women…gifts…talkin’ trash… initiation party…my motto…calorie alert! 
So much has happened in the past few days, I cannot keep up with writing about it all, so this entry will summarize it. Maybe someday I can write it more completely and eloquently, but events and thoughts and feelings here are taking me by storm, coming at me so fast, I can’t keep up with them.
First, winter just paid a visit! We started out the day with rain (like yesterday), but still rather balmy (to me). I still feel sweaty when I get to our class building ( from which I rarely emerge during the day unless Natasha, Elena, and I have time to walk over to that great factory workers’ canteen for lunch). Anyway, when I left this evening, about twilight, I was hit in the face with a cold wind, several notches down on the Celsius scale (probably about 2 or 3 degrees, about 36-37F , not considering the windchill factor, I’d guess – damn, I’m getting good at this Celsius stuff! If could only conquer ruble amounts by guessing dollar equivalents as quickly!). Actually, it felt pretty good as I walked home after stopping at the grocery to replenish my bottled water supply. It was the first time I had walked home in the dark (it was dark when I left the grocery), and I was delighted to realize that there are streetlights all the way home! Unless I’m in fear of ice (not yet), I can walk home in the dark easily and safely!
My most magical moment - Almost-spooky things keep happening here. Maybe I’m becoming a believer in the supernatural. Yesterday, in one of our classes, a student, Lisya, asked me out of the blue to recite my favorite poem. I was taken aback and wondered, “Can I remember it now?” I knew what it was, but I had not recited it in years. It’s Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” I hesitated, feeling I had to “put on” a mood, a face; sort of like I’ve seen actors do when they prepare to assume a new character. I had to look down at the table and concentrate intensely; and I honestly had to put my entire being by those woods on that evening as I recited this, so I think I actually achieved some dramatic effect:
Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening
Whose woods these are, I think I know.
His house is in the village, though.
He will not see me stopping here 
To watch his woods fill up with snow.
 
My little horse must think it queer 
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.
 
He gives his harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound’s the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.
 
The woods are lovely, dark, and deep;
But I have promises to keep
And miles to go before I sleep
And miles to go before I sleep.
--Robert Frost
I cannot adequately explain the feeling that poem gives me, the role it has played in my life. And here I am in the land of Pushkin , where poetry is so ingrained in the psyches of these deeply spiritual and artistic people. I felt very happy, honored, and, yes, proud, to recite a poem by the man I believe to be America’s finest poet.  
I first read this poem in our little, very old junior high school library in St. Albans, West Virginia, back in the very early 1960s (or perhaps last year of the 1950s). I was mesmerized by this man Frost, of whom I’d never heard before. Just happened to pull his book off the shelf one cloudy fall afternoon. I memorized “Stopping by the Woods…” right away, sensing that it would have a profound influence on my life; and the next memory imprinted on my mind about this poem is sitting in the back yard of my piano teacher’s house – Mrs. O’Dell’s house up on “O’Dell’s hill.” I was sitting on a tree stump after my piano lesson one chilly fall evening at twilight and looking off into the woods. (No, it wasn’t snowy that day, but I pretended it was.) And I thought about how far I might go in life – that young, tall, and awkward “bookworm” girl with the “crooked eyes” (took 2 surgeries to fix them!) and eyeglasses (since age 2!) , about as awkard as a young girl can be! I sat there and dreamed dreams and recited my poem and knew I’d carry it with me my entire life. 
And that day that young girl promised herself, “You’ll always have miles to go before you sleep.”
Today, I feel so much closer to the end of all those miles and to that sleep – no, I’m not being maudlin here, just realistic. I hope I’m around another 20 or so years; but, hey, if I’m not, I can’t complain: I’ve had the best life anyone could have. No, it’s not been perhaps what I might have predicted. It’s been full of the regular disappointments, the twists and turns that life gives you and that you decide to take. But I am so much more fortunate than most of the people on this planet.
And, after all, I’ve been to Russia – it doesn’t get any better than this! That’s my gift to you, Russia , if you get my drift. I think I’m telling my Russian friends here: Hey, you’re a huge part of my dream, of those “miles to go before I sleep.”
But hold the phone! Don’t go away…there’s more to this story.
I finished reciting my poem in the class, then explained my love for all things autumnal and wintry and snowy and frosty (as in “Frost”), summarized the meaning of that poem, and then described to (not reciting) the class my other favorite poem by Frost, “Birches.” (Remember: Russia is full of white birches, everywhere, so they got it .) Then the teacher said the lovely young lady who’d asked me about my favorite poem had written a poem for me that she wanted to recite, but that it would be in Russian. Would that be OK? Of course! My response was that a poem is like a song – you don’t have to know the literal words to catch the feeling, the rhythm. 
So Lisya recited her poem. 
Her recitation was quietly dramatic, with her voice falling an rising beautifully. It was rhythmical. It was touching. It was loving. It was beautiful beyond belief.
It required no translation.
I felt the tears filling my eyes.
But – beyond that – she then told me what it was about - that it was about quiet and snow and birches and frost and leaves and the cool air…all the things I had just recited or talked about. It “just happened to be.”
Now, folks, I don’t know if you’re getting the drama of that moment. A silence fell on the room. 
That this young Russian woman would have written a poem – for me – that so closely approximated both my favorite poems, both by Robert Frost, created a moment that I have never experienced before and that I most likely will never experience again. I can see her face, I can hear her voice. And I can hear the music of the Russian words she spoke. I will never forget.
I asked Lisya to send me the words in Russian, translate it if she can; or, if not, I’ll get it translated. In return, I promised Lisya that, when I’m back in the States, my first trip will be to the Chester County Book & Music Company to buy her a copy of Robert Frost’s poems, which I will send to her teacher to give to her.
Something magical happened in that classroom. I have had many magical moments here, but I doubt that anything more magical will ever happen to me again.
Lisya’s recitation of her poem now takes its place beside those moments on O’Dell’s Hill years ago in the twilight and cool of the fall evening.
…
Now, let me summarize a few other things so I won’t forget them – feelings, impressions, events are just coming at me too fast to give them all justice, so I won’t even try:
“The Women” - First, it just hit me this evening, as I walked out with Elena and after attending umpteen classes over the past two weeks, that “our” (notice how I feel like a member ) department is all women. The reason I’m saying this at this point is that I’ve now gone to enough classes, with several teachers, to say how much I love each and every one of them, how much I admire them for what they do, how much I respect them, how loving they are to me. At first, they were all faces and names I often couldn’t (and still can’t ) remember – but now each one is a real person to me. Each one has done something special for me or said something comforting or loving to me, brought me gifts, smiled with all sincerity, sat with me in their classes. There’s something so special about this entire group of women. Maybe someday I can write about this more completely; but, for now, I will just say they are the best group I think anyone could ever know. I also have a very strong sense of how hard these women work; how devoted they are to their students; what devoted daughters, sisters, and mothers some of them are, too. There’s no more committed, hard-working, or intelligent group anywhere.
The gifts that keep on giving – How can I ever adequately thank all these people for all their loving gifts? I can’t. But I’ll try. In the past 48 or so hours, here are the gifts I’ve received:
·        I already wrote about the watercolor painting of Murom’s namesake from one student. Well, now I have another painting from another student. July (form of Julia ?) said, at the end of class, on behalf of the class, “We know you like autumn leaves, so I painted this picture for you.” It’s – you guessed it – a montage of yellow, orange, and red autumn leaves on a brown background. I’m not sure how she knew of this love of mine – but she found out. So now, as Natasha said today, “You’ll have a whole wall of Murom paintings, Karen!” 
·        A Life Sciences student from a nearby town that produces bottled water and other drinks gave me a can of her town’s sweet drink and a beautifully designed bottle of spring water. Now, this gift takes on meaning for two reasons: I had just the previous day been looking for a small bottle to carry around with my water (of which I need to drink more for health reasons) but hadn’t found one at the grocery. Secondly, this morning I felt a little sick (hot after my brisk walk to school, before the later wintry wind, and too much heat makes me nauseous), so I pulled out that bottle. It turned out to be sparkling water. Bottled water in Russia can be either “still” or “sparkling.” Well, sparkling water can cure my nausea in a jiffy. Another miracle. I was immediately fine and thankful no one had to call an ambulance (should I faint).
·        Remember those great canned vegetables I had for lunch on both Saturday and Sunday last weekend?  After I told Marina how much I loved them, low and behold, today she comes in with a large jar of pickles she’s made – “But don’t eat them yet! We Russians eat them with potatoes, and I’ll bring the potatoes tomorrow, so wait!” That’s this weekend’s lunches!
·        Remember when I wrote about telling a class of my love for the Russian rock band, Kino, and their legendary (deceased) leader, Viktor Tsoi…and a student told me he’s in a rock group that plays Kino and is led by an Orthodox priest over at Murom ’s monastery? He told me he’d bring me all of their songs. I thought he was copying some on a disk or something, downloading from the ‘net. He shows up this afternoon with a commercially made CD with all of Kino’s music on it! I hope I didn’t commit a faux pas by asking, sheepishly, “Can’t I pay you for this?” I mean, he’s a student, after all, and those things cost a lot. I felt so overwhelmed that he would just hand me this precious CD. He, of course, said, “No,” and I, of course, felt eternally grateful.
·        Another “gift” was three young ladies who asked if they could sing a song in English for me and wanted to know if they “got it right.” They were to sing at the initiation party last night (see below ). They got up in front of the class and sang a beautiful love song in English, with perfect harmony. I didn’t need to correct a thing. It was another gift.
·        I already wrote about 7-year-old Nastya, who charmed me with her English (colors, etc.). Well, yesterday I was charmed with two more visits from elementary-aged children who wanted to try out their English on me (think I’m the first native speaker they’ve met ). One was this delightful little girl, probably about 7 or so, whose name I never did catch, who took me by surprise, all of sudden coming in when I was on the computer and started telling me, in front of her very proud mother, all her English words. She smiled and held her head oh-so-high the entire time and was so obviously proud. I can still see that smile and her sparkling eyes. Then, later, 10-year-old Sasha, in what was probably a school uniform, came in – what a delight! (Now, if you ever meet a “Sasha,” be aware that it’s short for “Aleksander.” I’ve met many Sashas here. ) This Sasha was so bright and entertained me for about 15 minutes with his excellent English, including a lovely song he sang for me. Sasha goes to the monastery school (which I’d love to visit, been to the monastery, but not the school). I expect more of these visits. The children come in to Institute English classes after their school day in two (I think it’s only two) groups, an older and a younger one. I’m happy to be that American lady they can try their English on!
Talkin’ trash – This is another kind of “gift.” Remember my writing about my littlest babushka building “guard” insisting on leading me to the dumpster out in back of my building last weekend – and my wondering how on earth she knew I had a bag of trash in my lovely cloth carry-all bag?? Well, the story goes on. The other morning, when it was raining pretty hard, one of the other babushkas actually trekked over to our classroom building (about a 12-13 minute walk ) in the cold rain to ask our department head why I hadn’t inquired about the trash. Seems she was wondering if my apartment were filling with trash (I actually create very little, could safely put it out every 2 weeks, really ), and she wanted to make sure I know where to put it! She walked all the way over there in the pouring rain just to check on that! But there’s more: When told that perhaps I hadn’t asked because I don’t speak Russian, she responded, “But she speaks Russian to us! Yes, she can!” Wow! I was so happy that someone could actually mistake me for a speaker of Russian! Yes-s-s-s-s-s!! About all I’ve said to the babushkas is things like (won’t reproduce the Russian here ) “Good day,” “Thanks,” “Excuse me,” “See you later,” etc. Standard Russian phrases most people know. Then I nod my head a lot and try to make them feel comfortable, often petting Vasya, the building’s cat (of about 8 or 9 years, I’m told, and who always watches TV with them in their cozy little room) , without knowing much of anything about what they’re saying. In other words, I FAKE IT because I feel so guilty that I can’t say more. But I evidently faked it well!
Event of the week – the initiation party – It’s hard to write about this subject because it was another of so many overwhelmingly memorable events. I won’t even try to describe last night’s “initiation party” for first-year students in detail. Suffice it to say, we all gathered in the school’s auditorium at 5 p.m. and were treated to some of the best dancing and singing you’ll see anywhere. And remember that Michael Jackson “Thriller” practice I saw in the hallway one evening last week? That number was the climax of the event! I asked Natasha, “Where on earth does all this talent come from?” Apparently, many of these students study dance and music for many years; and the performances appear so effortless and confident. I mean, the dancing was superb, the singing flawless. They did number after number in their annual celebration that welcomes the first-year students and makes them “officially” members of the community. It was all professionally done, evidenced long, hard hours of practice, was colorful, funny, inspiring…all the above. What a show!
My motto – In class yesterday, one of my students (notice how I’m saying/thinking “my” now?) asked me, for the first time, “What’s your motto?” Hmmmm…. I’ve never been asked, but it didn’t take long to respond because I think I knew what it is, or what it’s become in the past few years:
Don’t worry about what hasn’t happened.
I try to tell myself that every time a worry tries to creep into my head, every time I feel anxious about something. As I explained, we can’t predict the future. We know only one thing – we won’t live forever, we will all die. And what one thinks happens then varies, depending on one’s beliefs. But, I continued – and I really hope some of these young people can adopt this motto a lot earlier than I did! – why worry and feel bad about something you can’t be sure about, about something that might happen, or might not ? I explained further: We have only this minute and the past, the latter of which is already gone. I have spent too much of my life worrying about what “might” happen. The students laughed at my examples of worries that didn’t happen: Planes falling out of the sky. Getting lost in Moscow. Missing the Murom train stop (they loved that one). Getting lost in Murom. None of which has happened or is likely to ever happen.
Then, like magic, one of you (hint: same first name as mine), sent me the following this morning, which I told the sender I think I’ll steal as a more complete statement of my motto:
Five rules for happiness: 
1. Free your heart from hatred 
2. Free your mind from worries 
3. Live simply 
4. Give more 
5. Expect less
Calorie alert! – Having stated that motto, I won’t say I “worry” any more about weight, but I do want to be prudent. (Finessed that one, didn’t I?) Actually, thinking in the present, I don’t feel physically or mentally good when my girth is growing. I’m trying to cut down on the consumption a little (after all, a tight waistline isn’t comfortable – I’m not there yet but will be if I keep up too much “eating Russian” ), as well as drink a lot more water, which I also need; so I’m making a very conscious effort to cool it a little. I mean, yesterday’s office birthday cake was to-die-for; and that little ginger-y thing Elena handed me this afternoon before our “law seminar” was just too good for words. 
Well, don’t expect me to cool it too much, but I’ll cut back just a wee bit. However, I won’t worry about it. Maybe I’ll just walk more! In Moscow I didn’t feel this waddly because it seemed like I walked about hundred miles every day. Here, once I get over to our class building, I don’t go out, though, and sit too much, so it’s probably incumbent on me now to get up and walk a bit more. 
And, hey, the Italians and Spanish and…yes, the French, too…have nothing on the Russians when it comes to food. Take it from me.
Now back to the crazy world of Absurdistan!
From Russia with love,
Karen
Oct. 29 (Friday)…second week ending…classes…learning…more food!...50th anniversary…the militia is coming!
My second week is ending here in Murom, and I must apply my life’s motto every day so as not to think about leaving here. It’s too sad to think about leaving, so I try not to engage in a “countdown.”
Today’s a very easy day because I have only one class at 12:30. I’m joining Elena and Natasha for lunch before class and will use the Internet either before lunch or after class…but I’m in no hurry. Ready for that second cup of coffee. I buy a muffin every day in the cafeteria to take home for my breakfast and just had that delicious introduction to my day. Just snapped some photos of this apartment and of my view out the windows, been planning to do that. All’s well.
Maybe winter didn’t just visit yesterday. I noticed my windows were a lot colder last night and detected just the hint of a tiny bit of cold air penetrating the double-hung windows that do provide great insulation. So I’ll probably put on more clothes when I go out. But my apartment’s very cozy, it’s a nice wintry and cloudy atmosphere outside, and I’m in no hurry.
This evening, Natasha and I were to attend a classical music concert at the Palace of Culture downtown, but she told me yesterday that she received a call that her old school’s 50th anniversary celebration (being held tonight ) planners want her to be there, and would I want to go? Of course! I can go to a concert any time, but to attend Natasha’s school celebration with her is a great honor for me. I just hope I don’t absorb too much of her time with old friends with translation for my benefit, so I’ll try to hang back and not require too much of that, just taking it all in. 
Then, Saturday, Elena is making sure I can use the office Internet – she says some people will be working, actually teaching there anyway, so, she assured me, it’s not an inconvenience for her or them. So I’ll trot over there at noon Saturday – but the rest of the weekend will be R&R. (And great books, finishing Absurdistan, then getting a running start on Quietly Flows the Don) . If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll see a few flakes and some real winter while I’m tucked into my cozy stuffed brown chair this weekend in my fuzzy pink bathrobe! (On second thought, maybe I should be careful what I wish for?)
About classes: The schedule varies from week to week. Each group of students has only one English class a week because these classes are voluntary, and I have had 2-4 classes each day so far. Yesterdday, we also started a regular Thursday 4-6 p.m. “law seminar.” Elena said it was quite successful. First, a student summarized legal education in Russia. Then we spent the rest of class period with my description of U.S. legal education, which prompted the question, “Why would anyone want to do all that?” It’s tougher in the U.S. They also couldn’t understand how anyone could get a legal education and work so hard in, say, a firm and have any life outside law – which led to some discussion about how I was in the first group of women law students and how traditionally the “learned professions” were males with women taking care of the hearth and children. It also prompted some discussion of how, in the U.S., these professions are ladder-climbing devices (and routes to political careers, too ) – a way that enterprising folks from lower on the “class” scale can climb into the middle and even “upper” economic and social echelons. I think they liked all this socioeconomic insight and appeared totally engaged. 
One huge difference here (from the U.S. ) is that Russia is really encouraging young folks to become lawyers – they are much needed here for their country’s establishment of its “new order,” both economically and politically. So these young students have some potentially exciting careers ahead of them. Everything I read about both President Medvedev and Prime Minister Putin indicates that they are both very future-oriented and are pushing full-force toward bringing post-Soviet Russia into an entirely new age. Russia faces many complexities and difficulties that we Americans are hard put to understand; but I sense much excitement in Russian youth.
Next week, I’ll go over the court systems in the U.S.; and the students appear very eager to learn about that subject, too. I absolutely love doing this, folks – this is what I was meant to do - if I can only figure out a way to do it from now on. I’ve learned a lot in my 36 years as a “member of the bar,” and I want only to let that knowledge benefit young people whose careers are ahead of them.
By the way, I recommended some American films they might want to watch – tell me if any of you have more suggestions: the new one out with Hillary Swank, “Conviction”; “Erin Brockovich”; “Philadelphia.” There are many more, I’m sure. I actually liked the recent Russian film, “12” more than the original American film, “12 Angry Men,” so recommend their own Russian version, which is very well done and more current. I welcome suggestions and will give Elena a list – and she wants them to see all these films in English, not Russian.
Between classes, I have reviewed Elena’s drafted course guide – a book using all-legal language and concepts for teaching law students English (a really smart group, by the way ). She’s also translating the Institute’s website and asking me questions about that, and I’ll go over the draft when she’s finished. I know from trolling the Internet for all kinds of Russian information that website translations vary from Google automated jobs (the worst!) to fairly good translations, but usually with some outright bloopers and minor incorrect nuances here and there. The Googled ones can be funny because they often get genders and other such things really mixed up. You’ll be reading about someone’s grandmother and what “he” did, for example. Many mistakes on more sophisticated translations are simply wrong synonym choices that might be reasonable guesses but sound odd to a native speaker.
Speaking of classes, translations, and the like, my CELTA training is of little value here because the teachers here don’t use the same methods. By the time they get these students, most of them have had public/private school English training (same for German in that track) to some degree. Perhaps teachers at those levels used CELTA-type methods, but I don’t know. 
But here we are in Murom – it’s not Moscow, with CELTA’s adult and younger students coming in the evening and paying tuition for 5 nights a week of intense training. Again, we have each class only once a week, and these students are working hard on their major areas of study. 
Something very interesting to me: During Soviet times, no foreigners – zero - could ever visit Murom (and many other places here ) because of its military-oriented industrial economy. So, folks, until the fall of the Soviet Union almost 20 years ago, this town was extremely isolated. I have to hand it to these teachers, who have been teaching languages (English and German) for so many years, until recently with no opportunity to interact with native speakers at all. I am fascinated by the effects such isolation must have had on the culture here. My own home in West Virginia was pretty isolated, too – but not quite as much, and we had more media access. At least foreign visitors were allowed (though not many came!). We were still, by geography, economics, and culture, quite isolated  - just not to the extent of Murom’s isolation.
However, I’m not a “rare American” here. Thanks to Prof. Ron Pope of Illinois and his American Home cultural center in nearby Vladimir, my Murom friends have seen a parade of Americans coming through – Fulbright scholars and Peace Corps volunteers, spring break student visitors, missionaries, and the like. So I’m not the first, won’t be the last. 
As Tatiana at BKC-IH in Moscow said to me my first day in Russia, “We know a lot more about you than you know about us.” That statement has helped me to focus on my personal goal here: Not so much to teach Russians about us as to learn about them. I may be teaching, but I keep in mind that I must focus on learning. That’s also why I take the time to write so much about all my experiences (and, trust me, I’m writing about only the tip of the iceberg – there’s so much more).
…
[Friday afternoon.] I guess I expected I’d just go in this Friday afternoon, have lunch, go to class, then wait for Natasha to go to her reunion party at 5 p.m. – wrong! 
I walked quietly and routinely to my 12:30 p.m. class and opened the door, only to be met in “surprise-party” mode by a room full of broadly smiling Friday-party faces, cameras flashing, and a student dressed in full traditional garb holding forth to me a huge (I mean HUGE - Misha Borisovich Vainberg [Absurdistan] you’d love this!) bready-cake-y concoction with the most elaborate flowers and other swirly things on top, all molded out of the bread dough (like, how do they do that??), with silver sparkles (salt? sugar?) studding the swirly flowers and things, measuring at least a foot in diameter and weighing in at maybe 5 pounds (325-pound Misha, where are you?). The young lady in the gorgeous folk dress (with headdress with beads hanging down ) was all smiles, as were the other students in the room. She presented the bread/cake to me, described the local tradition of bread-making, then later described her dress and headdress, both of which had bright flowers appliquéd all over, with a bright stripe down the middle of the front and a stripe around her ankle-length skirt, both representing protection for the wearer. 
Well, you just have to see the pictures – of both the young lady and the bread/cake. (I keep saying bread/cake because they told me it’s sweet, even though it looks like a huge yeast bread.)
After her description of the traditions, both with regard to the baking and the dress/headdress, we went around the room in the usual way with many, many questions from the students. Then, a session of photo-snapping in groups. What a great way to end Friday at school! It was a truly joyous afternoon.
Then Natasha insisted that I had too much to carry home (or to her party later), so she drafted a group of 4 students, 3 girls (2 Lenas, can’t recall the other name) and 1 guy (Sasha ), who helped me carry my bounty over to my apartment so I could stash all my stuff. By the way, by that time, I not only had the bread/cake to carry – but earlier the staff had brought me another jar of canned food, a container of a rice/meat mixture, and a bag of potatoes to go with that jar of pickles from yesterday, so I had quite a heavy load. I’m waiting now for Natasha to call me after her class, so we can meet half-way between here and the classroom building (Building #1) and catch a bus to her reunion party at 5. 
My Moscow roommate, Natalie, may visit next weekend – Natalie, please come and help me eat all this! Mayday! Mayday! If you don’t come, I think that bread/cake may go to the babushkas downstairs! It’s in my freezer now. I snapped some photos of it – to my readers, I will at some point organize my photos and send them out to everyone (sparingly, just to show you that this is all for real).
Oh, and that winter-visit notion I had yesterday afternoon? Not really. It’s a bit colder (hovering around 32F ); but the sun came out in full force, with no wind, this afternoon, which made my walk over here with the students a bracing delight. The sun felt so good, in tandem with the invigorating cool air, and the students walking over with me were so cheerful and energetic on this Friday afternoon. I think that yesterday it was just the wind-chill factor and cloudiness that made it feel more wintry. I checked the forecast online, and it’s generally for temperatures around freezing in the foreseeable future, but no snow predicted (yet). Now the puddles and mud are, for the most part, frozen (which I welcome ), making for a much easier walk to and from school. And the potential slip-and-fall, ice-layered splotches on the concrete left over from the rain, have, for the most part, evaporated in this afternoon’s sunlight. So we’re good.
But, drat! I’ve gotta see snow here before I go. It just won’t be Russia without snow! (Again, Karen, be careful what you wish for!)
Oh, and next weekend is a 4-day holiday weekend, so my class schedule is only for M-W this-coming week. Guess I’ll just have to eat all holiday weekend! (Not!)
…Reality will come. I said at the beginning of this diary entry that I’m trying not to think about leaving. Too painful. But I am thinking of ways to get back here. I must return. I simply must. 
The American Home’s founder, mentor, father, benefactor, inspiration, Prof. Ron Pope, e-mailed me other day asking if I can come back for 3 months (visa period ) in the spring. Probably not, sadly, for financial reasons. For many reasons that will expire soon, I was able to swing this trip financially – in fact, I had to do it now or never for some very complicated reasons. However, I can’t support another three months on my own. Ron’s reason for writing this week was that, if I were to return next spring, I’d better start the visa application process, like now. When I related the financial difficulty, he responded that it’s too late to apply for grant funding for next spring – maybe for next year. So I’m going to be working on that. If anyone out there can suggest possible grant sources, please let me know – this diary goes to some very diverse people who are connected to all kinds of endeavors, and maybe some of you will have ideas.
I wasn’t sure when I came here (meaning Russia generally) if I’d even like it (thought I would, but not sure, of course) , if I’d feel I have something contribute to this country, if I’d adjust. Well, I’ve loved it here, I do feel I have a lot to contribute, and I’ve adjusted very well. I feel at home here. Plus, the more I learn, the more I want to learn, know, understand. And these are my friends, every bit as much as you all are. I wish I could bring you all together – and maybe this diary does that!
What’s that motto? Don’t worry about what hasn’t happened. Guess what, folks? I’m coming back – I just know it. I’ll find a way!
…
Evening. Natasha’s school’s 50th anniversary was a great experience for me this evening. You see, school children here (at least here in Murom) attend the same school for all grades – up until what we would call high school graduation. So her school experience before (what we would call “college” ) took place in one lovely old building downtown, near her home, which is a village-type part of town. The school was opened (1960) just a few years before she started there, so she was in one of its first graduating classes. 
As reported earlier, I came home first with my huge bread/cake and other canned foods and my student “delegation” that paraded over here with me. Then later Natasha called me, and we walked toward each other and met to catch a bus downtown. We got out at a stop that allowed her to show me a very large and beautiful downtown park that, as school children, she and everyone else has worked on by planting trees – she showed me trees she, as a child, helped plant that are now graceful, mature, and very tall. 
“Life is old there, older than the trees…” “Country Roads, Take Me Home,” by John Denver
Funny how snippets of songs keep coming into my mind here.
Murom is my home town, St. Albans, West Virginia. It is small-town America every bit as much as it is small-town Russia. Natasha’s school is a large, rather ornately decorated (by modern standards) building, comfortable and warm, taking me back to my own youth. It looks most like my old St. Albans Junior High School, not my “modernistic” (50s-style) ugly old high school building (that I understand has been born down recently to make way for probably an even uglier modernistic building). Last time I visited my beloved old junior high school building (about 8 years ago ), I looked in the front door to see all kinds of old refuse and furniture piled up – think it was closed years ago, but the building still was standing and looking very, very sad and lonely. I loved that school, but my younger brother and sister were already attending, or about to attend, a “new junior high school,” another taxpayer-financed, ugly “new” building. 
Anyway, we were first met at the anniversary celebration by lots of smiling young faces (today’s students ) in military garb. Evidently, some of them train early for the “militia,” which is what they call their police here; and it’s a track of study in high school. 
By the by, the word, “militia ” really threw me when I first heard it. I also heard there were some strict rules here, like don’t jaywalk! My fear was being picked up by “the militia” and interrogated and thrown in the pokey, then even deported , for jaywalking – which turned out to be a ridiculous fear because I see people crossing streets every which way. Anyway, I read on the Internet (and it must be true if it’s on the Internet, right?) that the Soviets decided to call their local police “militia” because they believed that “police” was an evil western term. The Russians today probably are not aware of what “militia” means in the U.S. – its meaning can range from righteous groups of civilians reacting to real catastrophes or protecting civil rights in (arguably) legitimate ways to a very negative connotation of right-wing extremists ready to bomb everyone else to kingdom come and trying to take over our country – the latter is, unfortunately, the connotation many Americans (including me) have of “the militia” – so my Russian friends might find my own reaction to that word interesting – it can strike fear in our hearts. Anyway, I’ve adapted: “The militia” here are simply the local police/cops/”fuzz.” I don’t quake and grasp my passport to my heart any more, which is usually at traffic accidents and such.
Anyway, so all these smiling young folks looking very nice in their military garb met us, welcomed us, and looked totally cute, to be honest. We went into a large auditorium bedecked with lots of red-white-and-blue (don’t Russians know those are our colors? Just kidding!) and gold and white balloons everywhere, with a big, shiny, red, sparkly “50” as background on the stage. Then, I won’t detail the festivities – for maybe 2-3 hours, many lovely awards and speeches and memories and speeches and songs and speeches and dances and speeches and other performances and speeches…. Natasha told me what some of the speeches were, but she couldn’t translate everything. Now, one of my own “inconveniences” is that, after about 90 minutes (like clockwork) in a hard seat, I get a throbbing pain in my left (only) buttock (not sure why ). A short walk can make it stop, but it’s not always polite to get up and take a short walk. That’s been going for about 8 or 9 months now. So I squirm. I keep shifting weight, and I do start counting…the speeches. “OK, looks like the last one….wrong!...maybe this one….wrong!”   Russian friends: You are just like Americans in this way – we have the same kinds of ceremonies and the same kinds of speeches….that go on…and on….and on. At least Russians break them up with some dynamite musical and dancing performances! 
But I wouldn’t have missed this for the world, Natasha !! It was beautiful. But, when my students ask about similarities between Russians and Americans, I will forever think of this one: Everyone has a speech to make! 
Natasha was given a certificate as part of one of the earliest classes, and she looked so beautiful in her red suit going up on the stage, all dimpled smiles (took some photos of her with her certificate and with her old teacher). I wouldn’t have missed that for the world, Natasha!
Here’s what I was thinking about as I watched this event: Before coming to Russia, several people had told me (and I’d read) that “Russians are very conservative.” I wish the right-wing loud mouths in our country (who still think the Soviet Union/”evil empire” exists and ignore the past 20 years of Russian history) could understand this, but they don’t. Because it’s true: Russians are conservative. Very. 
And, if you were to plop down any American conservative from anywhere in the good old U.S. of A. right here in a small Russian town or city, erasing the language barrier, he/she’d feel right at home and would probably return to the U.S. exclaiming, “Why can’t we be like them ?”. The anniversary was typical of small-town, family-values, good ol’ American apple pie traditions. Now, last night’s celebration was not imbued with religiosity – but the Institute’s first-year initiation party the other night even had an Orthodox priest blessing the event (something you don’t even see in American schools any more ). Heck, America! Stop bringing over those legions of often centrist-to-left-wing student spring breakers and Fulbrighters and Peace Corp volunteers, and send some of our small-town mayors and high school principals and Republican politicians over here for a month or two!  Some of our right-wing Americans should come over here! That would totally end any American notions about this evil empire. 
For what I saw last night was an American conservative’s dream (in a good way, folks, I’m not being negative here – I find this delightful ): People who have not torn down their beautiful old school building, a place where kids spend all their formative years under the tutelage of nurturing (mostly maternal) teachers who stay there forever and devote their lives to the children. Kids who all stand up in a (college!) classroom when a teacher enters, giving a greeting in unison (as they do every time I enter a classroom here ), kids who are shy and humble when they speak in class, kids who are respectful of authority, kids who grow into adults who get up and give older people (like me) seats on buses and subways, kids who sing and dance on every occasion, professional-style, often doing great ballroom dancing performances (some of last night’s performances would qualify for “Dancing with the Stars” ). Kids who can recite Pushkin poetry and sing traditional songs at the drop of a hat and can tell you the history of their traditions, complete with dates and names. And, yes, even many (not all, same as U.S. ) kids who, in what Americans believe as a “Godless society,” are deeply religious, often at a much more sincere level than many Americans I’ve known.
I welcome your comments about any of this – I have not yet solicited the comments of my readers (both Russian and American); but when I start making very intuitive, unresearched cultural comments, I do welcome your own insights. 
Anyway, when Natasha and I left this wonderful evening ( despite the aching left buttock – and remember, all those speeches were in RUSSIAN, so forgive me, Russian friends, for commenting about that -  I’d make the same comment for any similar American celebration’s numerous speeches)…be careful what you wish for, Karen:
***IT WAS SNOWING***
The night had a magical white glow of new-fallen snow…and kind of big, wet flakes were pelting us as we left the school. We walked a few blocks, taking care not to slip, dodging puddles and icy areas. I probably could have taken a bus – I didn’t know it, but the a bus route from where we were would have taken me out my well-known Kulikova Street straight to my door. But I didn’t know that then because we’d taken a more meandering bus route over from a different stop to get to the school. I was apprehensive that I’d get off at a wrong stop and get lost in the dark snowy night, so I decided I’d rather take a taxi (Natasha was within walking distance of her home ). Now, that was a really good choice. You see, a bus costs 10 rubles (about 30 cents), and a taxi costs only 70 rubles (only about $3 or under) to go just about anywhere. I was home in a jiffy.and safe and warm – and happy. Oh, and I got to see those plastic palm trees by the mini-mall on Kulikova, just as Natasha told me, all lit up at night with blinking orange-y lights – blazing palm trees in the middle of Russia! Who’da thunk it?
It’s really, really hard to tackle cultural differences, particularly with really off-the-cuff, non-scientific observations. 
I lay myself open to all kinds of criticism. 
But, hey, what-the-heck. 
This is what I’m here for, at least partially. Tomorrow, I’ve decided, I will tackle another Russian cultural phenomenon:
“All Russian women are born wearing high heels.”
And, to a much lesser extent, one American phenomenon:
American men seeking Russian women.
 Stay tuned for the next episode….
From Russia with love,
Karen
Oct. 30 (Saturday)…”All Russian women are born wearing high heels”…American Men Seeking Russian Women…lost on the #6 bus!
It’s Saturday, and my only two obligations are these:
1.      To go over to the office to check my e-mails (someone will have a key for me to use) and to take my sheets over for Elena to wash, which humbles me to no end. I mean, Elena, believe me, no one in my life has ever done my laundry (since my mother when I was small), I started doing my own laundry when I was knee-high to a grasshopper, so I feel so sheepish about your doing that  - you ABSOLUTE ANGEL. You’re the head of a whole college academic department, a college professor, an author, the consummate professional woman – and you’re washing my sheets? I mean, this is “above and beyond the call of duty,” I’d say. (Is this in your job description? Shouldn’t they pay you more for this? ) I hope the Institute administration realizes the kinds of things their staff must do when visitors like me arrive – from sheet-washing to apartment-cleaning and stocking, to providing food. Of course, I don’t have any way to do wash sheets here (except maybe in the bathtub, which is what I’d figured I’d do), so I’ll bring them over - at your insistence. Folks, this IS the Russian people, totally unselfish, will do anything for you. While I’m on this subject, however, let me add something here about how hard my Russian friends work to accommodate American (or other, I’m sure ) visitors. Every time visitors come, their Russian hosts must work double-time to accommodate them – finding lodging, thinking of every detail connected with their visit, conducting tours, assuring their visitors’ comfort, rearranging their own schedules, often devoting precious otherwise-“downtime” hours that we all want after hard days and weeks at our jobs. Hosting is hard work, and work that good people like Elena and Natasha spend untold hours doing out of the goodness of their hearts – they leave no detail unplanned. When I was a kid in West Virginia, we had maybe one exchange student per year in our town – I remember Yoshi from Japan one year, Jan from Sweden another year. So, at most, we had one foreign visitor per year (if that) – and it took a huge amount of time planning for that one visitor. Arranging for not only individuals, but groups visiting, is another tremendous undertaking for our Russian hosts. Oftentimes, they must find “host housing” in local families – which spreads the work to many more people. It’s nice to have company, but it’s often difficult to host people from other countries. I hosted a South American visitor one summer at my home in West Chester , and she was delightful; but it’s not something I volunteered to do again because it’s a significant added stress to everyday life. We must always bear this in mind as Americans visiting anywhere in the world – and we must always be totally humble, gracious, and eternally thankful to our hosts.
2.      To buy a new watch. I always wear those cheap K-Mart watches (no more than about $15 - $10 or $12 if possible), for which replacing the battery (at the jewelers, no less, the only place you can do it in West Chester) costs more than the watch. I’ll only buy a similar one if I can find it (hmmm….no more than 500 rubles ). Yesterday, I kept wondering why Natasha and I were leaving at 2:30 for a 5 p.m..anniversary celebration – till I finally noticed that it had been 2:30 for about 2 hours on my watch! I’m kind of anal about knowing the time, so I’ll at least look for a reasonably priced watch. It might even be a wildly colored one or a kid’s watch, just anything cheap. Actually, this could be fun! (Oh, and I must remember to pick up some more milk and bottled water. Drinking more water is already showing great benefits to my well-being.)
And what’s going through my head in all of this? “All Russian women are born wearing high heels.” It’s a cultural difference that completely mystifies me. About this later.  
Oh, and Gary Shteyngart is ruining me. He’d probably laugh very hard if he knew I’m doing this – but I’m comparing him with Solzhenitsyn – both writers who employ ironic, often hilarious tones, to write about very serious things. I find, just like when I read Solzhenitsyn, I’m starting to think like Shteyngart writes. Everything going through my head is now ironic, sarcastic, sardonic, mocking, comical…I’m not taking anything too seriously. That’s why I had to write about the 50th anniversary the way I did and why I have to now tackle high heels and American Men Seeking Russian Women. He’s the only writer, besides Solzhenitsyn, who’s had that effect on me. If I read Solzhenitsyn, he gets into my head for weeks, months even. And I find myself mocking everything I see and do and think about. Louis recommends his other best-seller, The Russian Debutante’s Handbook – as soon as I get back to the U.S.!
There’s still a coating of snow on the ground. I keep looking out the window to determine whether anyone’s slipping on ice and breaking any bones. Natasha told me last night the forecast was for higher temperatures this weekend, so I think the snow’s melting. Drips falling past my windows. No umbrellas. Only an occasional windshield wiper swiping. Dismally gray. ( I go through this weather-detection ritual every morning before I leave – in the absence of Internet/radio/TV/newspaper weather reports.) OK, think I can get away with my corduroy fall coat again, with layered shirts, lighter cap and gloves, a sweater, and my now-mud-stained no-longer-pristinely-white Reebok sneakers. I keep holding off on the black down winter coat and knee-high snow boots, heavier gloves and cap, neck-warmer-tube, long-johns, wooly socks, and huge bulky black sweater, all of which make me look like a blimp or stuffed sausage – or, at least, a penguin. Plus, I find, by the time I walk anywhere, I’m hot and sweaty even in the lighter wear – and too much heat makes me nauseous, so I dare not go up a step in winter wear. 
Anyway, today I will take the bus today to look for that watch. After checking e-mails at the office, I’ll head downtown on the bus down Kulikova. My street is actually named “Radioyavodskoe Shosse [highway],” and I’m at #23 (Mechanical Engineering Building). 
Making all kinds of radio-related gizmos and technology has been a huge part of this city’s industry for many years, although I’m hearing that manufacturing generally has gone the way of Detroit auto manufacturing– drying up in terms of jobs. That’s probably why part of my walk downtown – the Radioyavodskoe-Shosse part of it before the street crosses the railroad tracks via a high bridge and becomes downtown’s Kulikova Ulitsa, might be called a bit, shall we say, “desolate”? The shosse is lined by old industrial buildings and similar edifices you can see in any American manufacturing town near its railroad-centered industrial byways. I enjoy that walk because it does “take me back.” 
But not today – I’ll take the bus! 
…
Now, about those high heels - OK, how do I start? At the beginning…. I’ve never, ever in my entire life worn a heel higher than 2” – maybe once a 3” heel. Now I wear 0” heels. My Birkenstock sandals are even negative heels that make my heels lower than my toes. But this is what a 63-year-old woman can get away with. Understood.
As  a lovely young thing, I was fortunate to come along in the 60s and 70s, when women started wearing sandals more and flat shoes. The highest shoes I wore, which made my own calves look gorgeous, muscular, and alluring, were those old “wedge” shoes that lifted one’s heels a couple of inches and made us “walk tall” – with a particularly sexy effect accompanying those mini--skirts that were just below our butts and with that waist-long blond hair I had that didn’t miss my skirt hems by too awfully much.
Then, along came the mid-70s. I was then a proud young law school graduate, and enter the era of the business suit. With heels. But, for me, still no more than 2” – in fact, if a businesswoman wore heels any higher than that, she might have been mistaken for a…well, how can I say it? Street-walker, hooker, prostitute…. We had names for “that kind of woman” then. The business uniform of the new American female professional was this, as dictated by a myriad of “dress-for-success” articles and books telling us what to wear:
·        Brown, black, or gray suit
·        Hem about 2” below the knee (no more or less)
·        Little PLAIN gold-stud pierced earrings (if any) – never dangly! (Again, “prostitutional”)
·        One strand of pearls (if that)
·        White blouse (or maybe ”cream,” no other color)
·        Brown or black “pumps” with no more than a 2” (or 1”) heel – no open toes or heels, just “pumps”
·        No other jewelry except a watch
·        Skin-colored (or slightly darker) stockings
·        Short haircut, but not too short – not shoulder-length, not “mannish,” about an inch or two below the ears – not dyed blond, for heaven’s sake (too “prostitutional”) – only natural color
Because we were the vanguard – and we had to prove our professionalism, our seriousness. We absolutely could not appear sexual or “feminine” in any way, but we also could not appear “mannish,” either. I mean, for probably 10 years, I’d meet people who would tell me, with big-eyed wonder, staring at me, “You’re the first woman lawyer I’ve ever met.”
But those little pumps were very uncomfortable if you had to walk miles and miles in Philadelphia, which I did. I heard at some point that “up in New York city,” professional women were carrying their pumps in bags and wearing sneakers in-between business meetings! Sneakers with socks, no less! 
I swear to all readers: I have a theory – no, I know this for sure – I was the first woman, the very first, to wear sneakers and socks with my business suits in Philadelphia! Swear on a stack of Bibles! THE VERY FIRST. Because it was the better part of a year before I saw any other woman wearing that outfit. Then everyone did! For once in my life, I was a trend-setter – for the Philadelphia Professional Woman.
High heels died their natural death in the early 70s in our country. It’s not that you don’t see them now – you do – particularly on younger women. BUT WHAT’S CHANGED IS THAT IT”S OK NOT TO WEAR THEM. And, in fact, in most of my circles, you rarely, if ever, see them.
American women’s feet are liberated, my Russian friends.
In fact, I told a class the other day that so many young women in our country now are wearing either FLAT sneakers or those cozy-looking ubiquitous FLAT UGG boots or equally ubiquitous FLAT flip-flops (weather permitting – or even not ) – which I don’t think my Russian students really understood. They sort of looked at me with vacant stares, and I’m not sure whether they weren’t understanding my English – or if female American footwear is simply beyond the realm of possible belief here, like something from a parallel, but unknown, universe. 
And every morning, I carry my “acceptable business shoes” in a bag over to our classroom building, but stop in the hallway downstairs at a handy bench and remove my white Reebok sneakers and socks before going upstairs to class. I’m not sure what my Russian friends think – but this is an almost 35-year-old habit. And my feet thank me every single day of my life! One reason I keep putting off switching to my snow boots is that, while extremely comfortable, there’s always a bit of a re-breaking-in period one must go through…and I’m putting it off because my Reeboks are the most comfortable shoes in the world (worn by medical professionals everywhere!)
So, I’m dowdy – and I have a right to be! I’m an “American babushka.”
OK, I come to Russia. 
First in Moscow : It’s not just high heels you notice there, but, I’d say, a full 25% of the younger female population looks like fashion models. Legs so long and skinny you wonder if they aren’t the result of plastic surgery – like, do they have “leg farms” here where they grow those legs, then replace real legs on those women? I can’t explain it. Some of them wear only tights (skip the pants! ) which show off those preternaturally long legs even more. Oh, and the clothes must cost a bloody fortune! Of course, maybe they’re saving that fortune by not eating! (Maybe I’d see the same thing in New York or Paris, who knows?)
Cellulite? I’m beginning to think there’s absolutely none in all of Russia (until perhaps a certain age). How so? Heredity? Surgery? The food or water?
And these women do live up to their international reputation for being absolutely beautiful.
So I saw it first in Moscow.
Then, Murom , where I thought people might look more like American women. Wrong! Still drop-dead gorgeous – though not so many of the undernourished skinniness I saw in Moscow . So many of these women are just beautiful – but in a more healthy way. After all, many are top athletes, and most of them dance like Ginger Rogers or Judith Jamieson.
BUT…still with the high heels. So I Googled this phenomenon and found my title sentence:
“All Russian women are born wearing high heels.” (I mean, if it’s on the Internet, it must be true, right?)
Well…not quite. I don’t see 7-year-olds wearing high heels. But I’m studying this phenomenon – so far, I’m finding that it begins at about age 17…maybe 16? Russian friends, please correct me here. When does it all begin? Not with little girls, I observe.
And when does it end? Perhaps not in the 30s, maybe in the 40s, possibly in the 50s. I see it tapering off in middle age, although women in those years still aren’t as dowdy as I am – they’re still at least soaring a couple of inches in formal/business wear. And they’re not wearing sneakers (like me).
My study of this situation progressed with the first-year initiation party Wednesday evening. Many young women at the Institute received awards of various kinds – and I noticed, as they walked up to the stage, that they were all wearing high heels – with dresses or with pants, it doesn’t matter. Often (particularly now as winter approaches) high-heeled boots (which I also saw in Moscow). And rarely 1” or 2” – 3”, 4”…do they go higher? I don’t know. If they do, they’re worn!
The Internet Googling seems to always turn up this reason: “Russian women dress more femininely.” Hmmm… maybe that’s it. Again, I ask my Russian friends: Why do you think this is the rule here? I don’t know.
I’ve also come up with another theory. I’ve always heard/read that, under the Soviets, women became much more “equal” – thus, the stereotype of the woman factory worker, engineer, physician, professor…really, really, really “liberated” and the ultimate paragons of independent professional and working women. So maybe this theory works: The high heels give them some height, some commanding authority that they otherwise might not have – the added height perhaps makes these women imperious? I’m not saying this tongue-in-cheek, but seriously. I thought of this theory only today – maybe that’s part of it because these women become semi-Amazons in those very high heels. Maybe it’s not to tantalize, but to threaten the men? Russian friends, help me out here! (Maybe when I read Gary Shteyngart’s other book, The Russian Debutante’s Handbook, I might find that he clarifies this issue. Stay tuned.)
Here’s the only other theory I’ve come up with: The Russian government has a secret campaign to promote the cause of podiatric medicine. If they want more lawyers, maybe they want more podiatrists, too? (Like, does either Medvedev or Putin have a podiatrist in the family?) Worth some research.
Will Russian women someday be wearing sneakers, UGGs, and flip-flops? I can’t say, won’t venture to predict. 
My dear grandmother, who died when she was 83, always wore what we then called “old lady shoes” – cute little black leather lace-up shoes with a 1” or 2” heel, probably 1” . She once told me that her calf muscles were so shortened from even those little heels that she had a hard time not falling backward when she was barefoot, so she warned me against high heels, probably prejudicing me against them at an early age. (I grew up thinking even little heels would make me fall backward unless I wore them 24/7.)
I can’t say Russian high heels will hurt these women because they also appear to be very athletic and in top physical condition.  They dance, they do gymnastics, they do sports. I see them dancing on stage in high heels for ballroom dancing, but also flats for ballet and other dancing. And heaven knows this is a walking society – Russians walk everywhere, which is one reason why they’re so fit. They don’t seem to be suffering from backward-falling heels (or do you, Russian friends?). 
All I know is that those heels look (to me) like the worst form of physical torture – but that’s the opinion of this dowdy American babushka , so I make no judgment, cast no aspersions here. This is a very personal attitude, not reflective of anything except my life-long quest for feet that don’t hurt. In some ways, I admire anyone who can walk on heels that high. (But in some ways, I pray for them and wish them the best.)
They sure look beautiful - but how do they feel? Or does it matter?  I know that, when I return to the States and folks (inevitably ) ask me about cultural differences, high heels will stand out in my mind as a very obvious cultural difference, as I see thousands of young women on West Chester University’s campus and in town – all in flat sneakers, UGGs, and flip-flops. It will be a shock for a few days, I’m sure. (Particularly since I’ll be in Florida a week before returning home – and you know Florida: Flip-flops in the sand.)
Now…for something a tad more controversial…
About those American Men Seeking Russian Women – Something made me think about this today, and I’ll comment briefly. It’s something, as an American, we all must be aware of: those American men who say that they’re here for the women. And, because I was just writing about those glamorous Russian women in their high fashion and heels, seems worth a note.
Now, I have nothing to say about the American man who comes over here and just happens to fall in love with a Russian woman. No problem. Love happens. Probably happens with American women and Russian men, too. It’s the ones who will tell you that they’re here to meet Russian women who are problematic to me.
I’ve had this conversation with other women before, and we always had the kind of “I-need-a-hot-shower” feeling after talking about it. Just make it go away!
I can count the men I’ve known (or heard a lot about from people who knew them ) in this category on two hands, so I have no scientific or credible research to report, no scientific sampling. But, in each and every case, there’s been what I can only think of as an obvious “pathology.” Each one has been obnoxious, to put it bluntly. In two cases, the obnoxious factor was beyond the pale, insufferable…blech. Then there’s one case that was “certifiably” pathological and was one of the two cases I know of that ended very tragically because of, to put it bluntly, untreated, or uncured, mental illness. 
OK, that being said, I can’t put these men in any other category than those American (and other ) men who prowl the Orient looking for females and males, sometimes adults, but often children. To say “I’m here for Russian women” implies a stereotype of the Russian woman – and that stereotype isn’t clear – is it that they want submissive women? Just sexy women? Is it the high heels or the skinny legs? I don’t hear them talk about brains or talent or depth of feeling. And I find that offensive. And what kind of put-down is that of all other women? Can’t they get an American woman (the obvious question )? Or why do they reject American women? And what makes these men think Russian women would prefer them? Do they think they are superior to Russian men in some way (and isn’t that an insult to Russian men?) Is it just their passports? Is it that there’s a group of Russian women who’ll marry anything with an American passport? (I somehow don’t think you should find that flattering, guys – nor should the women.) If that’s the only reason, then….oh, well…what can I say?
This is all I’ll say, and I do welcome comments from both my male and female friends, Russian and American. Go on: Hit me with it. E-mails welcome. I have the feeling that Gary Shteyngart has a lot to say on this subject and that I might find it in his Russian Debutante’s Handbook – or, if not there, in a future book. Help me here, Gary – I know you have a lot of irreverent, offensive, insulting, irreligious, possibly X-rated things to say on this subject – and I can’t wait to see what those things are.
I guess I’m writing this for my Russian friends because I feel embarrassed, ashamed, and apologetic for these men. That’s about it. 
This is my apology to the Russian people (speaking of which, I have a few more apologies in tomorrow’s segment but must gel my thoughts).
…
Lost on the #6 Bus – My day started out, as I wrote this morning, with very little that I had to do – over to the office to use the Internet and deliver my sheets, then downtown buy a watch. I figured I’d be back here writing by, say, 2:00 p.m. at the latest. 
Wrong!
I hope my Russian friends get a laugh out of this – I got lost on the #6 bus this afternoon! 
Now, it was cold and damp, snow melting and turning into mud; and I thought I’d save myself some shoe leather by taking a bus to the stores on Kulikova to shop for a watch– thought I’d just catch that #6 bus that stops out in front of my apartment every little bit. So I got on. Alone for the first time on a Murom bus. 
RULE #1 W when you’re in a foreign country and get on a bus alone and don’t speak the language: If that bus takes an unexpected turn, GET OFF and walk back to familiar territory. Immediately. 
I didn’t.
I had assumed the ol’ #6 went directly downtown. BUT, before the street went up over that high bridge over the railroads, when Radioyavodskoe Shosse becomes Kulikova Ulitsa, the bus made a left turn – what? Well, I thought, it must make a little detour, and it must turn back to Kulikova soon. 
Wrong! 
No, it didn’t. First, it went through some very industrial and railroad-yard-type area, so I thought, “Maybe this bus stops at the train station where I came in….then we’ll surely return to Kulikova.” 
Wrong!
  It was too late to simply get off – too far back to walk, and it also was not an area I was sure I should be walking around in. I mean, I’m not worried about human predators, but they have a few of those wild dogs around here, too!
Then, all of a sudden, I saw with my limited vision out the steamed-up windows – countryside, fields, birch trees, snow! Oh, no! Now, remember, I don’t really know enough Russian to ask the questions I most needed to ask – like: Where are we? Where are we going? Do we go back to Murom? If I get off, what do I do?
Finally, we appeared to be in what must have been a suburb. When we pulled into a station with a whole lot of people waiting, I went to the conductor and driver, “Kulikova Ulitsa, Murom?” To which they both exclaimed, in unison: “Nyet!” They looked at me with disbelief. The conductor, of course, started gesturing and talking loudly to me (so I’d understand, right?) a whole lot of stuff I couldn’t understand at all.
Then she pointed to the group of people at the stop, indicating I should get off (but get off and do exactly what?)  – then she drew a #9 in the steam on the window, repeatedly – “Divit [#9], divit [#9], divit [#9]!!!” to which I summoned up some Russian: “Divit – v Kulikova Ulitsa, Murom?” “Da, da! Divit #[9]!” she answered. OK, I figured, Bus #9. So I got off.
I was apparently in a suburb, with lots of lovely green and towering apartment buildings. Several little ladies were at the bus stop. I must have waited a total of almost an hour…not getting on any #6 (or some #6A) buses, waiting for #9, which never came. When I asked one lady, “Murom – Kulikova Ulitsa, divit [#9]?” she nodded, yes. Still, as she boarded a #6, I started to follow her – “Nyet, nyet!” she told me – Divit [#9].” 
I started getting cold in the afternoon dampness. My brown corduroy fall coat is just fine when I’m walking, which I always am here, but not when standing still at a bus stop on a chilly, damp, cloudy day. So, when the next #6 bus came, I said to the conductor – “Murom? Kulikova Ulitsa?” The conductor and driver both indicated, da, get on. So I did. (I mean, if #6 came from Murom, doesn’t it make sense that it will eventually go back there?) 
I made up my mind then and there: “It’s warm on this bus, and I’m safe. I’m not getting off until I see something – anything - that looks familiar. AND THEY CAN’T MAKE ME – they’ll have to call the militia, which might be a good thing because the militia will get me to Kulikova Ulitsa, even if it’s via a jail cell!” 
At one point, I think they were telling me to get off and maybe transfer – but I wouldn’t get off. I refused, despite all their shouts. (Later, I figured it was a transfer point, but transfer to what? The divit [#9] that never comes?) 
All the little old ladies on the bus started getting interested in my constant “Murom? Kulikova Ulitsa?” pleas and started joining in the yelling (but in a kindly way – remember, I’m one of them even though I obviously talk funny – babushkas of the world, unite!).
Then, finally, the bus came to that place where we’d made that original confusing left turn that had thrown me off-kilter – at about where Radioyavodskoe Shosse becomes Kulikova Ulitsa, just before that high bridge over the railroad tracks – I think what the bus driver and conductor had been trying to tell me was that they didn’t go on Kulikova Ulitsa exactly, but they couldn’t understand that Radioyavodskoe Shosse was also just fine with me! (And I hadn’t said that because, frankly, “Kulikova Ulitsa” is a LOT easier to pronounce than “Radioyavodskoe Shosse.”) In fact, about then, we pull up – where? – right in front of my apartment building! And I oh-so-joyfully got up to get off. 
At that moment the conductor, the driver, and all the little old ladies were yelling – “Nyet, nyet!!!! Nyet Kulikova Ulitsa !!” They were trying to tell me I wasn’t on Kulikova Ulitsa, which I knew – and I was trying to tell them that “Now I know where I am – it’s OK!!! It’s OK!!!” 
I smiled, trying to look idiotically, blissfully happy to let them know I was on familiar turf, did thumbs ups, then changed my fingers to an “OK” sign, desperately pointing at the Mechanical Engineering building yelling “doma, doma! [I think that means “home”], smiling like an idiot and pointing and nodding furiously – “OK, OK!!!! Yasnayoo (I know)! Yasnayoo!” I hope they understood because they all seemed so worried!
My last sight as I got off that #6 bus was those sweet, helpful, pleading faces of all those #6 bus babushkas and the driver and conductor, all yelling - again, babushkas of the world, unite!
Then, what on earth did I do? I thought momentarily about just going into my apartment for the evening – forget that watch. But, of course, I set out walking that entire muddy, thawing-out, cold, chilly way to the mini-mall. I wanted that watch! If an American makes up her mind she wants something, nothing will deter her! And, I rationalized, I need the exercise! I’ve been eating too much…so I walked, got my nice little watch at a reasonable price, picked up some water and milk…and trudged home. You couldn’t have paid me to try a bus to get home. I had no notion of riding any more buses.
And here I am: Snug as a bug in a rug…and no longer lost on bus #6.
Now, to finish Absurdistan.
From Russia with love,
Karen
Oct. 31 (Sunday)…Yankee imperialism?...our carbon footprints…Obama/Clinton 2012!
Happy Halloween, all you Americans! 
I keep hearing that Russians are “adopting” this holiday, but I’m not sure where and to what extent. All I keep hearing is “in Moscow” – you know, that big city where everyone else (most Russians) doesn’t live – and it seems to be an adult excuse to wear costumes and to party hearty ( not cute little kids in home-made or K-Mart costumes going door-to-door trick-or-treating, which is my idea of Halloween and why I no longer celebrate it since about Louis’s 12th year). 
My suspicion is that Halloween is just another corporate plot to make money anywhere in the world where a “consumer” (not a “person,” mind you ) might fork over an exorbitant amount of rubles for a costume to be worn once in one’s lifetime – because, of course, you can wear a costume only once, that’s part of the Halloween “tradition”; each year you must be a different character or “thing,” which goes along with the whole idea. 
The candy-makers are, I’m sure, in on this idea, too – Cadbury and Mars have probably already conducted many market-research studies on what candy they can persuade Russians to buy and eat on Halloween. (The one staple in every grocery here that I never fail to see is Snickers and Kit-Kat bars – in various sizes. I can’t find decaffeinated coffee anywhere but the Novogoreevo supermarket in Moscow or American Starbucks shops, but I can gorge myself to fantastic flab on Snickers bars if I want to.)
OK, enough of that. More soapboxing in a minute.
It’s a dull, steel-gray Sunday morning with no pink sunrise (or any sunrise at all), probably mid- to high-thirties, no precipitation; and I lay in bed an extra hour until my stomach growled loudly at about 9 a.m., summoning me to breakfast and coffee (with caffeine ). I’ve already washed all my sleeping clothes and hung them up to dry. As the day goes on, I’ll empty my trash and carry it downstairs (to my babushka’s delight ) to the dumpster behind the building; use the dust mop on the un-rug-covered part of my floors, throw out the yellow chrysanthemums – the white ones still look quite fresh; wash my hair; maybe trek over to the supermarket just to take a walk because I really don’t need anything; and, finally, settle in with my next book, Quietly Flows the Don, which I’ve been saving for my final weeks (SAD ) here – a nice, big, sprawling Russian “epic,” spanning centuries of history with zillions of hard-to-remember characters and a vast panorama of earth-shattering events. As I’ve noted before, every such book is hailed by its publisher as “the new War and Peace” in dutiful obeisance to their marketing departments; and they never are, of course. Good sales language. No one can top old Tolstoy at his game!
Needless to say, I will not venture out on another mysterious bus trip to unknown frontiers.
Now, a word about Gary Shteynart, whose influence has corrupted me in the past few days. As hilarious as he is, I don’t read any book (or see any film ) that’s just hilarious – it must also be serious, and Shteynart, beneath his hilarious exterior, is dead serious in his commentary about life, politics, religion, etc. Dead serious. He’s put my mind in a state of serious commentary, too – thus my “American men” commentary yesterday – which, I’m sure, Shteyngart would consider a real sugar-coating. He’d be brutal on this subject, and I’d love to read his thoughts. I’m a bit more of a light touch – more politic, more polite – more wishy-washy. Whatever….I’m in a Shteyngart kind of mood, just as I get into a “Solzhenitsyn kind of mood” from time to time. And I’m not here to avoid serious subjects, or this diary would be a vapid waste of your time and mine. (Maybe to some of you it is, anyway.) I woke up this morning and lay in bed for hours thinking of the following.
Yankee imperialism? - I must admit to being somewhat taken aback that American Peace Corps volunteers come here, as well as apologetic that American (and other) missionaries come to this country. I anticipate a barrage of e-mail telling me I’m wrong on this, so bring it on.
I thought the Peace Corps focused on what we Americans had condescendingly defined as “Third-Word countries.” (What, by the way, is the “Second World,” assuming that “we” are the First World?”- the latter concept also offensive, IMHO.)   I mean, I think of a “Third World Country” as a place where people live in mud huts with snakes and germs crawling everywhere, with only loincloths to wear and weeds and bugs to eat.(I’m obviously being facetious and am stereotyping grossly here, but you get the picture.)
But Russia?
Huh?
Am I missing something, or what?
I mean, do we send the Peace Corps to Germany and Japan? (If we do, I stand corrected.)
The Russians have given us (please excuse spelling errors, no Google access to check spellings):
·        Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Chekhov, Pushkin, Pasternak, Solzhenitsyn, Grossman, Aksyanov, Sholokov…the list goes on and on. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, Rimsky-Korsakov, Mussorgsky…the list goes on and on. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        Baryshnikov, Nureyev, the Bolshoi and the Kirov…the list goes on and on. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        Athletes galore whose names I can’t easily recall (except Martina Navratilova) but who have soared to the greatest heights. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        At least two of the greatest film-makers in history – Eisenstein, Tarkovsky, to name only two. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        Astronauts, scientists (how many winning Nobels?), philosophers, artists…the list goes on and on. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
·        And thousands of years of history (not our measly 200).
The Russians have built the most beautiful palaces and cathedrals and monasteries/convents and monuments and cities and gardens in the world. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
The Russians constitute one of the most literate, creative, scientifically and philosophically brilliant peoples on this earth. (Excuse all my obvious omissions, please.)
 And we send the Peace Corps here? Am I missing something? Please help me, folks, but I find the very idea offensive, and I feel compelled to apologize to my Russian friends. Am I missing something?
Now, maybe Russians want our Peace Corps here – educate me, my Russian and American friends – but somehow I wish we might call it something else when we send people to countries that are, arguably, much more sophisticated in so many more ways than we are but who might want some kind of cultural exchange or (perhaps?) corporate business advice” (which I seriously question whether predominantly young and inexperienced Peace Corps volunteers are equipped to give). And let me be clear: I have no problem with cultural exchanges and business/corporate/profiteering education (the latter probably being America’s only expertise that might arguably be superior to Russia’s).
I think Russians welcome us native English speakers because they want to hear us speak and want certain kinds of information about us that maybe our TV soap operas, situation comedies, and films won’t give. They also probably want to know more about us, so cultural exchanges are a good thing. But I go back to (BKC-IH’s) Tatiana’s words to me my first day here: “We know more about you than you know about us.” That comment has come back to me in so many ways as I see the American logos everywhere here, the McDonalds and Starbucks, TV’s and films’ cultural influences.
OK, now for the second “surprise,” though it shouldn’t be, I guess: The missionaries. I keep hearing about them. I guess I sort of knew about them, but I keep getting this “apologetic” feeling about that group, too. I mean, like, why does a nation grounded in Christianity for hundreds of years before the U.S. even existed need American missionaries?
Now, I understand what missionaries are all about. In my early adolescence, I even entertained being one because of my idolization of “Cousin [the Rev.] Billie Holstein,” my mother’s cousin who was a missionary in India, saving baby girls thrown into the Ganges in her orphanage, I’m told. She was the most romantic, adventurous relative I knew of (and a woman, to boot !), so I often thought I wanted to be just like her. On the Internet, I even found recordings of her and her brother doing “street evangelism” in the U.S. – street-corner evangelists singing “the Word” in a tinny old recording that’s the only trace I can find of her. The tape I bought of those two singing is one of my most prized possessions, a long-lost treasure. I even spent many hours online trying to find out what happened to her in her later years, to no avail, with her vanishing into history in Florida or somewhere, probably dying in her 90s with no recorded history that I can find. I spent a long time trying to trace her, joined a listserv out of Florida that records the history of those old evangelists and others, but never turning up another factoid about her, much to my chagrin.
So I understand missionaries and what they’re all about.
But to Russia? I understand intellectually – but not in a broader sense.
Again, Russia has one of the longest Christian histories on earth, having been “converted” long before the U.S. was ever even a thought in anyone’s mind – when so-called “native Americans” ruled what became known as “the North American continent.” The cathedrals and churches and monasteries and convents in Russia are hundreds of years (often a thousand) older than our very country. The great icon painter, Andrei Rubleyev (again, forgive spelling errors ) is unparalleled in art history. The Russian Orthodox liturgy has remained the same for nearing 2,000 years, my fellow Americans. And all you have to do is walk into one of these onion-domed churches or cathedral to realize that, hey, the Vatican has nothing on these people. (Begging the question: Do we send missionaries to the Vatican?)
So we send missionaries to Russia? (I understand: This is not a government-sponsored effort so don’t attribute this to the U.S. government, but it must be complicit in this activity to facilitate it.) The best, least offensive, least proselytizing religious groups coming over here that I’ve heard about are the Wesleyans (Methodists) and Quakers, to be honest. I can’t speak about other denominations – it’s the very idea, though, that I find surprising. 
Help me understand, correct me if I’m wrong, all you Russian and American friends.
One blip in all this is what I read about the Russians expelling the Salvation Army – under Mr. Putin, as I recall. Now, I’m not sure if that’s still in effect, but my message is this: 
“The Salvation Army? Shocker – that’s the least offensive group, the least of your worries, Russia!”
You see, the Salvation Army’s expulsion surprised me for several reasons: 
1.      I don’t even think of them as “religious” most of the time - though they are, of course.
2.      The Salvation Army is known in the U.S. not for proselytizing (in any way) but for devoted work for the poor, the homeless, the hungry – not for trying to convert others because they feel superior to them, which is what many other missionary groups are all about.
3.      The Salvation Army’s soup kitchens often form the best, and often the only, places where many poor Americans have historically been able to find a meal, a bed, a shower, or a clean change of clothing.
4.      Many, many Americans (myself included ) have stood out on chilly December street corners ringing hand-bells around Christmas time to collect money to fill those Salvation Army red buckets with money to help disadvantaged Americans. Additionally, I’d be willing to wager that many (if not most ) of those bell-ringers are either only marginally religious, or not religious at all, or non-Christians of all other faiths. The point is not proselytizing – it’s helping the poor.
In sum, Russian friends, many Americans regard the Salvation Army as more “army” than “salvation” – and an “army” against poverty, at that. Trust me, they are the least of your worries, Russia , so I’m shocked that they would be the group you’d expel. Rethink those bell-ringers – they do a lot of real good for poor people, plus assuage a lot of middle- and upper-class guilt!
Anyway, those are my observations about certain groups “coming over to help the Russians.” 
The longer I live, the more of a problem I have with our “First World” trying to “help” anyone short of providing cold, hard cash, not fighting wars, and staying out of everyone else’s business. Many people now question the entire “NGO” (non-governmental organization ) concept when it comes to “helping” the rest of the world. I’m only recently moving over to that skeptical side, having adhered to a perhaps naïve notion that, “If they’re doing good things, why not?” Well that “doing good things” assumption has some holes in it, notably that we can’t always be sure that they’re really – well - “doing good things” and not just allowing a lot of rich people make tax-deductible donations to assuage “First-World” guilt when they could be “helping” in much more effective ways (like reducing our own carbon footprint, below, which, of course, involves really giving something up).
I also think a lot of that “help” has more to do with American business concerns and profiteering, the motives that rule most of our activities abroad. One question my Russian students often ask, usually after asking whether I live in a house or an apartment (guilty – I’m one person living in a house that could house an entire Russian family - or two ) – then asking “Do you have all the conveniences?” They don’t specify exactly what “conveniences,” but I usually rap off the washer/dryer, the microwave, the air conditioning, etc. The usual American “stuff.” And the car, of course, with the push-button garage door, etc., etc. That gluttonous list goes on and on until I feel totally saturated, absolutely dripping, with luxury.  We Americans are simply using up too much of the world’s energy for all those “conveniences,” depleting the oil, polluting the atmosphere, etc., to sustain all those “conveniences,” while we get fatter and fatter and more and more selfish and self-indulgent every day - and I’m thinking about all those things every day I’m here. 
Again, read Gary Shteyngart – he’s more than a belly laugh. His featuring Halliburton, Dick Cheyney, and Kellogg, Brown & Root as virtually major characters underlying everything else in Absurdistan speaks volumes about American motives.
Our carbon footprints - I’ve just lived for almost 2 months without TV or radio. In Moscow I had to (healthfully) walk outside somewhere (and/or walk to, then ride the Metro ) to find wifi; and here, after looking for wifi and not finding it, haven’t missed it at all, thank you. I’m totally happy with using our “collective” Internet at the Institute and only checking it once (almost) daily, if possible, in case my family needs to reach me in case of emergency.
My cell phone here in Murom has rung only a couple of times, and I don’t miss telephone-talking at all (don’t like it much at home, either). It’s just an “emergency-contact” device to me. In Moscow, the only calls I ever got on our apartment landline were from Louis when he was there.
I’ve ridden in a private car twice in these two months (from the Murom railway station to the Institute and from the first-year initiation party to my apartment on that cold and rainy night), taxis twice (to Kazansky Station in Moscow and on this week’s snowy Friday night from the 50th anniversary party). Otherwise, I’ve walked (to my heart’s, lungs’, and legs’ delight!) and ridden the Moscow metro. Oh, and I’ve ridden the train from Moscow to Murom and Murom buses 3 or so times. 
I washed my clothes in that little machine in our Moscow apartment, then hung them up all over to dry – which they did, without any machine, thank you. Here, I wash them out in the bathtub and  hang them up to dry, which they do, again with no machine assistance, thank you. I see apartment porches and balconies full of hanging clothes everywhere in Russia, whether Moscow or Murom – which is what we did when I was a kid. We had a back porch full of laundry hanging out to dry at all times. Our clothes were always clean, and we knew no other way. And we were quite fine with that, thank you. You don’t miss what you don’t know.
I just “ran a dust mop” (as my mother used to say ) this morning to clean these floors, a tool I haven’t even owned in years at home because I use the electric vacuum cleaner all the time.
At home, I have a walk-in closet and several drawers full of clothing, much of which I rarely, if ever, wear. Here, I’ve been able to dress myself daily with only a suitcase full of clothes – 4 pairs of trousers, 1 pair of jeans, a black turtleneck sweater, 4 or so turtleneck shirts, a cloth blouse (that I don’t wear now since it’s a bit colder), some undershirts, underwear (that I wash out each night ), a more formal thigh-length kind of “dress jacket” that I haven’t worn yet, pajamas, my black Mary-Jane and Clark’s “sensible” shoes, my Reebok sneakers, my favorite wine-red clogs, and a pair of brown loafers (the latter 2 pairs of which I’ve rarely worn and really didn’t need to bring…but just love so much! ), a baggy full of my favorite earrings, necklaces, and bracelets; and an assortment of colorful scarves. I’ve managed very well outside with my raincoat and corduroy fall coat, light cap, and gloves. Haven’t yet needed: Wintry down coat, snowboots, heavier black sweater and gloves, long-johns, neck-muff, and 2 warmer winter caps. If I never saw the rest of my closet and drawers full of clothing again, I’d never miss any of it (except, of course, for a few items of summer wear that I didn’t need here).
One of our students appeared very disappointed when, with a broad smile, she asked, “Do you like to shop?” and I answered, in all candor, “No, I don’t like to shop.” I don’t even recall a time in my life when I did like to shop. I know, I know, it’s un-American. Call me un-American. I hate shopping. It’s exhausting, it’s often frustrating, it’s crowded, it’s noisy, it’s often frustrating, it takes time I’d rather be spending otherwise, it takes money I’d rather (and need to) be spending otherwise. It’s not fun. I think that Russians, very much like Americans, like to shop (as evidenced by the throngs in Moscow and at Murom’s Kulikova Ulitsa stores on weekends ). People like acquiring new “things.” At this point in my life, I have too many “things,” too much baggage – and I can’t afford to shop, anyway, in my retirement. But it’s not just that – again, I don’t recall ever liking shopping as far back as I can remember, even when I could afford it. But shopping is America ’s national sport – and, I think, that of most countries when their people can acquire more and more things. I’m not a psychologist, so I won’t attempt to explain it. I like “nesting,” I like hanging out, I like sitting in coffee shops or Internet cafes, I like driving. I like lots of things “normal people” like – but, sorry, shopping? – no way! The only time I do shop is when I need something and feel like just going out and have no other place to go at the moment. But give me an alternative (including staying at home), and I’ll choose not to shop.
I think every day about the fact that I was very happy in a Moscow apartment with:
·        A foyer
·         2 large rooms (1 each for 2 of us)
·        A water closet
·        A shower room
·        A small kitchen
Then, just as happy here in Murom with:
·        2 large rooms (one with a kitchen table, microwave, and fridge, the other a bedroom with a bed, desk, and 2 cozy chairs for reading)
·        A water closet
·        A shower room
And I’ve been told that a family of 3 (2 parents, one child) lived in this lovely apartment for 2 years before I came.
In West Chester, I have (now for one person, just me!):
·      A 2-car garage (for my one car) full of “stuff”
·      A laundry room
·      2 full bathrooms (one I never use)
·      A “powder room” (“half-bath”)
·      A foyer
·      A dining room (I never use)
·      A “parlor” (I never use)
·      A large kitchen with eating area off to the side – which I do use
·      A “family room” (with fireplace) – which I do use
·      An upstairs hallway
·      A walk-in closet full of “stuff”
·      3 other closets, also full of “stuff”
·      3 bedrooms ( one of which I use; one only used when Louis is at home, which he hasn’t been much for over 5 years; the third only for the rare “guest”)
·      A large deck (which I use)
·      A full-sized basement full of “stuff”
·      2 acres with a a driveway
Oh, and, of course, it’s all mortgaged, true to our good ol’ American way!
…..heavens-to-Betsy. I never knew how rich I was! This is the first time I ever listed my home’s rooms and such. And, folks, by American standards, I’m not really “rich,” just middle-class (it embarrasses me to say that).
In these past two months, I have read more books, written more, thought more than I would manage to do in a year at home. 
Now, don’t get me wrong: I LOVE my home in West Chester, and the thought of leaving it (which I probably must someday) is painful, very painful, perhaps excruciatingly painful (so I banish that thought from my “don’t-worry” mind) – all the memories, all the comforts. I LOVE my home and wish I could stay there forever …. It’s what we’re used to, folks; and that’s what makes all this “cut-back” philosophy hard for Americans, myself included. And, I’m sure, any Russian who had all the above would probably feel the same way I do. I wish I could move all my “stuff” to one floor and rent out the second floor and basement to others (which is impractical, if not impossible, for several reasons, and which I’ve daydreamed and schemed about endlessly, to no avail ) – I wish I could just live on the first floor forever, still a lot more space and luxury than most of the world’s people consume.
I’m not so naïve as to think that the various peoples of the rest of the world don’t want (or shouldn’t want ) the “stuff” that too many Americans count as “necessities.” And it’s also very selfish of us to think that all of “them” need to hold back on their carbon footprints while “we” continue to gorge ourselves on luxuries and “conveniences.” The problem is that, in our search for totally comfortable lives, we’ve unintentionally, unfeelingly, insensitively, mindlessly, and ignorantly sucked the life out of the rest of the world – this earth simply cannot sustain ALL folks having ALL conveniences – so we Americans suck it all up before anyone else can get it. 
I apologize for that, world.
Ordinary Americans did not suck up the world’s resources with evil intent – I’m not saying that. It’s the effect that’s problematic. However, now that we know what we’re doing, it’s incumbent on us to STOP IT. I mean, America, STOP IT! 
When I was a kid, we were all too happy to stop hanging our laundry on the back porch and loved that clothes dryer when it came. Home appliances of all kinds made millions of mothers’ lives much more bearable – but, again, we didn’t miss what we didn’t know. But, hey, and who doesn’t love microwave ovens? And hair-dryers? And garage-door openers?
And…of course…computers?
One little “reflex” that surprises me is this: I never entered my Moscow apartment, or enter this one, without reflexively thinking, “I’ll check the telephone answering machine for messages.” It’s automatic and hasn’t worn off in these 2 months. At home, the first thing I do when I come in (from my car in the garage, after pushing the garage-door button ) is check for messages – the “connectivity motive,” I guess I’d call it. It’s not the habit I thought I’d retain the longest, but it is the one that has stayed with me – every time I come home.
…
On this gray day, I’ve managed to while away hours writing, doing laundry, and cleaning, managing not to go out at all, which I probably won’t. I’ve enjoyed the quietude.   I carried my trash downstairs, and the sweet little babushka at the front desk insisted on taking it to the dumpster for me, waving me off. ( Again, feeling guilty that I couldn’t understand what she was saying and hoping I wasn’t promising something I didn’t understand as I nodded my head ignorantly.)
One Sunday, I do want to attend an Orthodox service, though, so must find out this week what time and where I might go. I’d like to go to one of those beautiful churches in the historic area so I can ingest the “beauty and spiritualism of the ages” totally. No, I will not stand (the congregation stands in these services ) for a full 2 hours or, possibly even 1 hour! I’ll go in, respectfully observe as long as I wish, and leave. I brought one very light, but acceptably long black skirt (necessary) to put on over my jeans if I do attend a service and, of course, will have on my wool cap (head-covering also necessary) - that should do. Otherwise, these quiet Sundays are precious times for me.
Here in Russia, on this Halloween, we’re setting our clocks back today (which I figure will already have been done by the time I’m back in the U.S. of A.).
…
It’s 3 p.m., and the sun has made a surprise appearance, reminding me of my return home via Florida. Speaking of which, how will I adapt once I’m back? My reentry will be a culture shock! I’ll leave cold Murom, possibly in very wintry weather, for the land of Mickey Mouse. I’ll land in Atlanta, change planes for Orlando (yikes !), then a shuttle van reaching my parents’ beach-town house on the East Coast in the middle of the night. Not only will the 8-hour time difference sink in, but the warm weather, the palm trees, and the entirely different culture. It should be a nice visit – Christmas decorations will be in full swing (though they always appear out-of-place in Florida to me ), the ocean will be nice to see again, and I’ll be able to rest fully before returning home because life’s pace there is always slow-motion by comparison with my life in West Chester.
Once I’m in West Chester, I know what I will do: Unpack, settle in, re-“nest,” then drive my Subaru out 842, along the Brandywine, to Northbrook Market for a large (decaffeinated!) coffee and an apple-cider donut (or 2), then farther our 842 to 82 to Kennett Square on my favorite “loop.” I’ll be playing my new Kino CD at full blast (the one my student gave me last week) all along.
Three days later, I’ll return to my weekly peace vigil, but first spend an hour or 2 at the Starbucks at High & Gay drinking (decaffeinated) coffee (with my favorite multi-grain bagel, toasted, plain) and taking in all the sounds and smells while reading a Figes book (finally, I can return to Orlando Figes’ Russian history books, which I can’t find anywhere in Russia!). I’ve even told some of my students, when asked about “hobbies”: Just remember – on every Saturday, you’ll know where I am (allowing for the time difference, of course) - at Starbucks coffee shop in West Chester, then at the peace vigil; in response to which I’m inevitably asked, “What’s a vigil?” 
The reason I’m writing so much now, folks, is that I absolutely must record all of this, or I’ll lose it. Plus, I have the time right now (which I don’t always ) – and in case you wonder, writing, for me, is as effortless as breathing. It requires little effort on my part – I’m always “writing” in my mind. Some of you – perhaps most of you – can’t keep up with all this reading. I don’t expect you to, and I figure some of you will hit the ol’ “delete” button when you see “Russia diary” in your in-boxes. This diary is a kind of a book that I’m sharing with perhaps those few who want to know all about this. Where it goes, what it will achieve (if anything), what impression it will make, I cannot predict. 
Whether I’ll continue with a “post-Russia diary,” I don’t know – if I do, I’ll end this e-mailed distribution and make it more private.
I have not put this diary out on a public blog or sent it to the entire 1,000-member (or more, with forwards ) CCPM list because, quite frankly, there are some very difficult people “lurking” on that list – some far-right, wing-nut, list-infiltrator “foes” who, as many of you know, consider me Public Enemy #1 in West Chester – would say I’m a Soviet ready to destroy America - and this trip proves it! Plus, I just wouldn’t want them to know I’m not at my house – I don’t trust some of them. That’s reality. If you’re a “peace-nik,” you must be an enemy, a traitor, a spy. Amusing, isn’t it?
It’s the world we live in. And, every time I check The New York Times headlines leading up to the upcoming election (most days I’m here ), the news depresses me for an instant – I don’t let it stay in my head long because, on this side of the world, it’s “extraterrestrial” stuff.” Nobody here cares about the vicissitudes of American politics. Oh, they know some names – almost every day I’m asked about Barack Obama, a few times about “Palin,” once about “Joe Biden,” surprisingly. Even once about Hillary Clinton! And I don’t hold back!
I hope this election doesn’t radically alter the political landscape as much as I’m reading that it may – I just hope.
I do know one thing: I will return with renewed vigor for the 2012 election – and I am thinking that the 2012 Obama campaign will be the last presidential campaign to which I’ll give my full measure of devotion.
2012 election - spread the word now, folks! Here’s what I hope will happen – and I’m writing it down to make it firm and to light others’ fires in this regard (and so I can say to you later: “I TOLD YOU SO.”)  I talked about it with some of my students last week – I hope that President Obama will do this (please start this buzz):
1.      Tell Joe Biden – “Thanks, Joe, good job. Now go back to Delaware and run for Governor (that’s where Joe should be for the rest of his career, folks). See you in Wilmington!”
2.      Tell Hillary Clinton – “Hillary, I want you to be my running mate. You’ll serve one term as Veep, then you can be president for 8 years. You can do it, girlfriend!”
3.      Tell Bill Clinton – “Bill, ol’ boy, the rest is up to you – get out there and get it done for Hillary and me – this will make you First Gentleman for 8 years, buddy. Oh, and Michele will be out there with ya!”
4.      Tell Chelsea – “Hey, I want you to join my 2 girls on the campaign trail – 3 First Daughters campaigning together! Bring in all the youth vote, the women, the kids – knock ‘em dead, girls!”
I have a dream: Obama/Clinton 2012!
I fully believe this: Hillary will mop up the floor with Sarah Palin (who, I’m sure, will run – stop underestimating her - and this makes my plan an absolute necessity because Hillary’s the one to beat her ). Hillary’s eons more intelligent, eons more experienced, eons more humane, eons more everything – and she’ll pull in enough votes to win handily and easily – she will be the First Woman President, deservedly so – and, in 2012, we’ll make history again, folks. The combination of Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton (with Bill, Michele, and the kids running a huge offense) is unbeatable – mark my words!
I have a dream: Obama/Clinton 2012!
Mark my words. I’m ready for a huge campaign!
I have a dream: Obama/Clinton 2012!
From Russia with love,
Karen
Karen Porter, Esq., Director 
The Chester County Peace Movement*
Daily Local News Community Blog: http://chestercountyleftbank.tumblr.com/
Someday, when my great-grandchildren ask, "Why didn't someone try to stop the madness?" I hope my son and my grandchildren can answer, "Your great-grandmother tried, with all her heart." 
See Progressive Network of Southeast PA http://www.progressivenetworksepa.org/ Your Key to the Progressive Community! CALL (800) 828-0498 for Senators/Congressional Rep.

*CCPM, P.O. Box 803, West Chester, PA 19381; 

www.ccpeace.org; ccpeacemovement@aol.com, (610) 344-0228

Nov. 2 (Tuesday)…the pain of lack of communication…Election Day…Christmas!
OK, I’m having a little “down time” right now. It was sure to come. I think in the past few days, I’ve felt more keenly the “pain of lack of communication,” primarily because of my limited Russian, in several ways:
Can’t communicate with maintenance - Right now, there’s a workman doing some repairs for the apartment. An outlet had gone out Sunday (the one for the microwave and refrigerator ), and they fixed it yesterday, concluding that nothing was wrong with the outlet but that something was wrong with the refrigerator (although it’s been working fine, as far as I can see). This man simply flipped a switch in the refrigerator (that I knew nothing about, couldn’t even see ) – and it’s working. But it had been working, anyway, so I’m not sure what was going on. He’s also looking at the virtually nonexistent heat here in the kitchen – the radiator’s never more than lukewarm (thus, my buying a small space heater, not wanting to be a complaining, spoiled, American whiner from Day One! ). Even so, the heat’s usually OK here, except for a few hours in the evening before bed, when the little heater makes it nice and toasty. So I’ve been fine. Anyway, the very nice man is working on whatever problems exist – and I’m feeling so bad that I can’t understand what he’s telling me. I just nod and smile and say “Spaseba [thanks]” every time he goes out the door. I guess I was also reluctant to complain about the heat because “be careful what you wish for” – because of the notoriously HOT temperatures inside Russian apartments in the winter (all central heating, no individual controls). The space heater gave me the control – if they make this radiator work, I might be sorry! Anyway, there’s all kinds of “work noise” coming from what appears to be a maintenance closet of some kind in the hallway…we’ll see!
Lack of travel-related communication is really hard (remember Kazansky Station! Remember being Lost on the #6 Bus!) - My flight home is on Dec. 7, two days before my visa expires on Dec. 9, to make sure I stand no chance of incarceration (facetious or not?) for a visa violation, so my plan is to leave here Dec. 5, stay 2 nights in a hotel in Moscow, then  leave early the morning of my flight – giving myself more than enough time for bad weather, train delays (resulting from such imagined causes as mechanical breakdown, cows on the tracks, blizzards, terrorism, nuclear war, armed insurrection, a lost ticket ). But, trolling the Internet, I can’t make up my mind – a hotel near enough to Sheremetyevo Airport so there’s no way I’ll miss my flight – and being stuck in some tawdry, over-priced airport hotel (as in the U.S.) nowhere near the Kremlin and Red Square, near nothing I’d want to see, watching Russian TV and wishing I’d left already? OR finding a cheap-enough downtown hostel or something (that’s about all I can afford downtown with Moscow’s impossible prices) and worrying that I won’t make my flight on time because a taxi doesn’t show up, or the legendary Moscow traffic is so backed up and I never make it? (After all, it took 90 minutes in a taxi to get from Novogoreevo to Kazansky Station that morning! On the map, it had looked like it should have been a 30-minute trip, if that.) OR should I just return to Moscow on Dec. 6 and camp at the airport all night with my feet on my suitcase and my head on my backpack all night (like Louis did) in a makeshift sleeping arrangement, snoring and with my mouth hanging open in public (which might also be good reason for  incarceration )? And the “intermediate” worry is getting off the train at Kazansky and making sure I can get a taxi with a driver who can understand where I’m going, wherever that is. If I were rich, I’d just head for some nice central Moscow hotel that every taxi driver knows, where the concierge will make sure I get to the airport on time. But I’m not rich, and money is a definite object! Oh, well, I have a couple of weeks to think this over – but it’s all language-related! I guess, too, I’d really wanted to be downtown that last 24 hours in Moscow – I love that city and just want to see it again. Being holed up at some airport hotel that feels just like Cincinnati or Jersey City won’t exactly be a suitable follow-up after a return trip to Moscow on a Transsiberian Railroad segment (will it?), or a good ending for this wonderful, adventurous trip… ya think? Somehow, I don’t want it to end that way. I want to be in center-city Moscow my last day here, not in Moscow ’s version of a Holiday Inn Express Airport Hotel. Language is a problem here, too, because it’s hard to arrange all this with limited Russian.
Running out of books – But here’s what’s really bothering me, folks: I’m about to run out of books. One thing that’s been an absolute delight the entire time I’ve been here is the amazing reading I’ve been doing. If you’ve noticed, I’ve absolutely reveled in Russian history and literature this entire trip. I’m on my last book! Sholokov’s Quietly Flows the Don. I desperately e-mailed Natalie in Moscow (she’s coming out to visit Thursday for the long holiday weekend) – if she’s anywhere near one of those great Moscow bookstores with some English books, can she please find me the sequel to Quietly Flows the Don? (Oh, drat, why didn’t I pack War and Peace??? Or another Figes history??? Instead, I chose to pack all my Russian language tapes, which I should listen to but don’t want to, wanting only endless books.) Actually, I doubt she’ll find that book (perhaps won’t even have time ), and I couldn’t think of another to ask for. All I have left is 3 Chekhov short-story books, many of which I’ve already read, and all of which I’ll polish off in a few evenings. DRAT! DOUBLE-DRAT! I even toyed with the idea of seeing if Amazon could ship something to me here in Murom in a reasonable time – forget it. Probably not worth asking.  Plus, I’d have to figure out the appropriate address…no, forget it. So, pretty soon my book-reading will dry up. Then…
It’s no books, no on-demand Internet connection, no TV/radio for at least a couple of weeks (more like 4!) What’s a girl to do? – Oh, I’ll figure out something. I’m sure it’s no big deal – but it will be a change! I don’t want to just write in this diary all the time – but, watch out! You might get hit with a lot more than I’m writing already! Or I’ll go out and shoot more photos (so many to catalog already!). I’ll figure it out!
Being alone in a foreign country with limited language ability – I will be dealing with this situation head-on more than at any time previously in the past couple of months. I e-mailed Louis today and told him that I now understand better how hard it was for him to be in Moscow without a group of peers to hang out with (even though he speaks Russian). He’d always been with other students in Russia before but was alone in Moscow this fall (except for me, and “mother” just isn’t what a young man needs on a foreign adventure!). If you’re not totally absorbed with what you’re doing, it can be lonely. I’m not lonely (yet), but I did tell him that I do understand how he felt a bit more now. I might get lonely, though, once I finish this book.
Oh, and by the way, about Sholokov. He won the Nobel Prize for literature, although he’s not as well known to Americans as Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn. He grew up in the Don region, so he knows his subject very well – the Cossacks and their demise in the 20th century. I highly recommend this book to everyone reading this diary (plus, I’ll read the sequel at home ). It’s a total page-turner, folks – which is part of my problem. I just can’t put it down and will, therefore, finish it TOO FAST. It’s another sprawling Russian novel full of so many characters that, like most of these Russian epics, requires a “character guide” in front. Romances, feuds, wars, births, deaths…all the great dramatic stuff I love in a novel! And so very beautifully written (and translated). It’s been on my shelf for years, and it’s great to finally get into it. 
What I look forward to most when I get home is reading the Sholokov sequel and the 2 Figes Russian histories, Natasha’s Dance and A People’s Tragedy…than on to more and more!!
Today’s election in the U.S. – I don’t want to know – Just wake me when it’s over (which is literally what will happen with the time difference )! I’ll read about the damage tomorrow and maybe even weep. I just hope Joe Sestak wins and that the other damage isn’t as bad as predicted, setting our country back another 100 years. I will, though, gear up for the 2012 Presidential – I want revenge!!! I want  blood!!!!!
Upcoming winter holidays – Listening to those lovely students talk about their great Russian traditions and customs does give me a bit of nostalgia for American holidays – after all, fall and winter are my favorite time of year, partially because of the holidays. I’ve already planned my first drive in my red Subaru Forrester – to Northbrook Market for an apple cider donut (or 2 and a huge decaffeinated coffee, then driving on out 842 to 82 to Kennett Square, playing my new (Russian rock group ) Kino CD really loud. Oh, missing Halloween didn’t bother me, don’t miss it – Louis grew up long enough ago that I’m over all the costumes and trick-and-treating. And Thanksgiving has become somewhat of a non-holiday to me. Louis and his dad spend just as many Thanksgivings in Cleveland as at home. It became more of a “4-days-off-from-work” holiday, although I still enjoyed all the hype. But the whole season, with Christmas coming on, is exciting. 
I had thought, “I don’t get home till Dec. 15, so why even bother with the Christmas tree? Anyway, I don’t think Louis will be at home this year…so what’s it all about?” 
Heck, I decided last night that, once I settle in at home, the first thing I’ll do is put up that Christmas tree, play carols, watch old Christmas movies, and really get into it! I’ll listen to the that great annual Anglican church service (“Lessons and Carols”) on NPR at noon-ish on Christmas Eve (from St. John’s I think?). I’ll go to whatever pre-holiday parties and/or church services there are, put in some time at the homeless shelter during the holiday…maybe ring the Salvation Army bell…I’m looking forward to Christmas, folks! 
And, you must remember, my life’s changed a lot in the past few months – not just this Russia trip, but leaving full-time work after almost 50 years; i.e., “retirement.” With all the pre-Russia preparation this summer, I had little time to fully comprehend just what “retirement” will mean for me. When I return, I’ll have lots of time to think about this next phase of my life. I’m not sure I’m ready to do that, but it will be thrust upon me, big-time. ( And, of course, a huge priority that I’m suppressing mentally will be looking for a job of some kind to make retirement even possible.)
So I guess I’m pondering all of this – and will be pondering it more, once I run out of books to read! Maybe this reading has just delayed some things I’d better focus on, anyway. 
Oh, and before I forget it: This-coming weekend is a national holiday in Russia . In Soviet times, it was a celebration of the Revolution. But now it’s something called “National Unification and Reunification Day,” or something like that. My Russian friends, although happy for a 4-day weekend, tell me the only problem is that no one yet has a handle on just what they’re supposed  to do on this new holiday – like, what’s the “new tradition”? It’s hard to just “start a holiday” with no acknowledged aim, I guess. Our Labor Day is probably the closest thing to that – it’s a 3-day weekend we all enjoy but don’t exactly know how to “celebrate.”
Anyway, we all will be off work at the Institute; Natalie’s coming from Moscow Thursday evening, and I’ll show her the sights here; and it will be a nice break for all of us.  After that, only 4 weeks left before I leave this amazing country….no tears yet, though…just wish I had some more books! 
Note to self before further travels (if any): Buy a Kindle!
Nov. 3 (Wednesday)…literature…AA…let there be heat!
Well, I did finish Sholokov last night – what a great book! But now what? 
I’m going online today to see if the sequel may be out of copyright protection so as to be online somewhere so I can download at least part of it onto a flash drive I carry with me. Probably not. Maybe I can find something else. Then I could read whatever I download on my netbook. I will take a quick look at Amazon to see if there’s any info about overseas book shipments…probably not a solution, though. As a last resort, I’ll ask in our department if anyone has a stash of English classics. I’ll take anything!
Speaking of which, here’s a bit of culture shock: These students never heard of Charles Dickens! Oh, the things we take for granted. Especially with Christmas coming on (not the same huge holiday here, though – Easter’s their big one ), and with students repeatedly asking me what American/English literature I recommend, I always mention Dickens – but they’ve never cried gallons of tears with David Copperfield or Oliver Twist! Never agonized over Great Expectations! Never soared to A Tale of Two Cities! And never delighted annually in A Christmas Carol ! Culture shock! Guess I just thought the whole world knew Ebenezer Scrooge – even if only the Mickey Mouse version! I’ve recommended Dickens over just about every other author – and to be read in Russian translation, not in English, so they can really enjoy his work. It would take years of study and a very high level of English sophistication to love Dickens – so skip all that (perhaps heresy to some, particularly their teachers ), I tell them! Get a Russian translation! And also read the Brontes and Jane Austen…go on to Hemingway and Faulkner and Frost and Whitman! A world awaits you, Russians! Just as I discovered your amazing literary world, you’re missing the best the “west” has to offer!
This sudden realization has made me also realize, further, that, during Soviet times – roughly 1917-91 – this country was much more isolated from western culture than I think most of us ever imagined. And it pains me greatly to think that they are stepping into knowledge of our culture only through modern “pop” stuff. Now, I like Michael Jackson, Nike sports gear, (some ) American films and TV – and even some occasional rap and hip-hop stuff – but is this all Russians think Americans, Brits, and the rest of the west have been doing since 1917 (and earlier, for literature)? I hope not! Do they think we are all about pop music and slang and “Terminator” movies and “Santa Barbara” (their favorite ) soap operas and McDonald’s? I hope not. But I fear it’s true – which is what is coming out more and more as we get into “American culture.” (Or “western culture.”)
Another little factoid that surprised me: Because the subject of alcoholism does come up in conversation, I asked someone the other day if they have AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) chapters here. They never heard of it. When I woke up this morning, I was going over, in my head, how I would describe AA (and NA, Narcotics Anonymous ) to Russians – and how I hope and wish that noble, life-saving concept will come to this country. In another life, I’d make that my mission: To bring AA to Russia! I hope someone out there will do that (maybe someone is trying )! The declining population here, according to what I read, is not caused by a low birth rate, but by a high mortality rate, very much caused by the high smoking and drinking rates. It’s a real problem – remember my not being able to find common old isopropyl (rubbing ) alcohol? It’s real. AA and NA have saved millions of lives worldwide and, I know, could really help here with a severe problem – plus, it’s totally free! It costs nothing , folks! If any of my Russian friends reading this want to know more, let me know. I speak with Social Work students here at the Institute – maybe you’d like me to do a seminar on this subject? I’d be happy to! What I woke up thinking about that made me realize the possible effects of those long years of Soviet isolation was that AA and NA started and grew in the States during that whole period between 1917 and 1991– so why would the Russians know about it today? Now, maybe they have something similar under another name – or maybe not. Worth exploring. 
…
Oh, and the apartment is much warmer than it was – the nice maintenance man evidently did something to increase the radiator heat! Great! Last evening was the first evening I didn’t have to use the “desktop space heater.” 
Today’s the last day of class before the 4-day weekend, Natalie arrives from Moscow tomorrow evening (leaving early Sunday morning), and I may not be online, folks, till next Tuesday. Maybe we can find that wifi place a student told me is downtown somewhere, but I’m not depending on it.  We’ll do the sights – there’s a craft museum Natasha wants us to see, and she also indicated she’s willing to give Natalie the tour she gave me of all the great historical sights – which I’m totally ready to see again. Hope the weather’s nice. So far, this is a “warm fall,” I’m told (and I feel that, too ). I’m beginning to think that, in my 4 weeks left here, I won’t really experience any real Russian winter other than an occasional dusting of snow that melts quickly. I’m told that, after that horrendous, record-breaking, triple-digit summer the Russians endured, the forecasts are for a record-setting COLD winter – but not so far. It’s almost balmy outside this week! Any little frozen rivulets from last week’s light snow and rain have melted quickly, creating more MUD, which makes you walk in zig-zags constantly. I’ve been more careful about not sliding in the mud than about slipping on ice!
Anyway, I may be incommunicado for a few days…but will be enjoying my time, as I hope you do yours! 
Duz-vee-don-yay!!
Nov. 4 (Thursday)…morning sounds and quiet…dancing rock…Natalie’s coming!
Since the time change here (“fall back”), I ‘m back on more of a “West Chester schedule” – waking up at 5 a.m. or so, whether I get out of my cozy covers then or not (which I usually don’t ) and starting to nod off sometime between 9 and 11 p.m. I’m glad. I like waking up in the dark, watching the dawn out my 2 large windows. Each room has a very large (maybe 5’ high or so, almost as wide) window facing the street, my very favorite thing about this apartment! I face not only the street, but a lovely array of trees (birches and others), as well as a large, very industrial-looking five-storey building across the street that I think is an Institute building, though I’m not sure what department. The plain-faced, mottled building looks to be fairly old, in need of window repair in many places; but I have no idea what kind of activity goes on inside its cavernous façade or if, in act, it’s largely empty, which it appears to be.
Unlike our Novogoreevo (Moscow) apartment, this one faces a very busy, noisy street. It’s called a “shosse,” or highway, not an “ulitsa,” or street – I wouldn’t go so far as to think of it is an actual “highway,” though (usually at least 4 lanes in the U.S.). It’s only 2 lanes, but a very busy 2 lanes and a very busy bus route (remember #6? There are other routes on my street, too ). There’s a time in the evening when the traffic dies down – almost completely. Maybe around 11 or so. Then it starts again between 6:30 and 7:30 a.m. The foot traffic starts, too, but it’s very quiet. I did hear the clop-clop of high heels this morning very early – all those high heels make a very distinctive sound! You can hear the women coming! (Hey, maybe that explains it! The high heels are to let folks know a woman’s coming !) But, by and large, foot traffic here is very quiet. And I don’t even notice the heavy motor traffic once it picks up. I’ve gotten very used to it. And the sound of the buses stopping are sort of comforting, like the sound of trolley cars that I loved to hear when we lived on Baltimore Avenue by Clark Park in Philadelphia. I loved the sound of the #13 and #34 trolley cars on Baltimore Avenue and missed that so much when we moved out to West Chester. Louis’s first words were “tra-cah, tra-cah” (trolley car ). Not “mommy” or “daddy,” but “tra-cah, tra-cah” because we used to take him to the window to watch the trolley cars go by. Anyway, here, during the night, there’s almost no noise at all – more like the Novogoreevo apartment.  With only 2 apartments in this building, and being on the 3rd floor away from the babushka station downstairs, it’s very quiet – nice. The students start coming into the building for class on weekdays at about 8 a.m. or so. Otherwise, this is a very quiet building.
One thing I’ve noticed both in Moscow and here is the quiet of the crowds going to and coming from work. Outside our Novogoreevo apartment, during the morning “rush,” all those tall apartments buildings would literally empty out with thousands of people all walking in the same direction in a steady stream throughout rush hour  – toward the Metro (then the reverse in the evenings) – yet you could almost hear a pin drop. Everyone’s very quiet, few conversations going on. 
Same here in the mornings. There aren’t nearly the numbers, but outside my apartment, there are always people at both bus stops (on this side and across the street ), yet it’s so quiet. I rarely hear voices. Every morning I sit by my kitchen window and watch the street. Most of the time people at the bus stop aren’t talking, but sometimes they are; yet, I don’t hear their voices at all. Maybe it’s because most of these people are working folks – not teenagers and youth who might make more noise. Then, as I walk to our class building, about a 12-13-minute walk from here, there are many others walking to work – also very quietly, silently. Is this the quiet resignation of working folks trudging off to “the same ol’ same ol’,” or is it respect for others? Is it simply that people reserve their own persons for their families and friends and adopt a silent face in public? And is it really any different from what I’d see in the U.S., anyway? I’m not sure. It seems like we’re a noisier country – or is that just my imagination? Do I make too much of this?
My students reminded me of something yesterday I’d totally forgotten. As I said, they’re now getting to more meaningful levels of conversation; the questions are getting more complex and interesting. One of them yesterday asked me, “Do you dance rock music?” Well, of course! “I’ve danced to rock music since I was a kid! I grew up with it! I really don’t know how to dance any other way – I never learned ‘ballroom dancing’ – I did the twist and the pony and all that.” One of them then said, “During the Soviet period, rock dancing was forbidden here.” I’d totally forgotten about that, folks. It was one of those many reality checks I’ve experienced here that hit you in the gut.
It’s little snippets like these that bring me back to a reality it’s easy to lose sight of: The isolation of our 2 countries from each other for so long. Except for sabre-rattling and nuke- threats, where was little dialogue, little (if any) cultural exchange, little knowledge about each other. Again, I’m living now in a town that no foreigners could even visit until about 16 years ago (for about 75 years). Sometimes those profound facts hit me in the face.
And excuse me if I’ve said this before, but it also hits me when I hesitate to photograph some places – this is still an industrial city, and I happen to find industrial areas kind of “romantic.” I’m kind of into “gray and drab” because I remember a lot of that from the chemical valley where I grew up. I see a poetry in it all that many would most likely not see. I think it’s the difference between black-and-white and color photography and films– and I much prefer the black-and-white. It’s my liking an old movie called “Atlantic City” with Burt Lancaster, a film filled with that city’s pre-casino drabness and the drab lives of small-town hoodlums (albeit in color ). For whatever reason, I actually like all that – so I’d love to take lots of photos here of the industrial area – but I won’t. Because I’m just not comfortable doing that, even in the “new Russia.” So I don’t.
There’s a “new Russia” here, but I’m not sure what it is; and my weeks here have not given me enough information to know what the “new Russia” is except for the glitzy European and American stores dominating Moscow and the seamy tales of Russian oligarchs. I doubt that most Russians know what the new Russia is. I think it’s a work in progress, and I don’t envy them the tasks ahead in reshaping their country.
I’ve had conversations and many thoughts here about how “democracy” is ingrained in Americans’ DNA – from the old New England town halls. But is it any more ingrained in us than in others, including Russians? Sholokov’s And Quietly Flows the Don describes the democratic systems of the Don Cossack villages in the Don River valley – and, to be honest, I couldn’t distinguish them from the old New England town halls. They had “atamans” (“hetmen,” or head men ) who seemed to have a lot of power in their villages, but the atamans had to answer to the people in those villages – and those people ruled themselves democratically. There were czars, yes, but it didn’t seem that the people in those villages were totally subservient. 
And, as I have written, Russians even during Soviet times were a very vociferous, dissenting, complaining, protesting, non-shy bunch. These are not subservient people! They are independent, super-well-educated (perhaps more than Americans, or at least on a par ), free-spirited, extremely intelligent, and creative people – I think we might describe “Americans” the same way! I guess I’m finding Churchill’s “riddle wrapped in an enigma wrapped in a mystery” or whatever (other way around? Need to check that ) – I’m searching for understanding every day. I listen to everything, I keep my ear to the ground. Every word I hear, every sentence is teaching me – and all I want is more and more and more. I can’t get enough of learning about this fascinating place and these fascinating people. They are exciting, they are wonderful – and my learning curve is off the charts. 
I look forward to every day here as full of new information, new insights, and, yes, new questions and mysteries. It’s like I’m living in a personal college, a personal post-graduate program in which I can luxuriate in learning, learning, and more learning. I’m, figuratively speaking, “watching” PBS and the BBC, “listening” to NPR, and reading every book in the world non-stop. And it’s always at a crescendo pace…climbing, climbing, climbing upward.
It just doesn’t get any better than this.
…
How exciting! Natalie’s arriving from Moscow on the 17:53 (5:53 ) train! Hope she enjoys Kazansky Station and that train as much as I did! The last hour will be kind of dark, but she’ll see a lot of the countryside just as I did those few weeks ago. And it’s a national holiday weekend (National Unification and Reconciliation Day), so the train will probably be jam-packed with people. I loved that ride!
Natasha’s coming over between 4 and 5 today, and we’ll take either a bus or taxi over to the train station. MY ANGELS – for Natasha and Elena aren’t real people, mind you – they’re ANGELS from heaven – not only ordered a bed carried over here for Natalie (I mean, I had planned to put myself on cushions on the floor and give Natalie my bed!), but a lovely toasty comforter. Elena not only washed my sheet/pillow-case/duvet, but IRONED them (something I rarely do!). 
AND…Natasha is giving up part of her holiday weekend to take us on her great tour of Murom tomorrow morning. I’m so thankful for that because I could have taken Natalie to see a lot of the sights; but I couldn’t have told all the stories, explained all the meanings. Then, tomorrow afternoon, Elena, bless her soul, is having us over for dinner. They both give so unselfishly to make sure that any visitor feels at home – and Natalie will find that out this weekend. Then, we’ll probably “hang out” Saturday and saunter around the Institute campus and downtown to look around (maybe we’ll find that wifi place!) and have a nice visit before her departure early Sunday morning ( for which my two angels will help me plan early-morning transportation to the train station – you can’t just flag a taxi here, you must call them through dispatchers – and that requires speaking more Russian that I do, of course! ). What a great holiday weekend! AND, thank you, thank you, thank you, Natasha and Elena, for giving part of your holiday weekend to us! I only regret that Natalie can’t attend some of our classes and get to know the students.
…
Nov. 7 (Sun.)…a love letter
My 4-day holiday weekend (for National Unification and Reconciliation Day) is drawing to an end. It’s 8 a.m., and Natasha and I just saw Natalie off on the 7:23 a.m. train to Moscow in the foggy and chilly morning air; and I’m back here in the warmth and quiet of my apartment. So many thoughts, so many feelings.
This is the foggiest morning I’ve seen – and the coldest. The old, large, and romantic Murom train station was full of people, even on this early Sunday morning; many of them, like Natalie, going back to wherever they had come from for the holiday. (I guess most of these passengers were headed for Moscow, perhaps many of them having Murom as their home town. Natalie had purchased the very last ticket available on the very last train with a seat because of the huge holiday travel volume.) 
I love the old 1940s black-and-white films with the people crowding European train stations in World War II in the mist and chill of mornings or evenings – the eerie but romantic feel of those movies, usually with lovers parting with rapturous embraces and stretching out their long good-bye kisses to their beloveds as the young soldier goes off to war. And, of course, the “Casablanca”-type atmosphere with Humphrey Bogart and all the other great ‘40s actors. This morning at the Murom train station was just like one of those films , as we shivered in the chilly, foggy dawn, bidding Natalie good-bye until the next time I see her, whenever and wherever that may be. One wouldn’t have been surprised this morning to have seen Bogie or Bacall right there on that train platform, embracing and kissing – it was truly a scene from one of those films, and I suspect that some of the people on that platform were saying just as heartfelt and agonizing good-byes.
Natasha pointed out the beautiful, huge painting in the train station waiting room – a vast panorama of Murom as seen from across the Oka river, with that river in the foreground. It was probably at least 12 feet wide, hangs high up over the waiting room, with an obviously worn wooden frame. Natasha remembers that very old painting from when she was a little girl in the ‘40s and her parents brought her on visits to Murom, then to settle here (her mother’s hometown), from their home in Siberia. She describes the week-long (each way ) train journeys her family made when she was a little girl. Once she fell out of the upper bunk; and her father thereafter made it a practice to sit up all night to make sure she didn’t fall again, reserving daytime for his own sleep. She said the local Murom artist who painted that magnificent painting in the rail station inspired many of Murom youth to enter the arts, many of them becoming very successful and famous.
…
How can I summarize this weekend? I can’t tell it all; and , of course, I was too busy enjoying it to write in this diary, so I’m going on memory rather than close-to-the-moment impressions. But here’s a summary:
Wednesday evening (Nov. 3) – I finished Bill Bryson’s Shakespeare , and I could not recommend that book more highly. It’s a slim volume you can read in a sitting or two. As I noted earlier, Bryson’s one of the 2 funniest men I’ve ever read – but this is not a humorous book. Oh, he injects his wit here and there with some healthy sarcasm and irony. But he’s writing more of a detective piece in this book, in search of that man called “Shakespeare,” asking just who was he? 
Bryson doesn’t pretend to know any more about Shakespeare than when he started his inquiry, nor does he pretend to know more than anyone else. Shakespeare, in the end, remains a mystery. Bryson’s an honest writer. He goes on a detecting adventure, trying to find out what he can and telling us only what is known with such readable and loving commitment. I learned more about Shakespeare than I’d never known, learned more than I’ve ever learned – and finished the book anxious to see the next Shakespeare production that comes to West Chester . He also debunks most of the “Shakespeare couldn’t have written Shakespeare” fantasies – for that appears to be just what they are, fantasies and delusions. I thank him for that. 
Bryson also made me feel, which I am feeling more and more on this trip, that I want to spend the rest of my life living, appreciating, and enjoying the very best our world has to offer – the very best books, music, films, art, drama, and, of course, nature – the very best. I can do all of that without material possessions and money; and that’s what I will do. When I lay down Bryson’s book, I felt, simply, “I want to take it all in – Shakespeare, ballet, opera, theater, poetry, other literature, films, and everything else fine that this world has for me to see, hear, feel. I want to experience nothing else in my remaining years.”
Thursday (Nov. 4) – Having finished Bryson, I started a new book from “Natasha’s stash”:  Piers Paul Read’s Alice in Exile . Now, I haven’t decided if this is shameless “chick-lit” or something beyond that – but it’s probably a good relief from the Nobel laureates and heavy Russian history. It starts in London in 1913 with two young lovers’ first meeting and promises, from the comments, to be a “slimline Dr. Zhivago ” moving on to the Russian Revolution and with Alice as a “genuine heroine.” I will say this: It’s a page-turner, hard to put down. I’m into the characters already and enjoying this book. If I like it, I may move on to some other of Read’s other 13 novels. 
OK, after finishing Bryson, I then prepared the apartment for “company.” Not that I feel that I need to do much for Natalie – we shared our apartment in Moscow and pretty know how each other’s preferences. And Natalie’s an easy-going, non-demanding guest and friend. So it’s pretty simple to “prepare” – run the dust mop, make sure the bathroom and WC are clean, make her bed (that Natasha and Elena so sweetly had sent over here just for Natalie, complete with cozy, heavy, bright red comforter!), make sure I have some of her favorites on hand (muesli, plenty of tea, some pastries) and plenty of toiletries if she needs them, arrange the furniture in the best two-person mode…easy stuff. 
Natalie came in on the 17:53 (5:53) p.m. from Moscow, and Natasha went with me to pick her up; then we took a taxi home. 
LOVE LETTER PART I - Natasha: Here’s the first part of this “love-letter” part of this diary entry: Natasha, how can I thank you enough? I just can’t. Words can never say how grateful and loving I feel for Natasha, who gave up so much of her own 4-day holiday weekend just to make sure my friend had a great visit. I had thought that Natasha would just advise me on how to pick Natalie up at the train station (which she did, but she also went with me to make sure I knew how to do that), then a tour of Murom on Friday morning. That was it. 
But, as the weekend went on, Natasha was always there to make sure everything was perfect. She not only took us on her tour of Murom (she could be a paid tour guide – she knows all the history, all the art, everything about this city) Friday morning but also told us she’d arranged, for Saturday evening, a visit to Murom’s craft and cultural center (after a tour of the monastery, one of my very favorite places here ) and that, because an excursion bus was coming through that evening, we could join the tourists for a special performance. Then, as I’ve already said, she was right there with me this morning to see Natalie off – which meant we were all up at about 5 a.m. My cell phone rings at 6 a.m. as Natalie and I stand in front of my building waiting for the taxi Natasha had arranged  - it was Natasha calling just to assure us the taxi was on its way (the kind of thing she does to alleviate any anxieties ); then she met us at the station shortly after we arrived. So Natasha gave up what could have been a much-needed restful weekend just to make sure we were OK. I don’t know how to thank a friend for that, so all I can say is “thanks.”
So, back to Thursday evening, Natalie and I arrived here at the apartment and ate a hearty dinner – that great rice-and-chicken dish one of the professors had given me (I’d saved some of those wonderful dishes and canned goods just for this weekend ) – I promised her I’d try to get that recipe because she said it was one of the best dishes she’d ever eaten. We had a just-lovely time catching up on so many things – her job teaching English for BKC-IH, her schedule, her apartment, her roommate, her family, her life; my apartment here, my new friends, my students, my life here in Murom. We collapsed into our cozy beds with some pretty great expectations for the weekend – which were fulfilled.
Friday (Nov. 5) – We got up Friday and, after a leisurely breakfast and lots of coffee and tea (included that great supply  of decaffeinated coffee Natalie brought me from Moscow – yes!!!!!!!!!), we headed out for a walk over to our class building (regrettably, locked for the weekend) and my neighborhood grocery store. At about 10 a .m. or so, we met Natasha and started our first tour of Murom, going to the lovely churches and cathedrals and down to the river bank, listening to Natasha’s wonderful history lessons. I had heard her histories before – but I was ready to hear it a second time. I needed that refresher and was all too happy to hear it again – and could go for it several more times because I never get enough of it! 
We also went to the city’s museum, which I’d not been to before. Now, I expected a smallish museum with some local artifacts and such. This, folks, was a full-fledged, large, amazing collection not only of local treasures, but some priceless paintings by some great masters. This museum was a Moscow- or London- or Paris- level museum – I mean, some real treasures. It was amazing to find a museum like this in a city this size (125,000). 
We toured until about 1:30 and were due at Elena’s home for a mid-afternoon dinner. Elena lives very close to our class building, so we came back here and walked there. 
LOVE LETTER PART II – Elena and Vladimir: When Elena invites you to dinner, get ready for a feast! I’ve raved about Natasha – it’s Elena’s turn. Elena had spent her entire day (and probably then some, planning ) preparing for us the best dinner anyone could have. The salad was crisp and sumptuous, the main dish absolutely delicious, along with a carefully chosen and prepared aperitif, bread, and tea. Followed by large, sweet, green grapes. Then, the pinnacle of the meal: The absolute best cake I’ve ever eaten, a concoction including walnuts and bananas and a creamy frosting - first a huge hunk, followed by a second huge hunk that not one ofus turned away! Forget the waistlines! Elena had to have been “slaving over a hot stove” for hours. 
But, best of all, was meeting Elena’s husband, Vladimir, the real treat. Hey, Elena: You got the best of the best (and so did Vladimir!). I’ve never met a more loving, hospitable, relaxed, fun, funny, intelligent, caring couple – never . And their having us into their beautiful home was a gift from heaven. Just as Elena has looked after my every need and desire since I’ve been here, she made sure my friend, Natalie, enjoyed the best of Murom and the best of Russian hospitality.
Kisses to Elena and Vladimir!
We went home totally full and totally happy that evening and didn’t sit up too long talking because we had had a busy and fabulous day.
Saturday (Nov. 6) – We got up Saturday morning with the feeling we’d better to do something to work off Elena’s cake! After a leisurely breakfast, we decided we’d spend the morning and early afternoon shopping at the Kulikova Ulitsa mini-malls. We were looking for some things Natalie needed for her new life and apartment, teaching for BKC – things like some bed sheets, a dish-drain rack, a hairdryer, and one of those “push-down” coffee makers she’d spied at my local grocery. We got the coffee-maker first, dropped it off here, then set off in the other direction toward town. 
I was so happy to share my favorite “industrial-area walk” – my favorite sights. From the high bridge, we watched a freight car loaded with many cars of coal from some far-off place. I showed her the place I think is a little hostel, some buildings I find intriguing - all things I’ve learned to enjoy along that walk. Some places that looked like they had “seen their day” but which give rise to imaginings of some sort of “splendor” in the past.
Although I usually am not a shopper (as I’ve written before), I can enjoy a shopping trip with a friend who’s looking for something (better than my shopping for something), so this was really fun for me – plus, we were walking off that cake! We couldn’t find just the right (preferably green-based print ) sheets or dish rack, but Natalie was delighted to find a hairdryer! She found one that will help her curl her long blond hair and was thrilled with it the same way we’re all thrilled with something we find rather unexpectedly and really feel we need. And, along the way, Natalie told me something that had been a mystery to me: She said someone had told her she looked like Nicole Kidman (and I shared my thrill that someone told me I look like Helen Mirren !). I’d thought, ever since I’d met Natalie, “She reminds me of someone, but I can’t figure out who!” That was it: As soon as she said, “Nicole Kidman,” I said, “That’s it – that’s exactly who you look like!” So, if anyone reading this hasn’t been able to picture Natalie – think Nicole Kidman, a good bit shorter, longer hair – that’s Natalie! She could be Nicole Kidman’s sister!
We were to meet Natasha at 3, so we walked back to the apartment, very tired and happy (with the great hairdryer purchase !) and ate another of the great contributions to my gastronomic well-being by the professors – a jar of the most delicious mushroom-and-vegetable mixture, a superb lunch. Again, I’ve promised Natalie a recipe! I owe Natalie lots of recipes, thanks to all my professors whose food we ate this weekend and to Natalie’s plan to have a Thanksgiving dinner in Moscow ( for which I’d better start tomorrow Googling – or writing from memory - recipes for turkey, pumpkin pie, cranberry sauce, stuffing, etc.).
Now, we said we wouldn’t tell anyone, but I will blow our cover: Elena and Vladimir must have wrapped up half of that enormous banana-and-walnut-and-cream-of-some-kind-rapturous cake for us to bring home the previous day. So, after the mushroom dish, we both said, “Shall we?” Of course! We didn’t just each take a piece of the cake – we split it in 2 and ate it all! And I’m confessing about that now. We did that only because we were meeting Natasha and would “walk it off,” which we did.
The rest of the afternoon and early evening, we went to the monastery and Murom’s craft center.
The monastery in Murom is perhaps my favorite place of all…or one of them. Anyway, it’s a place of great peace and serenity by the Oka River . Peace and serenity. That’s it. We walked into the church only to see a baptism taking place, then walked over to see the monks’ animals and gardens, by the monastery school.  It’s absolutely beautiful there, and I think the river is one source of its serenity.
I’ve been thinking “monastic” as an adjective to describe much of my life in Murom. Except when I have classes or social events (parties, dinners, etc .), and particularly on weekends, I live a what I might describe as a somewhat monastic life here. For example, I plan to spend today totally alone inside, doing nothing but writing in this diary, a little laundry and hair-washing, getting into my pajamas early, and reading for many, many hours. I’ll have no TV, no radio, no Internet, no phone conversations – just me in this apartment being, well…”monastic.” I always thought I’d love this “monastic” life – and I do love this (as long as I’m in control, not controlled by some head monk or some restrictive philosophy or theology). I’m not sure I would want it forever – or would I? Maybe, maybe not…
After the monastery, we went on to the craft center. Wow! Like the museum, I expected something on a less grand scale – but Murom ’s craft/cultural center is a large, well-equipped, and very professional place with lovely grounds and an exceptionally nice building. And they gave us a very personal tour of the place and all its riches.
First, one woman told us about all the different dolls they make – the legends, their meaning, their histories. Then we went into the “costume room” where Natalie and I took each other’s pictures in various colorful Russian headdresses covered with embroidery, lace, jewels, and all manner of beautiful needlework. We also saw the most beautiful folk dresses you’ll see anywhere, including some amazing special costumes for “Father Christmas” and the “Snow Queen.” Those 2 were breathtaking…just breathtaking. Then, we went outside where the visiting excursion bus, which turned out to be full of teenagers from a Moscow school, had emptied its occupants, who were enjoying a special “performance.” The performance was similar to one of those games you might see in any American or English “Renaissance faire.” The teen-aged tourists (all boys, we observed, except for 2 girls) had to run a kind of relay race to “liberate” 2 princesses (the girls on the trip), who were each tied to a stake. Great fun! 
Then, the director of the center asked us, “Would you like to join the youngsters to make a doll?” YESSS!!! Of course!
So we ended the evening at the craft center in the big doll-making room with all the Moscow kids ( who turned out to be from a school in Moscow where they learn English and who seemed delighted to hear us speaking English, at one point all joining in unison to exclaim, “Hello!” to us) making little dolls that you wear around your neck. I could not have chosen anything I’d rather have been doing that evening. I want to make more of those dolls! The doll-instructor invited me to come over any weekday to learn to make other dolls – and I hope I can do that, perhaps on some days when I have no or few classes. I fell in love with the Russian dolls, each of which has a special purpose, usually based on a story, legend, or fairy tale.
You know, folks, these kinds of experiences are not something you can savor as just a “tourist.” You can enjoy these things, surely; but living here for this period of time and having these experiences is the only way to understand a country to any meaningful extent. I wish everyone could do what I am doing right now. It’s priceless.
After bidding our angel, Natasha, good-bye in the chill of the night, Natalie and I returned to the apartment and ate again – this time, the potatoes, dill pickles, and canned vegetables some other professors had given me. I mean, we eat well here! And, as I told Natalie, I had to come all the way to Russia to find her native South African “creamy rooibos” tea – I’d never had it before and have fallen in love with it. I had no idea that tea could actually be “creamy” and so aromatic as rooibus! Highly recommended. What we drink here is Greenfield rooibus tea, though I’m sure it’s available from other companies.
We again talked until tired, talking about so many of our favorite things, wonderful past memories of family and friends, and dreams for our futures….then “Tired?” Yes. Showers, bed. And I set the clock for 5 a.m. for Natalie’s early morning departure for Moscow. 
LOVE LETTER PART III: Natalie -  I didn’t come to Moscow thinking I’d make a lifelong friend, but that’s what Natalie is, a lifelong friend. It’s hard to give a friend her due, but I can say that this friendship is golden. We spent only a few short weeks together (about 5-1/2), but we were able to forge a friendship that – thanks to the Internet! – I see as growing over the years.  At the very outset, I’ll say that the “age difference” just isn’t there – she’s 27, and I’m 63 – but I don’t think we ever really think about that. 
Which reminds me of a dear friend, Claire Davis, from years ago – when I was in my 20s and in graduate school in English literature (University of Maryland), then first-year law school (Howard University, transferred later to Northeastern in Boston to finish 2 years), Lou and I lived on Capitol Hill in Washington, DC. I was the “parish assistant” (church secretary) for Christ Church (Episcopal) on Capitol Hill, a 9-3 daily job that allowed me to trek out to College Park in the evenings for classes. Claire was the secretary for the church’s day school for children. I was about 22 or 23 when we met, and Claire was 52. 
Claire and her wonderful husband, Larry, adopted a baby, little Marietta, from a young Mexican woman who did some work for them (it’s very hard for couples in their 50s to adopt, with a private adoption like this one often the only option). I became Marietta’s babysitter in the evenings when we didn’t have class (mostly on weekends), bringing over my books, which I could study after I’d given her a bath and put her to sleep. 
We all lived in the same lovely Capitol Hill neighborhood, a beautiful residential area in the shadow of the nation’s Capitol, with graceful tree-lined streets and avenues flanked by row after row of beautiful, often ornate, but always stately brick row houses. Lou and I lived in a third-floor walk-up on 6th & North Carolina Avenue, SE ( a block from Mr. Henry’s restaurant and bar, home to famed singer, Roberta Flack, of “Killing Me Softly With His Song” and many other great songs); and Claire and Larry lived on A St., N.E., just a few blocks away. The beautiful old church was (and is) at 620 G St., SE. (I know: I typed that address thousands of times! ) [Through Claire and Larry, we also knew Robert (Bob) Proski, who later became a nationally famous actor, but was then performing early in his career on Washington’s great Arena Stage. He later “hit the big time,” to great critical acclaim, in many film and TV roles.]
Claire and I hit it off right away and became friends for life – and, as I feel with Natalie, age never mattered. We had too much fun, too much in common. We were “girlfriends” from day one. We could tell each other anything, enjoy anything together – and, basically,  just laughed a lot. After Lou and I left Washington, we didn’t see Claire and Larry much; although once they appeared at a party we had in Philadelphia . And Claire and I would “catch up” in letters over the years, an occasional phone call. Then, just a few years ago, Larry died after a long descent into the frightening and fuzzy world of Alzheimer’s. Later, just a few months ago, Claire left this world after living a most wonderful life. I learned so much about how to live from Claire – her imprint on my life is invaluable and indelible.
Anyway, the thought of my friendship with Natalie this morning brings back my old friendship with Claire. The difference, though, is that we have the Internet! I think that Natalie and I can “keep up” much better because our amazing new technology that can connect people. We can swap photos, e-mails, chat, Skype, do it all!
Natalie’s passion in life is teaching English. After she left, I was thinking this: The most noble profession of all is not medicine, not law, not ministry – it’s teaching. Natalie has chosen to be part of the profession that truly creates the world’s future. And everything I love about Natalie contributes to her being not just a good, but a great, teacher. Just as Natasha, Elena, Lou, Beth, and all those others out there who have devoted their lives to molding great minds are part of the greatest profession of all, Natalie has chosen to do the most noble work she could ever do – and the world is all the better for that.
And this, dear friend, Natalie, is my love letter to you: We are “friends forever.” All the things we talked about this precious weekend, along with those weeks in Novogoreevo, are things I want to know about as the years go on. 
I want to hear about your life as your hopes and dreams unfurl. I want to share the ups and the downs, as friends always do. Share with me the hundreds of new movies and TV programs you think I’ll enjoy, the thousands of books you’ll read, the many more friends you’ll meet, the dishes you’ll cook, the students you’ll teach, your Mom’s and Dad’s and brother’s life events, the romances you’ll experience, the beloved DOG you will someday own (your greatest wish!)…all that.   I want to know when you’re settled in whatever country you settle in, whether it’s South Africa or England or Australia or Canada or the U.S.; with that DOG   you want more than anything else, and…who knows?...maybe that farmer or sheep-herder or cow-wrangler or teacher or whatever husband…and that school where you’ll be able to engage in your passion for English-teaching forever…and maybe a few young-‘uns of your own (what a great mom and wife you’ll make!). 
I want to be there, Natalie. And always will be, I promise.
You’re a “keeper,” Natalie!
…
(10 a.m .) Natalie’s gone and, quite possibly, sleeping on the train trip back to Moscow in that little BBC-like-black-and-white-movie-4-person-compartment - to which Natasha and I saw you headed as we watched you through the train window from that early morning fog and chill on the platform  – or eating that super-Snickers bar or those sweet green apples you bought yesterday.
 Natasha is, I hope, finally resting after working so hard to unselfishly and selflessly make Natalie’s and my weekend perfect. 
Elena and Vladimir, I hope, are getting some rest and spending time with each other enjoying life after “feeding us” that great dinner.
And I just had a thought about this entire trip and something I need to clarify with myself and others: I’ve not been running away from anything by coming here – I ran to something. 
As Natalie and I reveled in talks about favorite films and TV programs and about holidays, both past and future, and about our families, I thought a lot about “when I return to home.” She and I talked a lot this weekend about winter holidays like Thanksgiving and Christmas and about parts of the U.S. she’d like to see (including, but not limited to, New England in particular and all the thoughts that area brings to mind – horse-drawn sleighs, holidays, Ben and Jerry’s ice cream, Stonyfield Farms yoghurt, maple syrup, Bernie Sanders, Boston accents, Cape Cod, the Maine coast, the Boston Celtics, the Kennedys – so many of my favorite things). And I started thinking more about the great things that await me when I get “home.” 
I think Natasha and Elena were amused when I talked about my life at home. Elena responded, with laughter, “So many Americans say their lives in the U.S. are boring and dull – but your life sounds like anything but boring!”  
Which it isn’t: My life has never been boring (though sometimes I could go for a little more boring! ) My life is full and rich but has its ups and downs like everyone else’s. I could use a little more money, wish I didn’t have to count calories all my life, could have used better skin and teeth and less cellulite (though I’ve always liked my hair and hands), the normal kinds of things people would change if they could. 
But I’ve been healthy, always comfortable, always had great family and friends, never really “wanted” for anything. I’ve had my drama queen days – and lived through them. 
I have the greatest son on earth – my treasure. 
Who could ask for anything more?
So this trip to Russia has not been running away from anything – it’s been running to new horizons, adventures, learning, and friends; and perhaps it can be my contribution to “world peace.” This diary goes directly to almost 80 people now, some of whom pass it on, and some of whom probably don’t have to time to read it or read only parts of it. And I’ve no clue whether it will ever go any further than that. But it’s a record that I hope might inspire at least a handful of people to seek their own adventures, their own new experiences.
Now, I’ve been writing off and on for a couple of hours, and it’s time to settle in with that page-turner romantic novel, Alice in Exile . I don’t plan to go anywhere today. Sunday has been designated one of my “hair-washing days,” which means I’ll probably decide to shower and wash my hair (and a few clothes) as early as is decently possible for getting into my pajamas and big fuzzy pink bathrobe, putting my feet up on the hot radiator in my bedroom, sinking into my huge easy chair, looking out at the bare trees outside my window, and totally relaxing after this wonderful weekend.
Natalie made an observation that really struck me this weekend. Across the street, on that huge, sprawling multi-colored, 5-storey building, the one I told her I can’t figure out whether it’s only partly used, but hugely vacant, or what – there’s a bright spotlight at night. After I finish reading at night, I open up my curtains and let that spotlight become a night-light in both my bedroom and kitchen. It casts a lovely cross-shaped shadow on my bedroom wall at night, formed by the light playing on the cross-hatches of my bedroom window. Natalie’s description was, “It’s kind of like having your own moon every night.” Now, every time I look at that spotlight, it’s not a spotlight any more, it’s not electric – it’s my very own personal full moon, and it shines every night, just for me.
That’s it: I have my very own moon every night here, one that I can look at while I dream of the day’s past events and the next day’s new adventures.
I mean, how could life get any better than this?
…
Postscript to the day: I did just as I planned – never went outside, talked with no one; washed my hair and laundry; put on my pajamas shamefully early, along with the fuzzy pink bathrobe, read Alice in Exile from about page 100 to the final page 411, and went to bed happy. Alice was quite a bit better than ordinary “chick lit,” but with all the addictive elements of that genre. 
Next book (for Monday night): Elizabeth Jane Howard’s The Light Years – “Book One of the Cazalet Chronicle” (whatever that is! Chick lit?) – uh, oh! Better check to see if Natasha has the 3 others lest I get addicted. A 1930s British (Sussex) countryside tale, about 400 pages…sounds good to me!
(But I’d still give a lot of rubles for another Figes Russian history book!)
With love from Russia,
Karen
Nov. 9 (Tues.)…a windy sunrise!…The Marble Mask
It’s a windy morning. Beyond that, I can’t tell whether it’s very cold or not because everyone’s always dressed for bitter cold here, even on the balmiest of days – be prepared, I guess! There’s also the first lovely pink sunrise I’ve seen in perhaps over a week. At least, the glimmer of one. 
I saw one man walking by with no cap – very unusual, but perhaps telling me it’s not cold enough yet for my big winter down coat yet. You see, everyone – I mean, everyone – wears caps here, men and women, young and old (though occasionally I’ll see the younger folks without them). I have rarely seen a “bare head” since landing in Russia, even in Moscow’s initial 70+F degrees. Men wear mostly “flat caps,” those literally flat, dark caps (leather or fabric) with little bills that I often think of, perhaps erroneously, as English (and also see in the States). Maybe they originated here. They are ubiquitous – virtually every man wears one.
Women wear berets of all kinds and colors – in fact, I love these Russian berets and want to get one for myself but haven’t found just the right one yet. By “beret,” I don’t mean just covering the top of the head – the French style – but berets that very practically come down over your ears, but in a saucy way. I bought Natalie a lavender one with sparkly snowflakes on it as a going-away gift when I left Moscow. I want a red or black one (or some other basic color like darker blue or green). I found one in a shop the other day that was perfect – it had a neck-scarf attached and a little bill, that’s preferable for someone like me who wears glasses and always has to stave off the raindrops and snowdrops from her lenses. But it was beige – I already have one beige winter cap, and it’s not my favorite color. No, I want red or black! I’ll probably end up buying something not perfect, but I love these Russian women’s berets – they look very chic and “cool” even on the older ladies, who wear them with a jaunty and fashionable flair. Natasha had one on Saturday that was just beautiful, with some appliquéd knitted flowers in just the right spots. (In fact, she always looks very fashionable, as are Elena and most other Russian women everywhere. They dress with “flair” – there’s a French word that probably says it, but I don’t know the word.) She could have marched down the Champs Elysees (sp?) with the best of them!
Speaking of eyeglasses (above), however, it just occurred to me: Where are they? (Except on me.) Come to think of it, I rarely see anyone here, young or old, wearing eyeglasses (except me). Very few students, no teachers I can think of in our entire department, rarely on a babushka or an older man – where are all the eyeglasses? I’ll have to ask. Is Russian eyesight better, overall, than in the rest of the world? Or does everyone wear contact lenses? I don’t see people squinting all the time – I’ll have to Google that! And ask my friends about it. 
I have no classes today, but a very nice student wanted to meet with me early in the afternoon – not sure why, but I’ll be there. At about 4 p.m., Elena, Natasha, and I leave for the ballet! It’s a company from a farther-out republic (can’t recall the name) performing a ballet we’ve never heard of – but it doesn’t matter! I’m going to an authentic Russian ballet at 5 p.m. at Murom’s Palace of Culture.  I’ll write more about it later, once I’ve seen it.
I picked up some more books from Natasha’s “stash” yesterday because I’d already torn through two of them in one weekend. I did not start the one I’d planned to start last night, but picked up a mystery by Archer Mayor called The Marble Mask. Because Natalie and I had been talking of fall and winter holidays and New England and that whole scene, I decided to read this book because the story takes place in Vermont, and Mayor is a “regional” mystery writer placing all his stories in New England. Well…I’m happy I chose this one. LOUIS, if you’re reading this, get a load of this: The entire plot originates in Sherbrooke, Quebec, which Louis and I have been to. We used to go to summer Suzuki music camp at Mont Orford near Magog, Quebec, every summer for about 6 years – and some of our most treasured memories took place there. In fact, Louis recently said that some of his most wonderful childhood memories revolved around the Institut. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, I believe it was Sherbrooke where I had my old 1996 (bright red, of course) Jeep Sport repaired once! Well, LOUIS, it’s not only in Sherbrooke, but Mayor describes our favorite little town, Magog, that huge Lake Memphremagog, and beautiful ski-area resort, Mont Orford, in detail! You’d love this book, Louis (as would Arlene and family, another beloved “Institut family.”) Also, LOUIS and LIZ, descriptions of Vermont – aside from Quebec, it’s all Vermont, mostly Stowe. The hero is a Vermont-based cop. Anyway, who’d a thunk it? But Sherbrooke, at least in the book, is a seat of organized crime in the area – Hell’s Angels and a wicked old French Canadian family of criminals. Now, I’m not sure if that’s true – but it’s true in this book! I’d never thought of some of the shady dealings that might go on in our beloved border area of Quebec, right across the border from Vermont – but it makes sense. In the book, it all began with Prohibition and rum-running, then later in modern times, involves drugs, prostitution, all that sordid stuff.
But I digress. I’m writing about Russia…Quebec is yesterday, although I’d love to go back – and, hopefully, will (Lou and Louis, how about a drive up to Gaspe next summer? I’m ready!). I’m still in love with YOU, Canada! I love Russia, too – but, Canada, I’ve not forsaken you! (And, considering the election results last week, my almost-40-year-old old dream of heading up to Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, to spend my last years has weighed heavily on my mind this past week – several of my readers have written that you’re thinking about that, too – I’m with ya on that!)
Back to Russia…I’m going to settle in this early morning with The Marble Mask (which, of course, picked up speed just as I was nodding off last night, so I’m ready to get back into it), then trek over to the Institute to use the Internet, have lunch with Natasha and Elena, meet with the student, then the ballet later…more about the ballet later.
…
The ballet was canceled – the second time since I’ve been here (2 different ballets) – think I’m jinxing ballets here! Oh, well…I just had to come home and finish my mystery (yes!) The Marble Mask. No problem. Oh, and by my calculations, it was over 50F degrees today – unreal!
(Warning: Skip this part if you couldn’t bear to watch “Marathon Man” or are otherwise squeamish or just get bored with others’ ailments.) Oh, and I’ve often felt that, if one thing could prompt a hasty exit from Russia, it would be my ongoing dental problems. Last fall into spring, I endured dental hell – about 6 months of unexplainable, so untreatable, sporadic and unpredictable dental pain in my lower left side. I went to 3 different dental professionals, my own dentist, my endodontist, and an oral surgeon in a futile quest for answers. No, it wasn’t TMJ, we figured; but it made my entire jaw hurt and was usually relieved only by lying down – which magically would relieve the pain. It resulted, after 6 months and, finally, a conclusive x-ray, in the most torturous root canal procedure I’ve ever endured (about 2 hours during which the anesthetic just didn’t work most of the time). “Marathon Man” on steroids (and I’ve had plenty of virtually painless root canals, so I’m not over-sensitive or exaggerating – the endodontist was constantly apologizing for that period before the anesthetic finally kicked in). 
Then, to bore any readers further, after that was over, my upper left tooth area starting hurting. A few dental visits resulted in root canal (this time not so painful) in an upper tooth just before leaving for Russia. But that tooth has never felt quite right – a bite down on something hard or even chewy, say a seed or raisin or something, can be unexpectedly excruciating. But I thought I’d just live with it in Russia – which I have. I’m very, very careful about that tooth, focusing my chewing of any foods that might possibly hurt on the right side. Well, this morning, all that flew out the window. I was rinsing after brushing, and the cool water caused a pain that was like an electric shock in that upper tooth and that pierced my entire head – and it felt “sensitive” the rest of the day. So I’m not sure whether I’m headed back to the dentist or not. I do know I can’t chew on that side at all – when I tried something soft, I had a similar pain…so I’m wary. And I’ve been pondering: 
        Go to a local Russian dentist, which might create a months-long bureaucratic nightmare with my dental insurer when I attempt to get reimbursement? As in submitting records in Russian, trying to convert rubles to dollars, etc., not to mention the language barrier in trying to communicate to a Russian dentist – and making sure a dentist here doesn’t inadvertently kill me with a dose of penicillin! (To which I’m fatally allergic.) 
        Go home immediately to get to Drs. Spellman and Yang, also missing my trip to my parents’ in Florida? 
These are real concerns when you stay in another country long-term, and I was totally aware that this could happen. I have a little stash of some pain pills Dr. Yang gave me for the last root canal, so I figure I can endure some pain for as long as those pills work (if they work; I’ve never taken them). My suspicion is this: That there’s a fracture in that tooth and that I’ll lose it, which is a possible outcome we discussed before I left when Dr. Spellman spotted a “possible, but not clear fracture” there, which might  explain why this last root canal didn’t do the job. 
Stay tuned….if you care. I realize this is terribly boring, but it’s life.
Nov. 10 (Wed.)…No pain (yet)…Chester County yahoos strike again!...multinational corporate imperialism
Woke up, got out of bed, ran a comb across my head.

No dental pain. 

So far.

Oh, I’m sure that, if I were to rinse my mouth with cold water or chewed on that side, I’d scream out in pain right now. But I brushed and rinsed oh-so-carefully, avoiding that side of my mouth. And nothing hurts at all.

Enough of that…we’ll just wait and see. At least, I gather that I’m not infected, or I’d be in dreadful pain right now, probably with swelling. So maybe if I just avoid that side of my mouth, it won’t exist for the next few weeks?

…

It’s 2:30 p.m., had only a couple of classes – home again – and NO DENTAL PAIN. I even accidentally chewed on the afflicted side – and no pain. I won’t push it – no cold of any kind (sensitivity to cold being a sure sign of  needed root canal, by the way – but I already had root canal there!), no hard objects (seeds, etc.) – I’ll play this very carefully. Oh, and one tooth on the other side of my mouth is rather sensitive today, maybe in sympathy with its cousin across the mouth.

We had a Business Seminar today, which we have had before. Previously, we discussed small businesses; but today we focused on the international corporate tidal wave sucking the life out of small and even large businesses, as well as political systems. I never know when I’m talking over the students’ heads, and Natasha has indicated that I go too fast, particularly with a group like this one that didn’t have many questions. She’s right: Maybe I’d better focus on asking, rather than answering, questions. Be that as it may, the multinational corporate takeover of the world is a huge issue – and a rather depressing one. A student asked about what’s going to happen to the small vegetable and fruit gardener, the babushka or family who depend on the literal fruits of their labor to get by? Russia is chock-full of small business people, including those who grow vegetables and fruits in their gardens and depend on their sales to live – how can you tell them about multinational food corporations that can undersell them and destroy them? At least, I could tell the students that American businesses face the same issues. 

I tried to end on a positive note that the multinational march should not stamp out their dreams and ideas for their own businesses. I hope they got that part.

Of course, geopolitics came into the conversation with a question about how Americans view Russia. I answered, as I usually do, that it depends on the group and level of education, often with oldsters remembering the Cold War, fall-out shelters, and under-the-desk-diving in school in case of Russian nuclear attack, and the youngsters having no memory of any of this and caring nothing about it – with the younger ones giving us all hope for better relations. 

I had gone online earlier this morning and was reading in the Daily Local News about a township’s trash-collection cost solution, prompting the teabaggers to come out in force with charges of “Soviet-ism,” (no, I’m didn’t make this up!) and an online comment by a certain “sheepdog [their original organizer, no less]” who often stands across the street yelling “Soviets” at us peace vigilers, actually writing a comment that this township’s (where he doesn’t live) new system smacked of “the USSR.” Hmmm……….will someone tell that yahoo that the USSR fell 20 years ago??? All the township was doing (to save taxpayer money, teabagger friends) was switching from contracting with 4 or 5 collectors for 2 pickups a week to 1 collector and 1 collection a week, saving something like $1 million (aren’t teabaggers in favor of saving taxpayer money??), prompting the right-wing-yahoo yell that elimination of competition (at any cost?) is communism! 

Karen to Planet Earth – are you there now? Do you hear me? Anyone left down there (with a brain)?
Anyway, Natasha spoke of many of the problems during the Soviet period being the West’s (i.e., us) simply not understanding Russia or the good things the Soviet system brought about, as well as things like us surrounding the USSR with NATO troops, then throwing a hissy fit about Cuban missiles. Hmmmm……. She’s right about so much. She also noted, as I’d have heard her say before, that Russian kids weren’t diving under their desks, and Russian families weren’t building fallout shelters – and, unlike our own paranoid fantasies, never thought the American people were their enemy. And we must also remember: The U.S. is the only country that has used nuclear weapons when we bombed the daylights out of Japan in World War II, killing thousands of innocent people, so the Russians had a lot more to fear from us than we had to fear from them.

I don’t want to oversimplify, but one point I made in response is that our so-called “leaders,” in just about every country, don’t really typify the rest of us and often simply tell us what they want us to believe so they can manipulate us to retain power.

Back to the Business Seminar, though: these so-called “leaders” are increasingly either the multinational corporations or their lackey paid-for politicians. Natasha’s points brought us right back to the student’s original concern about “What happens to the little people? The vegetable gardeners?” 

I’m not very optimistic – though I told the students they need to be. After all, they’re young. I can afford to be pessimistic about the rise of international corporate dominance and control – they can’t afford to be anything but optimistic and take that bull by the tail. 

Or I hope they do.

(By the way, this 50+ degree weather is holding – am I in Russia, really? It’s not much cooler than West Chester!)
Oh, we took a look at all my photos today at school because the student newspaper is doing an article about my visit and needed photos. I have not been including them with this diary but will probably post them on Flicker or something and organize them and put captions on them when I’m at home. I don’t do as many photos as a lot of people because I’m too involved in the moment and find constantly shooting photos intrusive. I used to do photography years ago but was more into “artistic” photography and have never really gotten into the “snapshot” thing because it interrupts my paying attention to where I am at the time. Just me.

[Another “by the way”: really getting into Archer Mayor “regional” (Vermont) mysteries. After The Marble Mask, started Fruits of the Poisonous Tree. He specializes in a sub-genre called“procedural” mysteries (or something like that meaning that he gets into the politics of police work, the bureaucratic stuff. Not sure I’m really into that so much, but I like his work. He’s a “liberal,” too, a Yale grad with an editing background – writing about a rape case in this book, with welcome sensitivity. Natasha’s stash of English books doesn’t have any more of his mysteries, but I’m sure to hit the Chester County Library for Mayor when I return. I’d wondered what I’d read on the long flight home – I must read to keep from remembering how high up I am in the air – I’ll probably pick up a couple of mysteries in the airport if I can find any at Sheremeteevo. Hmmm….oh, well, on second thought, better not depend on that, I guess.]
Nov. 12 (Fri.)…Valentina’s world
First of all, I just love that name, “Valentina.” I met anyone before with that name in Russia (though I’d read it ), and I love saying it: “Valentina.” She’s is one of the English teachers at the Institute and teaches Life Sciences. I’m not quite sure what-all Life Sciences involve, but the students appear to be very concerned about all things natural and the environment. Some of her students brought me some bottled water and a sweet drink made from spring water in a nearby town.
Valentina had invited me to visit Murom’s Museum of Natural History yesterday, and I looked forward to that. I love seeing all the churches, art museums, and other historical exhibits; but, after over 2 months in cities, I was ready for “nature” in whatever form I might be able to see it. After all, my dream is to see the wilds of Siberia and the rest of this huge, mostly rural and wild country. [Note to self: Check on those Audubon hikes I hear about in Chester County – the ones that occur on weekdays so that I could never do them before – hey, I’m retired now and can hike whenever I want to! Also, check out whatever outings I can get involved in at our beloved French Creek State Park.]
So yesterday afternoon Valentina, about 15 or so of her students, and I boarded a bus for downtown, disembarked on Lenina Ulitsa, then walked down a side street toward the Oka River, then entered an unassuming building and walked up to the second floor. We entered a large room full of animals – yes, killed and stuffed, but it was OK. It was a learning experience, and any scruples about killing and stuffing animals had to be left at the door. 
What I didn’t expect was that Valentina had had her students each research an animal or group of animals and prepare a report to read to me in English. As we went around the room, each student read his/her carefully prepared report; and they were delightful. Valentina played her usual gently didactic role correcting pronunciation or grammar, building the students’ comfort levels because most of them are naturally shy when speaking or reading English, particularly to what must be, to them, this intimidating foreign lady. I loved each report.
But it was the animals that took me to another world – the outside world I’ve been missing in these cities. This part of Russia has many of our own animals (or ones not too far from eastern Pennsylvania) – foxes, rabbits (hares, actually, here – not so much the little bunny rabbit species I see in my yard in West Chester), snakes (poisonous and nonpoisonous), squirrels, raccoons, and all manner of birds. But also some we don’t usually see – brown bears, boars, some bird species I don’t usually see, weasels (do we have those?). All of the animals were placed in carefully arranged dried grasses and some artificial plants, with a large mural in the background of the graceful white birches that I see everywhere here. The students’ reports were informative and incredibly interesting – I learned a lot. 
The best part, though, was that I got a glimpse of the out-of-doors here and saw that there’s a wildlife sanctuary not too far away that I’d love to visit someday, perhaps in the summer. It reminded me of the vast expanses of Russia that have caught my imagination for so many years, the real mystery that is Russia. I only regret that I can’t do a tour of some of those expanses on this trip – another time, I hope.
And Valentina was a huge delight of this trip. She reminds me of so many American “earth-mother” types I love in the U.S. – nonpretentious, totally natural, “mother” written all over her, loving the environment and all things natural. The other day she brought me a bottle of an elixir of herbs and spices someone had bought for me in Suzdal – “for your health – just mix a teaspoon or two in hot water, like tea,” which I have been doing daily. Then, yesterday, she presented me, at the end of our tour, with a lovely white-with-blue linen scarf, also from Suzdal, “because we love our flax and linen products in this area.” So do I!
Valentina has three children: A son in his early 20s who recently came home after completing his year of military service (to her relief), a 15-year-old daughter, and another son in between. When she mentioned having studied in Siberia, I asked her why she went there and where she studied. “To go away, to have an adventure,” she responded (which sounds just like me!), and she studied in far-away Tomsk . She’d love to go back to visit – but, it’s very far away and quite a long train journey. One thing she told me about that wonderful period in her life that captured my fascinated imagination was that she worked with a professor in Tomsk who studied remote Siberian villagers’ languages: Unwritten, unique, non-Russian languages that are probably fading away with time, like those in many parts of the world. They would go out to those villages and record the languages, then commit them to some sort of phonetic transcription (we didn’t get into more detail ). I found that just wonderful – that people are trying to preserve cultures that will eventually be lost to the world but for the effort of academicians and their students doing this invaluable work. What I wouldn’t give to go with them to those villages!
Valentina, thank you so much for that great Thursday afternoon and for being you! Keep up the great work inspiring your students to keep our earth!
…
Having zoomed through 2 Archer Mayor detective mysteries (and wanting more when I return home, my newest reading addiction – he’s that good ), I wanted to continue the “detective” thread so combed through Natasha’s books looking for something similar. I just started Ridley Pearson’s Beyond Recognition , which has engrossed me right away, giving me that cherished “I can’t wait to get home and READ” feeling. I’d forgotten how much I loved good mysteries after polishing off all of Dorothy Sayers’ Lord Peter Wimsey over 20 years ago (my favorite: Gaudy Night), then Ruth Rendell and P.D. James too long ago (I keep watch for Rendell’s and James’ new books to make sure I don’t get behind) . Mayor’s books average about 300 pages, so Pearson’s 650 will keep me absorbed for twice as long, at least through the weekend! Yes! As soon as I get home, I’ll visit Chester County’s used bookstores in quest of more Mayor books. If I like Pearson, I’ll search for him, too! What fun!
I haven’t watched a second of TV (or even heard a radio) since I’ve been in Russia  - and haven’t missed it one iota. Oh, I’ll tune in to MSNBC as soon as I’m at home, I figure, starting at my parents’ house in Florida (for a week before returning to West Chester ). But, Lord, I pray, let me keep on reading as much as I’ve read here! And, as soon as I’m at my parents’ house, and have a little sleep, I’m headed for the Barns and Noble at Daytona!  
I even took a look at Kindles on Amazon yesterday (I’m book-obsessed – one of the unexpected benefits of this trip ) – yes, at $139, I think that’s what I want for Christmas! Or maybe even that $189 “3G” model that has the capacity to download in “100 countries” (Russia not included, unfortunately - yet ) via all those air waves that enable cell phones to operate. Of course, the problem with Kindles is that you don’t get the books free – and I have a backlog of hard-copy books at home I’d be more economically wise to finish first. But, heck, for travel, the Kindle can’t be beat – so maybe….dreams of Kindle (and one of those nice carrying cases, too). For those of you reading this – do you have Kindles (or other brands ), and what’s your experience? Do you like them? Is it easy to get used to reading on-screen instead of holding an old-fashioned book? “All I want for Christmas….”
I have 2 classes this morning, then will meet after lunch with a “post-[Institute]graduate” student who’s taking some economics classes and has studied English and Spanish. He’s a nice young man I met yesterday who wants to “practice” his English with a native speaker, and I’ve told Elena and Natasha I’d be happy to meet with any students who want practice or might have questions. Sometimes the students are very shy about using their English in class, or perhaps they don’t understand what I say but are reluctant to ask in class. I hope my remaining weeks here will involve more meetings like this – that’s what I’m here for.
Oh, and our second Law Seminar last evening focused on the students presenting their Russian court system, then my doing likewise for the U.S. court systems (federal and local). A young man gave an excellent visual presentation of the Russian Federation system, and I will edit his work to make it a further polished piece that they can present in the future. The students decided they like their system better – it’s much simpler and more clear-cut than our maze of federal and (50) state court systems! I can’t say I disagree; but, as I told them, I have respect for our system. It’s what works for us.
Nov. 14 (Sun.)…hooked…”to see ourselves as others see us”…news…lovely Lyudmila…balconies
It’s Sunday, and it’s so warm here (50s) that, evidently, Mechanical Engineering Building management turned off the heat yesterday morning – I checked hall radiators and the babushka/guards’ radiators – no heat. I believe what the babushka on duty was trying to tell me is that “they switched it off,” to the nearest I’ve been able to translate with Natasha’s input. That makes sense – my apartment feels just fine, so we don’t even need heat right now – that’s how atypically warm it is here in “wintry” Russia. Plus, I have that trusty space heater if I need it! But there’s one thing I don’t think they were thinking about – they also turned off the hot water. So, yes, I took a cold shower last night – not my favorite thing to do! I really don’t want to disturb Elena on Sunday; and I’m not sure there’s anything she can do about it, anyway, on a Sunday, so I’ll probably hold off till tomorrow – it’s a dilemma. She wants me to tell her whenever anything’s wrong, but this seems so not-worth-bothering-her on her day off.  In the meantime, heating water in cups as I need it! 
Most people live in apartments  in  Russia, and heat is centrally regulated – no individual heat controls. So you can be either very hot or very cold or maybe (like I am now) just right. (But with no hot water .) I’m not sure whoever made this decision was even thinking about the fact that two apartments are in this building – that 3 people actually live in this building. Or maybe that person accidentally turned off the hot water – wish I knew how to just go turn it back on myself! That’s the “good old American do-it-yourself” desire coming out. We have it in our DNA that we don’t like not having control over practically everything! Think I’ll just heat water today on my own and report it tomorrow.
A PS: Wonderful Valentina brought in a snapshot of her and her family Friday to share with me. I was so honored that she thought to do that. She has a beautiful family, and they were all sitting together by gorgeous Lake Baikal in Siberia. Seems they do travel whenever they can, and they go to some really beautiful parts of Russia. I just loved that she brought that photo in for me to see!
Guess I’m hooked, for now, on detective-mystery fiction. It’s the most interesting English-language genre I have access to – and I have always liked it. I stormed through all 600+ pages of Ridley Pearson’s Beyond Recognition, finishing it yesterday morning. I usually picture the characters in books by conjuring up images of movie and TV stars. I used, for both Archer Mayor’s detective Gunther and Pearson’s Boldt to use Joe Mantegna of “Criminal Minds”- he’s the perfect actor to play these characters. For each book, too, I pictured a more mature Hillary Swank (adding about 10-15 years to her current age) as each hero’s love interest/wife.  As of last night, I’m hooked on William Diehl’s Primal Fear, and George Clooney is my vision of Diehl’s intrepid lawyer (Mantegna didn’t quite do it for this one), Martin Vain, with Tamara Tuney (“Law and Order’s” medical examiner – I just love her name!) his assistant (and sometimes love interest ) and a heavy-set character actor from many old films whose name I can’t recall as “the Judge.” For each of these books, there’s a character who’s the cynical, beaten-by-life, working-class, sometimes hard-to-like-but-extremely-intelligent, hard-bitten, foul-mouthed, usually womanizing helper who always comes through with just the right clues when you least expect it – Sean Penn, of course! So, after I spend much of the morning, I’m back into Primal Fear, which was really hard to lay down last night as I got through the first 100 pages
I haven’t written in this diary for a couple of days, so I’m catching up first on Friday’s, then Saturday’s, then later today’s (Sunday’s) events. It’s been an eventful few days. 
First, a classroom experience keeps haunting me. As I’ve said before, the questions from students have grown beyond the “what’s your favorite [whatever ] or where do live?” type to “deeper,” often more sensitive questions. That happened in class Friday when a young woman asked me, unexpectedly, with either great nervousness or great anger – or both – “Is it true that in your country, you just picture Russians as alcoholics who are drunk all the time?” (Can’t recall her exact words here, close enough.) She was shaking as she asked; and, as I answered, I detected a smirk on her face several times – exasperation. Or did she really understand my lengthy answer at all? I’m not sure. As I sit in front of these classes, I am never sure what exactly I’m saying is getting through to whom, or if at all. And I believe this student was part of a class studying German who had just joined the students who are studying English – yet she obviously knew some English. Whatever her level of understanding, I did not gather that anything I said could have satisfied her. I wish I had pressed her on where she got that information – my guess is that she, like too many, might be getting such information from Facebook. I keep hearing that Russian youth, like Americans, don’t read. Anyway, I tried to tell her – and the class – that I don’t think most Americans think that way. Most Americans, I believe, don’t have clear pictures of Russians at all, let alone the stereotype she indicated. However, after saying much of that, I also told the class that Americans have serious drug, alcohol, and smoking problems – as do Russians. But, we just hide them better. I told them that I was surprised to see Russians walking around with beer bottles in the streets – it’s ubiquitous, particularly in Moscow. And you see much more smoking in Russia than in the U.S. But, I kept emphasizing, that doesn’t mean we don’t have serious problems in those areas – we’re just better at keeping it off the streets. 
I then asked the young lady, “Do Russians see Americans as very, very fat and very, very spoiled and rich?” She smiled in a “Backatcha” kind of way, the smirk coming through. Of course, they do, was the message. So I added, “Well, we all see each other’s negative stereotypes, don’t we?” And I added that I never see the degree of obesity in Russia that I see in the U.S.
So, bottom line: Each country has its own negatives and its own stereotypes.
Then, I felt compelled to say: Russia is suffering from a huge problem, population decline. And, from what I read, it’s not just in the infant/child mortality area, but also on the other side of life’s spectrum – much shorter lifespans resulting from the aforementioned drinking/smoking problems. People are simply dying too early in Russia from serious public health problems. What I forgot to emphasize, and wish I had, was that these problems are not something Americans made up – these problems are reported by Russians themselves. We don’t make up that data, we just read about it. Remember my not being able to buy isopropyl (rubbing) alcohol here because people drink it? I didn’t make that up.
Each country has its health problems. In this age of global communication, people draw stereotypes, often very negative ones, from those problems. I doubt that “most” Americans even know this stereotype of the drinking Russian – most aren’t too interested in anything beyond their own backyards. However, for every American who has an image of the intoxicated Russian, there’s a Russian who sees us as extremely obese, rich, and spoiled. 
I will watch for that young woman in the hall. I may (or may not ), when I see her, say, “Hey, let’s talk sometime.” We’ll see. But her face, her shaking, her words keep coming to mind. And, I remind myself, she’s probably only about 18 or so years old – so, Karen, consider that.
Another student, perhaps drawing upon this young woman’s bravado, then asked if the rest of the world (not just Americans) see Russia as an “underdeveloped” or “developing” nation. I pretty much summarized what I’ve written in this diary about “why do we send the Peace Corps here?” (but not mentioning the Peace Corps) – about Russia’s great history and sophisticated culture as evidence that it is anything but an underdeveloped or developing nation.
These young Russians are very, very sensitive about their country’s image in the world. And, we must remember, Russia has gone from being one of the two reigning “superpowers” to being less powerful in its own eyes and in the eyes of the world, while countries like China and India march forward. I am sensing, more and more, some deep bruises from a kind of “fall from grace.” One older Russian said to me recently, lamenting all the good things about Soviet Russia and the difficult transitional times this country has been experiencing for the past 20 years, “I feel like I am sitting on the rubbish heap of my country!” And I remember another friend (about age 45) in Moscow, when I asked her if Russia would overcome all the problems that have arisen, not just in the past 20, but in the past 90 years, “No I don’t think so” – she spoke with great sadness.  
I think I’ve said this before: I cannot tell Russians what to do. The U.S. cannot tell Russians what to do. No one else can (or should ) tell Russians what to do. They must deal with whatever problems they have – just as we must in our own country. And the first step toward dealing with those problems is admitting that they exist (which we American are all too good at – we wallow in our problems sometimes !), which is a very painful thing to do. I think the second step is deciding to change the situation – which is up to these young people, the task they must assume.
I think of a saying from the 1960s student movement in the U.S. (Eldridge Cleaver, I think, have to check this): 
If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.
I also met Friday with a very intelligent, well spoken, and curious young man, who had asked to talk. We went down to the canteen, where it’s comparatively quiet. We spoke of his studies (a postgraduate taking economics at the Institute and linguistics and Nizhny-Novgorod).   His English was excellent, and he’s also studied Spanish. We spoke of many of his own plans and dreams, his family, and his studies. He would like to teach Russian to private students  - told him too bad my friend, Natalie, who’s in Moscow, couldn’t study with him because she wants to learn Russian! 
Anton broached on another sticky wicket subject – how the news in the West portrays Russian events, such as conflicts with Georgia . This question is very hard to answer because all of us, Americans and Russians, are beholden to whatever both our governments and our news sources want us to know. I told him that I regularly read The New York Times for Russian news, but I also read the Guardian and The Moscow Times. I also try to read other, lesser known sources. Our conversation indicates that Russians want us to know their side of each story – and don’t think we’re getting that. My problem is this: I don’t know which “side” we’re getting, so I try very hard to read different accounts. However, as I also said to this young man, most people don’t. That’s the simple fact: Most people don’t read much foreign news, anyway; and most of them certainly don’t go to different sources. What I didn’t say (didn’t think to) this: If he asked his question (about Georgia) in the U.S., most Americans would think he’s talking about our southern state of Georgia – and couldn’t locate the Georgia he’s talking about on a map! And might ask, “Conflict? What conflict?”
So my head is reeling this Sunday morning about the difficult questions that come up – the ones that have no easy or apparent answers, but that obviously trouble some Russians, young and old. 
And you have to remember this: Russians are bombarded with American or American-sourced images incessantly, day in and day out. They do not understand that the reverse is not true – we do not have a steady flow of information coming from East to West. Before yesterday, I’d never watched Russian TV. Now I have, much to my chagrin. 
At Lyudmila’s apartment (more on that later ), I mentioned I’d never seen Russian TV, never been near one since I’ve been here. So she turned hers on – I’m very grateful. Now I know. And what does Russian TV look like? Just like American TV. About 50 channels of endless commercials, glitzy serials, endless commercials, sports, endless commercials, news, endless commercials, religious programming, endless commercials, a fashion channel, endless commercials, sexy bump-n-grind videos, endless commercials, weather reports, endless commercials, movies, and…did I say it? - endless commercials. As Natasha noted, they even have the most shameful American import I can imagine – radio and TV ads about erectile dysfunction. Spare me! This is what we export to the world - and this is the way the world sees us ! But it’s also now how the world is – we exported the stuff, and now the rest of the world can lay claim to (or guilt for) it, too – erectile dysfunction is now the world’s biggest problem! 
There was one channel that I’d love to see (with English subtitles if available) – Russia’s own version of the History Channel. It looked totally fascinating. Also, a “travel channel” with travels all over Russia. Both were channels I’d love to see (but with English!). Otherwise, I can’t say that the American TV template is something I’ve very proud of. I’m not. (And, yes, I know: It’s not all American-based – Europe contributes its fair share, as, I’d guess, some Asian countries do, too. It’s not just our fault, but I think we laid the groundwork for too much of the trash.)
Now for a welcome change from all the complicated, hard-to-explain-or-excuse stuff, the negatives…to the sublime:
Lyudmila.
Lovely Lyudmila.
Lyudmila is the Institute’s artist-in-residence, and Natasha took me up to her third-floor office in our building the other day to see some of her incredible paintings. She’s preparing an exhibit for the Institute. And she invited Natasha and me to tea at her apartment yesterday. What a perfect afternoon!
First of all, “tea” in Russia is not just an array of aromatic teas and cookies (as in the U.S.) with perhaps an even more elaborate display of even more teas and pastries (as in England ) – it’s a full meal! We began with another amazing Russian salad, followed by chicken in a kind of gel with another salad, lots of fruit and breads, and a fantastic cheesecake-like concoction to-die-for. And Lyudmila was not onlydoing a tea with us Saturday, but she holds a tea every Sunday for others (as she’ll be doing today).
But that wasn’t all: Lyudmila’s apartment is an art gallery. A museum. A delight. She’s up on about the 8th floor with a great view of Murom and beyond from many windows and her balcony. That beautiful apartment provides the backdrop for all Lyudmila’s paintings, her collections of all manner of art and craft work, her quilts (beyond compare, wish Natalie’s and my own quilt-maker mothers could have seen them! ), craft creations like her lamp and the frames she makes for all her artwork. I have never met a more creative person anywhere. She loves to paint flowers, and many of her paintings (including her self portrait) are of flowers, sometimes still lifes, sometimes natural creations. She also has albums of flowers she has photographed (she’s an accomplished photographer, well) and flower shows she has visited. We ate and drank vegetables and fruits and juices from the bounty of her dacha – and saw photos of that fantastic place. 
Just when I thought we’d explored every wonderful form of arts, crafts, and collection and eaten every delicious food our stomachs could hold, Lyudmila brought out her collection of coins and paper money, a history lesson in itself. I saw all manner of coins and currency from Tsar Nicholas’s last reign to the 100th anniversary of Lenin’s birth to the 1980 Moscow Olympics. Lyudmila handed me a magnifying glass to discover, to my delight, that each of those 10-ruble coins that pass through my hands each day bears an imprint of a Russian city, event, or symbol. I’d never even noticed! For example, one 10-ruble coin bears Murom ’s city symbol and a historic sight. Each 10-ruble coin is a work of art! I promised her to add to her collection American coins and currency (she has some, but it’s not complete, some even very old).
The afternoon was long and dreamy and delightful. Lyudmila showered me with gifts of her art and her collections. When we left, to be honest, it was hard to go: I felt I’d love to spend more time with Lyudmila in her very special world. I must return.
Lyudmila’s apartment was only the second home I’ve visited in Russia (the first being Elena’s and Vladimir’s). Most people here apparently live in huge apartment buildings, whether in Moscow or in outlying cities and towns. Many have dachas, or summer houses; so it’s safe to say that many Russians have two homes, not one. These apartment buildings range from the lower “Stalin-era” ones in Moscow of only about 4 or 5 storeys (usually very beautiful outside and inside , and much in demand at very high rental rates because they are often huge  former“collective,”multi-family apartments) to the huge, hulking buildings built since those times, averaging (I think) about 10-12 storeys (or even higher). To illustrate this concept if it were transferred to the U.S., it’s as though we took New York City apartment buildings and replaced the individual houses of every American city. town, and suburban housing development with those high New York buildings.  In West Chester, only a handful of these buildings would replace all the houses we live in! 
I have been fascinated with the balconies, which you notice right away as you travel from any of the Moscow airports to center city (and which you see everywhere outside Moscow, too ). You notice right away that these balconies are like additional “rooms,” filled with houseplants, sometimes bicycles and toys and such, often laundry hanging out to dry. Many of the apartments have balconies, although some balconies evidently have been added by apartment owners. I’m not sure what percentage of apartment dwellers own their apartments (like American condos) and what percentage rent them. However, the “personalization” of balconies everywhere implies to me that many are now owned (otherwise, why invest in these balconies?). Lyudmila, for example, told me she’d lived in her apartment (with her husband, and they have one grown son) for over 30 years, and it already had the balcony. They, however, had enclosed it with glass – as do many people. 
What strikes you here is that the balconies are so different. In the U.S. , apartments either come with balconies– or don’t. And, as far as I know, American apartment dwellers probably are prohibited by contract from adding balconies - because they don’t. Thus, American apartments are very uniform in appearance. Russian apartment houses are not – because of the many and varied balconies. Some balconies are enclosed, some aren’t. Some have wooden structures, some metal. Some have elaborate decorations, some are plain, some balconies were added/decorated/enclosed years ago, some more recently. They’re all different, making Russian apartment buildings look totally different from American ones, the latter of which are usually differentiated only by a dweller’s putting out porch furniture, plants, bicycles, or a few toys, about the only items you’ll see on American apartment balconies.
Inside, Russian apartments are very much like American ones – except for the separate “WCs” (water closets) for the toilet and shower rooms, a concept I much prefer to our inclusion of everything in one bathroom (to save space ). You find in Russian apartments furnishings, personal touches, every family’s unique imprints…just like in our country. Plus, the only Russian apartments I’ve visited (including ours in Novogoreevo/Moscow) include foyers, another feature I prefer. Most American apartments I’ve been in (or lived in ) do not have foyers – again, I assume, for the same reason they do not have separate WCs - to save space. I prefer the separate WCs and foyers!
I’ll stop writing now and get back to Primal Fear. The problem is, it’s very hard to stop reading these books – I’m hooked!
And I have another treat awaiting me this afternoon. Timofey, the student who plays in a rock band that practices at the monastery (under a monk’s direction !) on Sundays and that plays KINO music, and who gave me my precious CD with ALL of KINO’s music, has invited me to a practice at 4:00 this afternoon. His friend, Ksenia, who actually made the invitation, is coming by this afternoon at 3:30 for us to take a bus to the monastery. I can’t wait! More later…oh, and the sun’s out!
Nov. 15 (Mon)…authentic Russian experience!...all that glitters
Entering Day #3 of no heat or hot water, which is not the problem it could have been because the weather is so unseasonably warm. With my handy space heater, I don’t actually miss the heat – but I do miss the hot water. Last week my electric water kettle stopped working, so I can heat only small receptacles of water now, which makes it a little harder for bathing and hair-washing. I might just trudge to town this morning (no classes ) and buy a new kettle. I actually took a cold shower Saturday night – but I have no desire to do that again. I also miss the using the hot radiators for my daily clothes hand-washing! I had finally hand-washed my black turtleneck sweater  - the one I’ve worn practically every day since I’ve been in Murom (didn’t need it in Moscow, where I was always hot !). It could probably have stood up on its own, I’m ashamed to say. Luckily, I washed it Friday night – so my radiator-drying made it nice and dry by the time the heat gave out.
I did call Elena yesterday to report this difficulty because I figured it was best to report it. Turns out that building maintenance didn’t turn off the heat to save money. Evidently, she said, they can’t do that. Once it’s on for the season, it’s on. However, she did find out that it’s not just this building with no heat or hot water; it’s an area problem affecting more than this building; and it’s not an Institute problem, but a city problem. 
Now I am really experiencing, I’m told, what Russians experience in having to wait indefinitely for repairs – and the Russian virtue of patience (one I’m not too sure we Americans have in abundance). And, in my latest mystery, Diehl’s Primal Fear (highly recommended, great defense-lawyer yarn), I found a version of my personal motto, “Don’t worry about what hasn’t happened”:
“What torments of grief you endured, from evils that ne’er arrived.”  - Ralph Waldo Emerson
My reward this morning: A really, really brilliant sunrise spreading all over the eastern sky, the first broad, hot-pink-and-gold-tinged one I’ve seen for weeks. It’s blazing and beautiful, perhaps a good omen? 
Speaking of beautiful, I was bathed in beauty last night. Timofey’s practice was cancelled for last night – he was delayed in Moscow or something. So we’re planning to go next Sunday instead. But Ksenia and a very nice young male friend came by, anyway; and we took the bus downtown, had coffee and tea in a nice restaurant in Murom’s largest mall, then started walking about town. 
Murom was dazzling last night. The air was balmy and breezy; and it was my first starry and clear night out in Murom , with a bright moon shining, and walking down around the central and historic area amongst all the churches and monuments. Since I’ve been here and keep hearing that Christmas (in January ) isn’t as big a deal as the Russian Easter, I’ve thought that perhaps Russians were missing something with the lights and glitter of our Christmas. Au contraire ! First, I saw a definite Christmas light display over the entrance to the mall we entered. Then, we walked to the city square and saw all the trees decorated. I think that Russians may do seasonal glitter even better than we do! Never underestimate Russians when it comes to holiday celebrations and making their world beautiful! All the trees down at the square were decorated in different colors of lights, and Ksenia told me more lights were to come as the season progresses. Here, evidently, the season not only starts early with lights everywhere, but they have a much longer season, extending to their official Christmas the first week of January. So they get more lights and decorations for a longer period!
Then Ksenia asked me if I wanted to go to church. Of course! I’d wanted to attend an Orthodox service since I’ve been in Russia , so I was ready. I’d heard that at least one church had Sunday services at some God-awful hour like 6:00 a.m. (which I am loathe to attend on a Sunday morning), then again at 4:00 p.m. Not feeling too confident about traveling around at night by myself (it’s getting dark at about 5:00 ), I hadn’t gone to the 4:00 p.m. service. So this invitation was welcome. We walked over to one of the beautiful historic churches, right off a picture postcard. At first, Ksenia thought it was closed – but we saw an excursion bus full of tourists walking toward the entrance, so we joined them. As we entered, she then assured me, as I pointed to my jeans, then my cap, that my jeans and knit cap (no scarf) wouldn’t get me thrown out.
I’d been inside this church before as a tourist in the daytime, which was glorious in itself. For a service, however, it’s even more glorious - all glitter, all gold, all warm, all beautiful. There’s a particular comforting smell, too, that I’ve come to recognize in all these churches and cathedrals – the smell of incense and candles mixed together and giving me a feeling of envelopment in all things beautiful. Ksenia handed me half of the 10 candles she purchased, and we each went to different candle displays beneath icons, lit each of them, and deposited them. A tiny babushka frowned at me, and I thought I’d done something terribly wrong. I had been holding the fire of my lit candles down toward the empty candle holders to let soft wax form so I could safely deposit them. She showed me, with no words, but only a stern look, “Don’t do it that way – hold the base of your candle over a lit candle so it softens, then put it in the hole .” Whew! I was relieved. I thought she was calling me an infidel or something for not crossing myself or for walking or standing improperly!
You stand in a Russian Orthodox service. I’m not sure why, so I’ll be Googling that. One theory I have is that, despite all the apparent pomp and circumstance and formality, it really isn’t all that formal. The priest and/or monks (not sure about the entire cast of characters, about 3 or 4 men in robes with a male choir hidden somewhere in the background ) included one large man who swung the incense ball back and forth, a smaller man who recited the liturgy and chanted and such, and a couple of other “helpers” (something like altar boys in the Roman Catholic or Anglican churches? ). Sometimes they moved and faced each other or moved around a small area up front in some other way, the purposes of which I couldn’t discern. However, the people come and go at will. Little babushkas , in particular, often stand right up close to the officiants, often in odd places, or no particular places. People move around, and I’ve even seen (in a few other quick excursions into the middle of some of these services when touring ) a cat enter and just walk around on a couple of occasions! In fact, I saw a cat in the church last night – no one pays them any mind. They are just part of it all. There’s a relaxed feeling, and maybe standing is part of the relaxed nature of these services – “No big deal, just come in whenever, leave whenever….” I am inspired to find out! Ksenia asked me when we entered if I wanted to sit, so there’s that option – but I said, “No,” wanting to be more a part of things. The officiants, though they stayed in a small area, didn’t seem divorced from the group in the way our western ministry is “up front and up high,” away from the people, who surround them. These officiants are more in the midst of the people – not “up front” in an authoritative position.  
We didn’t stay long because I got the sense of it all pretty quickly and because these services go on for hours (about 3 hours, I think ) – and that’s something else that I must inquire into – why so long? My guess, again: The people come and go, and I think the hours-long service, with the congregation standing, furthers the sense that you can come and go as you like, stay as long as you like, and you have a large window of time in which to drop in. And I don’t think there’s a “big show” – i.e., sermon – that forms the center of the service. I really like all that. I will also try to find an English translation of the ancient liturgy which, I’ve read, has not changed in over 1,000 years. This is a very old church, and the liturgy is probably as close to Christ’s time as any, as close to that of the earliest churches as any.
I felt awash with gold and glitter and deep colors and fabulous icons and a beautiful historic church and the comforting, warm smells of incense and burning candles and the acceptance of all creatures (including cats !) and priests ceaselessly chanting lovely ancient words and people coming and going and worshipping in whatever way they wished. The ministry seems to “set the stage” for a deeply personal worship that each person chooses. I liked that.
And the cats in the churches remind me of another observation of Russian life: Animals are even more a part of everyday life here than they are in our American lives. We generally keep our animals inside our houses or yards, except for our daily dog walks. Here, you see cats and dogs everywhere. I mean, everywhere. As I said, cats walk undisturbed into churches – my guess is that dogs can do the same. I’ve even seen a small dog wander into one of the mini-malls, and no one seemed to pay him any mind. The other day, a little, dog was standing inside my neighborhood “shopping center,” right outside the grocery store door. As I walk around Murom, I see cats everywhere, as well as dogs (but not so many stray dogs as in Moscow ). My students always ask me about my pets; and, when I circulate a picture of Snoopy, my English Springer Spaniel, the “oohs and aws” and sighs and smiles permeate the classroom – this is an animal-loving people. The students always break out in spontaneous laughter when I say Snoopy’s name. They’re not even familiar with our Snoopy cartoon character, but they get the inherent humor of his name.
Ksenia told me that we can go to Timofey’s band practice next week, and I think I’ll ask her if we can return to the church then, too. This time, I’d like to stay a bit longer. Maybe by then I’ll have found an English translation of the liturgy and other information about Russian Orthodox services on the Internet and can understand it all more. I absolutely loved last night’s visit, though, and was soaring.
Ksenia was kind enough to accompany me back home on the bus after we bid her friend adieu. I waited with her for her own bus to return to town, and I felt so appreciative that she and her friend had spent their Sunday evening with me. I was even more appreciative when she told me that he had been her best friend most of her life, that he had just returned from military service, and that last night was the first time she’d seen him for a very long time. All of which meant that she had spent her first evening for a long time with her just-returned best friend, both accompanying this American lady around town! What a wonderful friend Ksenia is! I hope my thank-yous and spasebas were at least somewhat sufficient to convey my deep feelings of appreciation to her. And she asked on the bus on the way back, “Do you like Franz Liszt’s music? Would you like to attend a concert of his music by a Moscow pianist at our Palace of Culture?” Of course! She wasn’t sure of the date. But, my American friends, it is not unusual for a young (18-year-old ) Russian like Ksenia to invite a friend to attend a classical music concert. This kind of invitation is ordinary here, folks. And I love it.
Karen Porter, Esq., Director 
The Chester County Peace Movement*
Daily Local News Community Blog: http://chestercountyleftbank.tumblr.com/
Someday, when my great-grandchildren ask, "Why didn't someone try to stop the madness?" I hope my son and my grandchildren can answer, "Your great-grandmother tried, with all her heart." 
Nov. 16 (Tues.)…patience…my mosquito
I’ve had no classes scheduled for either yesterday or today, so have more free time. (The schedule varies from week to week, and this is my first time with two consecutive days of no classes .) Yesterday morning, I walked up to the electronics shop where Natalie bought her hair dryer on Kulikova Ulitsa, to replace the electric water kettle that gave out last week. Without hot water, it’s harder to bathe, just heating up one cup of water at a time, so the kettle will make bathing easier because I can fill a wash basin with hot water and wash away! When I leave, the Foreign Languages Dept. will then have a replacement for its water kettle that I’d been using. 

After I crossed the bridge over the railroad tracks (it’s just after this “shosse” becomes Kulikova ), Kulikova was totally shut down for a block because workers were digging deeply under the street. In fact, even pedestrians had to find another way – I turned out some side streets and worked my way back around to Kulikova and the electronics shop. Later, I mentioned to Elena that perhaps they were working on the source of the heating problem, although the digging was about a mile from here and on the other side of the railroad tracks. Later, she confirmed through some phone calls that I was right about this – the problem affects a pretty large area (probably causing no heat for thousands in all these huge apartment buildings) and is right there beneath Kulikova. “Two more days,” she advised that they told her.

Natalie e-mailed that cold weather will come mid-week, so I checked the Murom forecast online – about Wednesday night, it gets colder here. I’ll make a decision then as to whether I need to buy a second space heater (hoping the heat does, in fact, come back on !). My little “desktop” space heater keeps one of these two large rooms nice and cozy but won’t heat both of them at once – so I use it in the kitchen in the morning, in the bedroom in the evening (never leaving it on, of course, when I’m away or sleeping ). Again, I have not been uncomfortable, although I miss putting my feet up on that hot radiator when I’m reading and am putting off washing my increasingly gooey hair. In the meantime, the space heater and water kettle are my 2 best purchases here! When I leave, I’ll ask Natasha and Elena to save the heater, kettle, hairdryer, and power source somewhere safely awaiting my return because I’m sure I’ll need them again! (Afterward, I’ll give them all away.)

Since I’ve been in Russia, I’ve seen only one “bug” of any kind – a very tiny spider in our Novogoreevo apartment water closet in Moscow . Otherwise, not a fly, a gnat, or anything else. However, last night, I woke up with a very itchy right hand – terribly itchy, making me scratch a very long time. Surely not a mosquito, I thought! Natasha had mentioned seeing mosquitoes at her house in the past week because of the unseasonably warm (50+F degrees, high) weather. But in my apartment? After lengthy scratching, I turned back to my sleeping, only to hear that familiar buzz in my ear not once, but twice – a mosquito! Where did it come from? Who knows? But I knew it. I created a little “mosquito net” with some thin cloth over my head, put my hands under the covers, and never heard it again. But that’s how warm this weather has been here – so you can see why I’m not suffering from the heat breakdown! I now have a little “pet” here, and I hope it goes away!

I’m reading Colin Forbes’ The Sisterhood, the last of the mysteries from Natasha’s books. (Well, there’s one more mystery – a book I started and really didn’t like, don’t think I’ll read unless I get desperate.) Forbes’ book is an “international thriller” with assassinations all over Europe , a group of British characters investigating, lots of women whose fashionable clothes take up too many descriptive paragraphs, that sort of thing. I prefer my British mysteries in the P.D. James or Ruth Rendell mode – often gory but more localized, less “aristocratic” (rich ) detectives, no complicated global intrigue. Also, the hard-bitten American detective/lawyer thrillers like Mayor’s, Pearson’s, or Riehl’s, the ones I’ve read over the past couple of weeks. I’m not as fond of books with so much attention paid to how people are fashionably dressed, what their aristocratic pedigrees are, or whether they like their drinks “neat” or whatever. Even with my favored hard-bitten American heroes, I get very bored with the apparently obligatory descriptions of the heroes’ sexual activities – the hard-bitten detective’s/lawyer’s feelings during the act, the feeling of a thigh, the sight of a bosom, the length of her legs, the smell of her hair…I just gloss over all that stuff quickly with a “gimme-a-break!” sigh. These writers must feel that they have to include all this stuff for some audience out there – but it sure ain’t me; and, to be honest, I’m not quite sure who really wants to read that stuff. I’m in it for the detection, the detail-sorting, the suspense - not the hero’s sexual exploits. Gimme a break!

In desperation (running out of books that I actually want to read), I actually e-mailed Archer Mayor yesterday (because his website made it easy) to ask if there’s some way I can pay for downloading his books (or his e-mailing them to me) by credit card. I think there’s a way to do that (without a Kindle ), but nothing online makes it easy or apparent. If he answerd me, I will make that comment – please leave out the gratuitous sex scenes! It will save you time writing, and I don’t think that’s what sells your books, Archer!

Karen Porter, Esq., Director 
The Chester County Peace Movement*
Nov. 17 (Wed.)…let there be heat!...In memoriam: Nastya’s hamster……”Let It Be”…my Lada 
But warm, what feeling in yonder radiator breaks?
‘Tis the heat, and Radiator is the sun!
Arise, fair heat, and kill the cold!
At about 10 p.m. last night, the heat finally came back! Let there be heat! All of a sudden, I touched the radiator and, to my great satisfaction, the heat returned. I then sat up, warm and cozy, until after midnight finishing The Sisterhood, which turned out to be one great suspenseful read! (Add author Colin Forbes to my growing mystery/thriller list!)

Thank you, all you Murom workers who were digging in that huge muddy hole on Kulikova Ulitsa! Thank you!

…

Yesterday afternoon, I was sitting at the computer in Natasha’s classroom, where I always do my online e-mailing and research for class materials; and in came little Nastya, about 7 years old or so, one of those adorable little children who study English here after school. (Her parents work here.) She started talking with me in her very bright little way, all smiles, using every word of English she could conjure up. 

Then she said to me, “And I have a hamster.” I asked her the hamster’s name, and Nastya all of a sudden turned her face away from me. It took a few seconds for me to realize that Nastya couldn’t talk any more, she was crying so hard. Her parents came in to comfort her. Seems Nastya had a hamster – a couple of years ago – but the hamster died, and Nastya still hasn’t gotten over it even after two years. Apparently, her parents told her it had gone to live somewhere else; and now they fear her having another pet because losing the hamster broke her little heart. 

Nastya cried not only the rest of the few minutes she was here; but I’m told she cried all evening, as she does from time to time whenever she remembers her hamster. That’s the story of Nastya’s hamster. 

…

I had one class yesterday, Valentina’s 4:00 p.m. group with about 15 students. As we approached the classroom, Valentina advised quietly, “They have a surprise for you.” As I entered the room, I noticed a guitar. Then the students gathered in the back of the room in a group as I sat down in front in the “teacher’s chair.” One played the guitar, and the rest sang. I heard the familiar first notes of the Beatles’ “Let It Be.” 

The class sang “Let It Be,” reading the English, with different voices, I could discern, pronouncing the words in many different ways. Taking glances at me as they sang. It was quiet, it was heartfelt, it was beautiful.

When they finished, I was in tears. I couldn’t speak for a minute. When I did, I told them:

“You have just made my entire time in Russia worthwhile. This is the most beautiful gift you could have given me – I am so moved.”
I hope they understood what I felt then. I tried to let them know, but words are often just not enough. I hope they know how much I love and appreciate all of them, each and every one.

Tuesday was a day of many tears, sad ones for Nastya and joyous ones for me.

…

When the class ended “Let It Be,” and I had given my heartfelt appreciation, we started class with the many questions they bring me. One was “What do you think of Russian cars?” Which enabled me to express my love for Ladas and Zhigulis, to tell them how much I’d love to have an old-boxy-style, but well-kept bright red Lada for myself in the U.S. 

Now, even Russians make fun of their cars – the descriptions “hunk of junk” and “wouldn’t pass a U.S. inspection” often come to mind. But I think they’re cute and told them so. I actually like them! The students were laughing as I told them I was so disappointed upon my arrival in Moscow to see so many Toyotas and Hondas on the highway from the airport – instead of roads full of Ladas and Zhigulis! Then, I told them, I was delighted to see many, many more in Murom (but still amongst Toyotas and Hondas!).

After class, Valentina told me she’d like one of the students to drive me home because of the now-early darkness. Even though I told her, “Oh, I’m fine – it’s a well-lit walk that’s totally comfortable for me” – she insisted, which was kind of nice because it was raining lightly.

Guess what! He drove me home in his Lada! Now, granted, it wasn’t the kind I love – the old boxy ones – but it was a Lada! 

Now I’ve ridden on the Trans-Siberian Railroad and in a Lada! Scratch both off my to-do-in-my-life list!

…

Tonight I will start my first Michael Crichton book, Sphere. As the countdown starts for my departure, that book pile continues to dwindle!

But at least it will be warm tonight – and the forecast is for a cool-down sometime in the next 24 hours, so that heat came back on in the nick of time. Maybe I’ll even wash my hair! 

Just me, my book, my hot-water kettle…mmmmmmm……..lovin’ it.

And dreams of sweet little Nastya, “Let It Be,” and my bright red Lada.

Karen Porter, Esq., Director 
The Chester County Peace Movement*
Nov. 18 (Thurs.)…ah, youth!...unanswered questions…Russia’s public and private faces…www.maessr.org 
I met yesterday afternoon with a younger (about ages 14-17 ) group, a high-school-aged group from School #6, where I attended that wonderful Pushkin-themed performance of song, piano, recitation, and ballet almost a whole month ago (how time flies!) during my first week here. Two teachers accompanied about 20 very bright and engaging students whose English was excellent. 
The student who kept catching my eye was an absolutely adorable little dark-haired, dark-eyed girl who, I heard later, is in only the 7th grade, the smallest one of the group, who sat next to me and didn’t say much but whose constant, totally transfixed smile and animated facial and body language were so delightful.
What was wonderful about this group was their candor. They have the same unbridled honesty that you’ll find in American (or any) youth of that age. For example, for the first time since I’ve been in Russia, I was asked, “What do you think of Joseph Stalin?” 
This question, which caught me totally off-guard, was refreshing because, since I’ve been here, I’ve had this feeling that Stalin’s ghost is in the room; but no one ever mentions him. None of the older students or adults ever even so much as breathes his name. If I mention his name in a historical context, I get no response. Am I making too much of this? Maybe…but I’ve sort of been wondering for almost 3 months: Will someone bring this name up? 
Or maybe people here are sick of hearing about him? I mean, here I come along, 20 years after the Soviet period, wanting to talk about…whom?  Who am I to want to talk about that? Still, so many Americans base their beliefs about Russia on Stalin and the entire Soviet period, whether anyone here knows or not – or wants to know that. I probably can’t blame people for never wanting to talk about all that – for just wanting to move on.  Yet…
Ah, youth! 
Leave it up to youth!
We Americans can be self-critical to a fault, I’ll admit; but we talk about our history and our negatives very freely, in addition to our positives. I also think that Germans have self-flagellated endlessly since World War II (and rightfully so), and my guess is that Hitler’s name would come up very shortly after any sojourn I’d experience there. I haven’t had enough time or been in enough settings here to say that Russians do or don’t talk about past problems – they might. I just haven’t heard anything about Stalin since Moscow, when one of our Russian friends talked openly and spontaneously without any prompting (and very sadly and pessimistically, I’d say) about Russia ’s past and future. She came right out during lunch one day and called both Lenin and Stalin “evil men” and very sadly opined that “they ruined our country.” After that, no one has mentioned either name (except Lenin as a street or monument name ). I hear much history about monasteries and the church and the saints and all - and even the tsars – but nothing about Stalin, Lenin, etc. Perhaps many Russians do not understand, as they ask about American impressions of Russia, that for many Americans (most older ones, for sure), Stalin IS Russia. Not “was” – but IS.
It was hard to answer the student’s question, although I’ve read everything I can about the Stalin era and tried very hard to understand it all. However, one thought that I keep having: Neither the Russian nor the German people are “evil” people individually. They are good people. So the mystery, the conundrum is, “How did they let these things happen?” (Yes, I’ve read many theories, so I could provide some possible answers.) I figure that’s what some of these young people want to know, too – and they want to know what we think about it. 
I told these students that any country (including our own ) can, if it bestows too much power in one person or one entity, create a dictatorship; that idealism with too much fervor can lead to rationalizing very destructive actions and policies. It was hard to discuss this superficially with a high-school group because I don’t know what they know. Have they read Solzhenitsyn? Or other first-person accounts of the labor camps? Or histories? I’m not sure what they know or don’t know or what conclusions their own developing knowledge of their country’s history have led them to. 
Often, I hear the Institute students mention Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Pushkin, and Lermontov – but does their reading stop at about 1900? I don’t hear them talk much about Soviet or post-Soviet writers (except Bulgakov). They seem to know a lot about the pre-20th century literature, classical music, and art – but, beyond that, I don’t know what they know or read about. I don’t know what they are studying about history, philosophy, and theology. Do they read about Soviet history and do they read authors who are critical of that time? If so, they have not mentioned it to me. Or, truth be told, it may be that I am not in the right setting for those discussions. If I were at Moscow State or St. Petersburg university, would the conversation be different? I also remind myself that I am at a technical Institute, not a liberal arts college. If I were at an American technical institute, would the conversation be any different? Probably not. 
So maybe I expect too much. 
With the Institute students, I must realize that their questions are limited by their language ability. They can ask me about my favorite books, movies, music; about my hometown, TV, American food, and what-not; but asking about American views toward their country and their culture can be difficult with limited English. But, again, these bright and younger high-school students did not hold back – maybe it’s the age difference. 
The did ask me, too: “Do Americans think bears roam the streets of Moscow?” Well, no, I’ve never heard that (I did read many years ago about some bears roaming the streets of Berlin, though!). 
“Do all Americans think we all wear [big furry hats ]?” At first, I said no because they used a word I didn’t know, until I realized they were talking about those big furry hats we all see on the news on Russian leaders – yes, I guess we do! But, hey don’t put those hats down, kids! I love those hats! They look warm! Wish we wore them - women, too! ( Louis has one, and I’ve often thought of wearing it at the risk of looking silly in West Chester – I’ve put it on, and it’s so warm!)
While the older Institute students seem to want most for me to love Murom and to compliment their town, these younger students appeared dubious when I told them how much I love it here – like, how could I? Later I realized, “These students are just like American teenagers, who often want nothing more than to ‘escape’ their boring old hometowns.” I was like that at their age – if anyone had told me St. Albans, West Virginia , was a great town, I’d have laughed my head off.” We don’t appreciate our hometowns at that age – American or Russian. It was, again, refreshing when they looked at me in disbelief! I don’t think they believed a word I said about how wonderful Murom is!
I would love to spend more time with this group, to hear more questions, to talk more about stereotypes. 
One student asked about “the difference between Americans and Russians,” always a difficult question. So I answered with the most obvious difference – what I call Russia’s “public face” and “private face,” because this dichotomy is what I expect many visiting Americans notice every day.
Russia’s “public face,” that I think most of the world sees, is dour (the best word I can think of ). It’s the past grainy news reels of Soviet leaders who never smiled and always looked like they had headaches and stomachaches (and, yes, in furry hats) – what I call the “Brezhnev look”! It’s Khrushchev pounding his shoe on a desk and exclaiming, “We will bury you!” (Even though I always thought Khrushchev  was kind of cute, like a big ol’ cuddly bear – I never took that shoe thing seriously, realizing he was grandstanding! ) It’s the silent, stoney faces in the Moscow Metro. It’s the silent, never-smiling crowds of thousands pouring out of those colossal apartment buildings on their way to the Moscow Metro or walking to work or riding on the bus in Murom. It’s the total lack of eye contact in most of the silent people you see on the street. It’s the silent people who walk into doors and never hold them open for people behind them. Or who walk through doors toward you, never pausing to see if others might go through first (making, again, absolutely no eye contact and totally silent). 
The Russian public face: Silence, no eye contact, everyone alone.
It happened to me the other day as I walked into the Institute. Two male professors were about 3 feet in front of me. They walked into the front door and never looked back, just letting the door close in my face. Typical. I’m not sure whether they saw me or not – it always appears that the person in front of you doesn’t actually notice anyone behind him/her. Or maybe they saw me and just don’t “look back.” 
Just as, in Moscow, most people let those huge, heavy glass Metro entrance doors slam in front of the people approaching behind them (it’s a good upper-arm workout, folks!). 
Just as drivers look as if they’d just as soon run over you as look at you – get out of the way! (Unlike in the U.S., here cars – not pedestrians – have the right of way – so look out!) There’s a taunting “I’m driving, and you’re NOT!” kind of attitude. 
Just as most people here, young and old, sort of silently “march” through public doors, looking straight ahead (again, no eye contact whatsoever ), never pausing to allow another to “go first.” Every day, too, I see people outside my apartment here silently and stone-facedly walking to work/school – in the U.S., there’d be chatter and noise. Here it’s silence. (Except for the occasional cell phone conversations, which occur everywhere. ) Silly American that I am, I try constantly to make eye contact and to smile on my way to the class building - my ongoing experiment.  So far, my data are overwhelmingly revealing that it’s very hard to do either – make eye contact or smile. But I keep trying! Once in a great while, I break through – most often with a younger person.
That’s the Russian “public face.” It’s silent. It’s withdrawn. A stark contrast to the “American face,” which might even appear silly and superficial to Russians, I must admit. Oh, there’s one exception that’s very nice: On the Moscow Metro, people often (not always, but often) give up seats to us elderly types. I haven’t seen that happen as much in Murom, but it was a regular occurrence on the Moscow Metro.
The Russian private face: Smiling, engaging, warm, loving ,joyous, unselfish, hospitable, idealistic.
Then there’s the Russian “private face” - once you meet them. They are immediately joyous, all smiles, unselfish, generous, loving, welcoming, friends for life – a 100% about-face from the “public face,” a stark contrast. And it doesn’t take long for Russians to totally change faces. 
Russians are inherently a loving and passionate people.
One Russian, when I said something about this, indicated that we must think this public face is “rude.” Well, no, I’m not saying it’s “rude”– it’s a cultural difference, based on history and experience . The reason I think it’s important to talk about this dichotomy is that the “public face” is what the rest of the world sees, often all that they see unless they have the same opportunity I’ve had to get to know Russians  - and most don’t. Many people here are deeply concerned about what the world thinks about them – whether others see them as drinking too much or having bears on the streets or wearing furry hats, all the questions I get every day about appearances. What people rarely seem aware of is that this “public face” is probably more indicative of what many think of when they think about Russians.
As I walked home this evening in the winter chill that appeared suddenly, I found myself walking as fast as I could, looking down at the ground to make sure I didn’t step on any ice in the darkness, not making eye contact, certainly not smiling – so I guess I looked quite Russian! And it occurred to me that all I was thinking about was walking as fast as I could to get home and making sure I didn’t step on any ice – just thinking about getting out of the cold! So maybe it’s all weather-related! That might be my answer – nothing to do with history, culture, politics – just climate!
I’ve been looking for answers to the many unanswered questions I have about Russians, and they have nothing to do with bears or alcohol or furry hats. (The questions about alcohol and smoking as public health problems are answered by Russia ’s own statistics about their very short life-spans and population decline and need not be answered by others, particularly Americans.) 
My unanswered questions are these:
·        What effect has Stalin had on present-day Russians? What do they think? How do they deal with that history?
·        What is the source of the Russian “public face”? One of these very young students yesterday actually offered an answer (without my asking ): that it might have something to do with having to be secretive and afraid for so long under the Soviet regime – I was so grateful that someone finally at least attempted to answer that question (out of the mouths of babes) . I don’t know if he’s right – that “public face” could have evolved centuries ago and may have nothing to do with the Soviet era, might have predated it, might have more to do with the long winters – or was the student right? Most of the few references I’ve heard to Soviet times since I’ve been here concern the positives – how good people had it the compared with now. But there’s another story that, apparently, these young students don’t fear talking about. 
Ah, youth!
Out of the mouths of babes! They are so refreshingly fearless!
And, on a lighter note, these questions remain unanswered: 
·        Why do Russian women wear high heels? 
·        And why do so few Russians wear eyeglasses?
I’d be willing to bet these young folks would have answers!
Without answers, though, we tend to find our own answers, and it has occurred to me that part of the “public face” may be that people simply don’t see each other. (See: I’m tying the lack of eyeglasses to the “public face,” whether rightly or wrongly.) I now look at people walking toward me and looking “beyond me” as if I’m not there ( even when I try hard sometimes to smile, engage, and make eye contact, always with no effect – some of us Americans just can’t help ourselves!) and wonder, “Does that person even see me at all?” Particularly the middle-aged and older ones. Does simple lack of eyesight explain a lot of the so-called “Russian personality” that I call its “public face”? Hmmmm…… Did you ever see Brezhnev or Khruschev…or Joe Stalin himself…or Putin or Medvedev, for that matter…wearing eyeglasses? Trotsky always wore them – and he lost! (I’m starting to sound like authors Bill Bryson or Gary Shteyngart here!)
Just a theory (and, yes, I’ve Googled all of this a lot with no results!)
And, of course, are the high heels and eyeglass questions related? 
As I’ve said before, Russians care a lot about appearances – so maybe the high heels and eyeglasses are simply evidence of that concern. Anticipating a theory some might offer, I don’t think my eyeglasses question relates to economics (at least not for younger people) because the Russians I see every day tend to wear very fashionable clothes (including obviously expensive high-heeled boots and shoes); and such modern conveniences as cell phones are ubiquitous. 
Additionally, another theory: The lifespan here is very short compared with other countries. 
I Googled this:
The U.S. is #38 on the anticipated lifespan list (nothing to brag about with all our supposed wealth), with an overall life expectancy of 78.2  years, 75.6 for men and 80.8 for women. We’re behind such countries as Canada, Italy, Greece, Costa Rica, Puerto Rico, and many, many others.
Russia is #135 on the anticipated lifespan list, with an overall life expectancy of only 65.5 years, 61.83 for men and 72.6 for women. Russia is not only behind the U.S., but also behind such countries as Panama, Vietnam, Libya, Turkey, Guatemala, and Pakistan. 
So, while I might reasonably expect to live another 20 years, a Russian woman friend my age, on average, has only another 10 years. That’s a huge concern. 
While most of us Americans can expect to live into our late 70s or early 80s, most Russians can expect to live only into their mid-60s or early 70s, a stark difference. (And in at least 37countries, people can expect to live longer than Americans, with our rapidly ascending rates of obesity, diabetes, heart disease, etc.) 
I’ve read a lot, too, about the reasons for all this in Russia – it’s not just alcoholism and tobacco use, but also the polluted water and air from Soviet times, high rates of tuberculosis and HIV infections, accidental deaths resulting from alcohol, and heart and lung disease resulting from alcoholism and tobacco use – and from all the above. I hope to have some time to talk about all this with Valentina before I go – I’d love to hear what she knows about this and what’s happening to alleviate these problems. We read much about the problems in the West, but not much about the solutions. When I get home, needless to say, I’ll be Googling like mad to educate myself about the health problems in Russia – because I hope and pray that Russia can conquer these problems, which I believe are crucial to this country’s future success. I feel so much love for these young people and want them to succeed – and they need their health to do that
So do people not wear eyeglasses so as to ward off the more rapidly expected age at which they expect to die? Does wearing eyeglasses mean surrender to one’s mortality at a younger age? That might account for it. One Russian friend suggested the kinds of inconveniences eyeglasses cause – fogging up when you go inside (yes!), also that perhaps people here prefer to exercise their eyes by not depending on glasses. Both plausible.
I guess I have to leave this question to the sociologists but will continue to try to find out on my own.
Just as Russians’ questions about what Americans (and others) think of Russians often focus on superficialities (bears and furry hats), what foreigners or tourists often notice first about a native people is very obvious differences (the high heels and the eyeglasses). I’m sure visiting Russians in the U.S. are shocked by the obesity and perhaps perplexed by our girls’ and women’s flat flip-flops, UGGs, and sneakers!
I keep researching all these questions, serious or superficial, trying to find answers.
It’s the detective in me – I can’t stand not answering questions. Maybe I’m reading too much detective fiction? No, I’m always like this.
But I bet a couple of hours with yesterday’s group would help provide answers to all my questions  - young people “see” a lot of what we oldsters don’t see!
Ah, youth!
…
Winter’s here. At least, the cold part. The thermometer plummeted today, and it’s frigid now, with the mud and all those puddles having frozen. I’ll have to get out those heavier gloves, cap, and coat. Not quite pulling out the boots or long underwear yet – but the forecast says I probably will in another week or so when it’s expected to get much lower than freezing.
I felt a little draft around the window area last night as I read Crichton’s Sphere . I’d bought a roll of wide tape at the grocery for the windows, so I started taping the windows in the bedroom, where I read. I’ll pick up some more tape tomorrow morning and spend part of my no-class Friday afternoon taping these windows more tightly. Actually, they’re double windows with a few inches between each window set, so much of the draft is necessarily eliminated – but a little gets through. Also, even though the heat’s back on, it’s never come back as strongly as it was just before the heating breakdown. It’s back at the level it was about 2 weeks ago before maintenance hiked it up, so I still must use the space heater. With all this added insulation, this apartment should remain fairly cozy for the duration of my stay.
Which brings me to the fact that I’ll be leaving soon, only a bit more than 2 weeks away. I have mixed feelings: Sad to leave, but excited about our winter holidays at home: The Christmas tree, the concerts, the church services…and, always in my thoughts: Maybe my beloved SNOW!!!!!! (Rarely, though, on Dec. 25.)
I even shared with Elena today my “thinking toward the future.” I’d gone online and was actually, for the first time in ages, looking at www.maessr.org – the Mid-Atlantic English Springer Spaniel Rescue site! I’m returning to Russia in late February for at least 2 weeks (more on that later), so I can’t adopt another dog until after that stay. But it sure was fun (and heart-tugging ) looking at all the great Springers up for adoption! Snoopy’s up in years and is getting so deaf now – I can’t bear the thought of what’s to come with him…so I won’t. I will probably adopt either a middle-aged (4-7) one, perhaps a female or a smaller one (a little easier to handle). 
Or I may even think about fostering “seniors” from now on – which means I’d be going through some very tough emotional times with them as they inevitably die not long after I’d get them. In my retirement, though, I’d have much more time to spend with them tending to their needs (and the exercise I get is just great ). Helping seniors have a happy home for their final days brings its own kind of happiness, despite the sadness of parting with them. So many of these older dogs will never be adopted by anyone, have often been cast off because of their age – so I may be (right now) talking myself into fostering them instead of adopting a younger dog (whose adoption prospects are so much greater). 
With Tilly and Erin, my beloved senior adoptees of a couple of years ago (both gone now ), I learned so much about my aging and about looking toward my own life’s end. Their courage and “living in the moment” was inspiring to me, which made their passing more natural and easy for me to accept. Tilly, in particular, who was deaf, blind, and had very weak back legs from day one, was the bravest little girl I’ve ever known; but you’d never have guessed any of her problems just to meet her. (Like most of us, I admit that I fear death, can’t even think much about it.) They truly “don’t worry about what hasn’t happened”; indeed, don’t worry at all! They just ARE. That’s how I want to be – I just want to BE. Until, like all of us, I can’t be any more.
I repeat that website URL again – www.maessr.org – in case anyone reading this diary entry is so moved. Even if you can’t adopt or foster, you can help by donating or by volunteering out of your home. My “volunteer” duty for over a year was interviewing prospective “parents” on the phone. Every couple weeks or so, I’d receive an adoption application, then set up a phone interview appointment (at the applicant’s expense), sometimes also checking veterinarians’ or personal references, too. Then I’d make my report to recommend (or not ) the applicant. I think I had only one applicant I did not recommend, as I recall. It’s all in the dogs’ best interests – not the people’s.
Whether I adopt or foster (and I know I’ll do one or the other ), I will volunteer for MAESSR again, probably interviewing. And I’ll start going to those local picnics and meeting all those adorable Springers (and people who own them, of course)!
Commercial:
·        Want to make the world a better place?
·        Want to bring world peace?
·        Want meaning in your own life?
·        Want that excuse to get out and walk every day for your physical health?
·        Want to avoid that psychiatrist and have natural mental health?
ADOPT – OR FOSTER – A HOMELESS DOG – OR CAT!!!
( And, of course, when my more rapidly aging cat, Hayley, leaves this earth, there’s no question but that I’ll be off to the SPCA for another furry feline friend!)
This is, as Elena termed it, “planning ahead”!
Nov. 19 (Friday)…the ecstasy…jelly thighs …winterizing…food
OK, just when I think my stay here in Russia couldn’t get any better, that I could not have any more wonderful experiences…it happens again. This trip is simply amazing.
This morning at 9:00 a.m. sharp, three Institute students (a young man and woman both in their 5th and final year, one young man doing post-graduate study) picked me up, as promised a few days ago. I have to admit this: I can’t remember any of their names (help me, Natasha!) except I think one young man was named “Genia.” (Or was that the young woman?) I’m often introduced to people quickly and have trouble catching (or remembering ) all the names. I wasn’t sure exactly where we were going, but it had something to do with church and a choir, both of which I found exciting. An adventure. 
I’ll give them temporary names: Ivan, the driver; Genia, the other young man; and Anastasia, the young woman. (When I find out their true names, I’ll try to remember to record them here.)
In the sunny chill of the early morning, we climbed into Ivan’s Volkswagen sedan outside my apartment building and started off to downtown. Each one, I gathered, had limited English capability, so it was pretty quiet for awhile. I started asking questions and sizing up language capabilities, which were varied, taking my cues from them.
We parked outside the monastery, then went into a service in progress. Ivan told me it’s a daily service, and Anastasia told me she attends about once a month. Unlike the service I attended with Ksenia Sunday evening, the clergy and attendants (not sure which is which ) were more segregated from the congregation, not only “in front of us,” but also beyond a door leading to a brightly lit and ornate “back room” where you could see part of the service. However, at various times, the doors to that rather mysterious but colorful “back room” would close, and the service would proceed closer to the congregation – then, later, the doors would open, and officiants in the “back room” would become active again. 
Now, bear in mind: This is all happening in the most beautiful church sanctuary imaginable, full of deeply hued icons, gold-red-silver-purple-all-other-colors, aromatic candles and incense burning, officiants in fabulously decorated robes, paintings everywhere…and, best of all, a choir singing the most hauntingly spiritual music you could ever hear. I think the hidden choir was male (this being a monastery ), but some voices were very high, so I was never quite sure. Afterward, I asked Ivan if I could buy a recording of all this in the monastery shop, and he answered, “No”; but I’m not sure he understood me, so I’ll check on this  - because I want to take this morning’s exhilarating experience home with me! I want to sit in my family room at home and remember all this as I look out into the woods behind my house! I don’t want to ever lose this experience. I’ve decided that I’ll probably purchase all my yet-to-be-chosen souvenirs at the church shops. I’ve looked at all the other choices, and I want most to take home with me remembrance of the spirituality I’ve found here because the Russian culture is saturated with it.
As the three of us stood at the service, with about 30-40 others, an apparent grandmother came in with a little blond-haired boy, about age 6 or 7, I’d guess. He crossed himself in the Russian Orthodox way (either 2 or 3 fingers, have to check this – significant in church history and the source of schisms and all manner of debate! ) – first the forehead, then just below the breast on the stomach, then right shoulder, then left shoulder - then his grandmother lifted him up to kiss an icon, which he knew to do. Then he stood in rapt, quiet attention, knowing just when to cross himself, when to bow, swaying a little to the rhythm, but essentially staying obediently in one place. He obviously had the entire service etched in his young little mind. I imagined that my 3 young Institute friends, all of whom grew up in Murom, had also learned this service at very early ages. 
I want so much to understand more about the service and will continue to learn. I think there’s a Russian Orthodox church in Coatesville that I can visit – and I know there’s at least one in Philadelphia. I’ll be there. I read a long Wikipedia article and some other Google-sourced items – but I want more!
When we left this service, Ivan asked, “Do you want to go to the women’s church?” Yes, of course! (I think he meant “convent.”) We walked a short distance to another church and entered another service, which Ivan told me is also held daily. 
This time, a congregation of about 20-30 women were all kneeling on the floor in an equally gorgeous church – kneeling, crossing themselves, bowing their heads to floor periodically – while a woman’s voice chanted the liturgy, with an obviously female choir sang. There was an other-worldly, ethereal beauty to this service. A male priest stood by on the side – I’m not sure whether having one male there is required or what. ( Yes, I admit that Russian orthodoxy is paternal and paternalistic beyond our western female tastes – and shows no sign that I can see of heading in any other direction.) 
Whether at the monastery service, standing all the time, or at the women’s service, kneeling on that hard floor (yikes! No knee pads !), both services can be extremely uncomfortable for long periods of time. A bench off to the side is available if one must sit – but maybe enduring the physical discomfort is part of it all? And there’s the “no-wimp” factor – I simply didn’t want to be an American wimp and sit down! Enduring discomfort (self sacrifice?) appears to be a virtue in Russia - whether it’s standing/kneeling at church services, or wearing high heels! I have to admit that’s not something I find positive, personally! At the monastery, I struggled after a period of time into the service with starting to feel faint because I’d entered wearing layers of warm clothing necessitated by the outside wintry chill, so I very quietly started unzipping my coat, taking my gloves off – and would have stepped out to de-layer my winter outfit if we’d stayed much longer (for fear of collapsing ). However, I had to keep reminding myself, “No, you can’t remove your cap,” because women must wear head coverings. At least, they didn’t throw me out because of my trousers, perhaps because my coat was just long enough, and it was just crowded enough, that no one appeared to notice! ( I was concerned about that before coming to Russia, so I actually bought a light-weight, elastic-waist, filmy/gauzy black skirt for about $2 at West Chester’s Salvation Army just for this purpose – something I can even throw over my jeans. I so rarely wear dresses or skirts that I had to buy a skirt of minimal weight and bulk for packing and for just this one use – plus, I can wad it up into a backpack, and it’s very light and needs no ironing! The only problem is that I keep forgetting to carry it around with me when I’m touring, so I never have it with me when I enter an orthodox church!)
When we left, we walked a bit, and Genia asked me if I wanted to go up into the bell tower at the monastery. “Yes, of course!!” I said as I looked up, wondering how we’d get there. Ivan and Anastasia went on to the car as Genia and I re-entered the monastery church, where the service was still in progress. He said, “You wait here” and pointed to an ancient-looking door with a huge combination-lock on it just inside the church entrance. After his disappearance for about 10 minutes, Genia reappeared with a piece of paper in his hand bearing the combination for the lock. He opened the door, and I saw some very narrow, steep steps rising. I was happy to see that he turned on a light immediately (I’d wondered if we were going to climb up in the dark!). And we began our ascent to what was about a 4th-  or 5th-floor height. 
Well…that was some climb! Part of it was on extremely steep wooden steps, sometimes uneven in height, sort of keeping you guessing. Then part of it was some very old brick steps, all uneven. I held onto the handrail (when it was available !) for dear life, hoping I didn’t fall down – either forward or backward. And the stairway wasn’t much wider than my wide hips! It was created for skinnier monks’ girths, for sure and could be a little claustrophobic if you got stuck inside (though not all monks are all that skinny – maybe some of them never go up to the bell tower!) It was a Harry Potter-kind of a scene. It also reminded me of going up Warwick Castle’s winding, narrow steps (in England) – once you start up, with all the other tourists behind and in front of you, there’s no room to turn back! (And I kept wondering, how do we get down from here? Sure glad I’ve been walking a lot! ) That last step up was the killer – it was about twice as steep as all the others, and I really had to do a pull-up, grasping whatever I could grasp and hoping nothing gave way, with me falling all the way backward back down the steps. (My thigh muscles were not thanking me!) 
As soon as I reached the top, Genia greeted me with his broad grin (he’s a very handsome young man, with bright eyes and a beautiful smile!) – it was breath-taking. The view of sunny, cold Murom in all different directions was panoramic. The very cold wintry wind racing through the open bell tower was refreshing, exhilarating. He said, “You can take pictures” (which you can’t in the churches, of course).  DRAT – I didn’t bring my camera. But it didn’t matter – I find these candid shots of “views” never really capture the ecstasy of these moments, anyway…so it didn’t matter.
Then Genia said, “You ring bell.”
Huh? Are you kidding? I can ring a bell?
Then he said, “One time.” And he pointed to the largest bell in the middle, then to each of the 4 or 5 other bells (also huge).
I took the rope for the biggest bell in my hand…too carefully. I was a bit afraid I’d do it wrong. So Genia showed me – he took it and showed me I needed to pull it harder. So I did. I guess I didn’t believe he meant that I could really, truly ring this huge church bell – but he was telling me the truth.
BONG! The bell rang out all over Murom!
Wow! I pointed to the other smaller (but still huge) bells – did he mean I could ring each of them?  “Yes,” he said, “One time.” I got very gutsy then and went to each of the other bells, with Genia smiling, and rang each one once. All over Murom!
We stayed a few minutes longer, then descended those steps, which I’d been dreading even as I rang the bells. I was more afraid of going down than climbing up. Genia went first (good, he can break my fall, I told myself ). I had visions of an embarrassing fall, of being hauled off to the local hospital – and of the humiliating headline in tomorrow’s local newspaper: 
American Visitor Breaks Leg 
In Murom Monastery Bell Tower!
(Pulled out by the militia… recovering in hospital)
I had to sit down on the dusty floor of the bell tower first to get my feet down to that first too-distant brick step. Then, as carefully as climbing a ladder, I went down oh-so-gingerly, again holding on for dear life. Each step seemed to have a different height, width, and incline, with no warning. This time, a different set of thigh muscles just above my knees cried out! We finally made it.
But I’ll tell you: The thigh muscles just above my knee have been jelly since this morning! I can’t remember when I had ever used these particular muscles! Maybe never.
When we came out of the bell tower and Genia had locked the door, an old priest with a long beard and a soft smile approached us; and Genia handed him the paper with the lock combination. 
The priest walked behind us as we left but never made any big deal about being introduced or anything (which I appreciated ) and appeared rather mildly amused. I’m just one of many visitors. I don’t know how many are allowed to ring those bells, but I felt very special – and blessed.
Ivan and Anastasia were waiting for us in the warmth of the Volkswagen, we dropped Genia and Anastasia off downtown, and Ivan and I headed back to the Institute. I have never met a kinder, more lovely group of young people. So loving, so welcoming, so wonderful. I loved them. ( And I’ll interject something here: Yes, young Russian women are very beautiful (as men will tell you) – and young Russian men are very handsome, too! Compared with Americans’ growing girth and too-often slothful ways, young Russians, on average, are a uniquely beautiful/handsome people. I can testify that everything you hear about that stereotype is true after observing thousands of them these past few months.)
Just when you think it can’t get any better here…it does. 
And I think, in my next life, I’ll join the Russian Orthodox Church. I love it. (Although, anticipating readers’ responses to this, yes, as a woman, I’d probably eventually find it oppressive…so maybe not. Just a fantasy.)
…
By early afternoon on this Friday, the morning sun started giving way to very gray clouds. Right now, as of 3 p.m., it sure looks like snow to me. Let’s see if my intuition is right.
(No classes today.) After checking my e-mails at the Institute after Ivan and I parted (I making every feeble, language-challenged attempt to let him know how deeply I appreciated our morning ), I walked to the grocery store and bought some rolls of clear tape. Last night, I decided to “winterize” the apartment, just as I do at home in West Chester, and started taping these windows. However, I wanted to finish the job in the daylight and needed more tape. 
So I spent much of this afternoon happily standing on a chair and taping every possible nook and cranny of my two windows with the transparent tape, which doesn’t block any of my view (or the occasional warm ray of sunshine ). Just getting up on and down from that chair was a little harder because of my jellified thigh muscles! I finally discovered where that one hint of a little “breeze” in the bedroom had been coming from that I couldn’t locate as I’d sit reading in the evenings – a small hole in one of the upper windows (“fortochkas,” small, upper Russian windows that can be opened for ventilation ) that I’d never noticed from floor level had been letting in air all along! No more! Now the windows are nicely sealed, and I’m snug as a bug in a rug.
I opened up a jar of delicious canned vegetables one of the teachers had given me, ate a great lunch, had coffee, then sat down to write in this diary. Speaking of the canned food teachers and students have brought to me, I must mention that strawberry jam Lyudmila gave me last weekend – unreal. It’s full of huge strawberries she grew in her dacha garden, and I look forward to it every evening. I started out this Murom stay with Natasha’s fantastic plum jam, then a student’s apple jam – both jams made from the canners’ own gardens - and am now working on Lyudmila’s strawberry jam. One of my peculiarities is that I love oatmeal for supper every evening – whether here or at home. That’s what I eat and have been eating for at least 10 years, even before Louis left home to board at Westtown School over 5 years ago, then off to Oberlin College. (I cooked meat for him, though !) At home, I buy Quaker instant oatmeal with raisins, dates, and walnuts – and I look forward to two packets of that oatmeal every single evening. It’s my comfort food, my settling-in food. (Plus, I’m an incessant calorie counter – I can give you a rough count for everything that goes into my mouth.) 
Natasha, when I told her of this habit, lamented that I “eat porridge every evening,” saying the teachers feel sorry for me; and that’s why they started bringing me all these canned foods. Don’t feel sorry for me, friends – it’s what I love! I don’t eat meat or poultry of any kind (only fish), and my entire diet focuses on grains, vegetables, fruits, and yoghurt. I drink only water and coffee (with milk ), never anything else but an occasional cup of tea. Here, I have been mixing those delectable jams with my plain oatmeal every evening – and I so look forward to ending my day at 6 p.m. with my big bowl of “porridge,” just after a shower and getting into my pajamas with my book. (Or later, if I’m out, of course. ) That’s been my habit for at least 10 years, and my restricted, but very much-loved, diet has resulted in perfect blood pressure readings, never a digestive disorder, no colds for at least 10 years, and never having had the flu in my lifetime. Plus, I’ve resisted my gynecologist’s entreaties to take hormones or calcium treatments – with all tests confirming that I’m doing just fine without any of that. When Louis was in day care many years ago, he’d occasionally bring home a “bug,” and I’d often get it – usually a 24-hour digestive misery that left as soon as it arrived. But he and I both seem to have very strong constitutions when it comes to flu, colds, and other bugs these days. My only health problems have been annual ear infections (which I prevent with alcohol in my ears when I wash my hair or swim), bladder problems (which I control by not drinking caffeine, which has a very painful effect on me), and dental problems (which have plagued me the past year and for which I know no escape).
So my diet works: At home, I have one of “The Baker’s” honey-raisin rolls every morning for breakfast (here I get whatever baked rolls roughly resemble them), a banana at mid-morning (I always find a supply of good bananas here in the grocery stores), soup for lunch (here I eat soup and salad, but too much of each, need to cut down), oatmeal for dinner, and a cup of Stonyfield Farms plain yoghurt (with a dollop of jam or honey) in the evening (and Viactiv calcium chews daily). Aside from decaffeinated coffee, the other item I have been unable to find either in Moscow or Murom is plain yoghurt. All the yoghurt is full of fruit and sugar – lots of sugar – which means it’s packed with too many calories, too. So I do miss my plain yoghurt that I can “dress up” with measured jam or honey.
…
I’ll finish off Sphere pretty quickly this afternoon, which is good. I’m enjoying it, but Crichton’s sci-fi is not my favorite kind of book. The movie starred Dustin Hoffman, Samuel Jackson, Sharon Stone, Queen Latifah, Liev Shreiber, and Peter Coyote, so I can picture all the characters (Hoffman and Jackson were perfectly cast ). But that claustrophobic, down-in-a-submarine-talking-with-an-extraterrestrial-and-fighting-off-giant-squids thing isn’t my book (or movie) preference. Norman (Dustin Hoffman) just blew off a crushing squid tentacle, and he’s one of only 3 left alive (along with the Sharon Stone and Samuel Jackson characters). Of course, I must read it through what I’m sure will be a nail-biting end….but sci-fi is just not my thing.
Natasha brought me a book Elena had given her and that I’ve put off reading for years – but am anxious to experience – Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code! A “history-mystery” is just my kind of thing! Yes!!! I have the entire evening to get into that book! 
Tomorrow I meet Elena at the bus stop at 4 p.m. to go downtown for a folk concert, where we’ll meet Natasha. Great! 
A nice weekend coming up in Murom– sadly, only one more full weekend here after this, then leaving the Sunday of the following weekend. Where did all the time go?
Nov. 20 (Saturday)…KP, phone home…fairy-tale Zhivago-land…new boots or no boots!...religion
I got up this early morning having read The DaVinci Code till almost 1 a.m., hoping to finish it by the time I meet Elena at 4 p.m. for the folk concert this evening. 
But my cell phone rang – not once, but twice. With no one answering my repeated “hellos.” 
A cell phone that rarely rings at all can cause concern when it does ring, and when you can’t figure out who’s calling. Maybe just a wrong number? Or could it be a family emergency from the States? I accidentally woke Natalie up from her Saturday morning sleep in Moscow and apologized heartily – and, no, it wasn’t Natalie calling. At least I know now that I can call her in Moscow! She had had no luck trying to call me previously. 
You see, folks, if you think I can afford this trip, think again – I can’t. So I’m traveling on the cheap as much as I possibly can. For many complicated reasons and confluences of events, this happened to be the only time I might ever be able to take this trip – but I’m not here because I can afford to be. Which means I have a used cell phone kindly provided by an Institute student here, free except for the minutes I must add to make sure it can work – and the words on the phone are all in Russian, so I’ve never quite figured out how to do anything with it but call Natasha and Elena and answer their calls. That’s it. In Moscow , I relied only on our free apartment landline, on which I found I couldn’t even call Louis when he was a few miles away in the same city (but at least he could call me). Otherwise, I’m relying totally on e-mails, and I have Internet access only at the Institute office (and only at free wifi coffee shops and McDonalds in Moscow). 
So, back to my story: I knew I’d worry all morning if I didn’t go check my e-mails, so I looked outside to see if anyone was slipping and breaking bones on ice and, at 9 a.m., put on my winter duds and left. Heck, it’s about 38F by my calculation, so I was HOT by the time I had trekked over to the Institute, peeling off those winter duds. Natasha’s classroom was open, so I could check e-mails – nothing from family or friends in the way of emergency contact. E-mailed both Lou and Louis to ask them if all was well…but won’t get their responses till Monday when I’m online again – so I’m going to stop worrying.
When I return here in late February/early Marc h, I will ask Natalie (who used to work in a cell phone store and knows all the tech stuff ) to get me the cheapest cell phone she can find me before I arrive and set me up with a calling plan, just for the time I’m here, that will enable me to call the U.S. – and to receive calls, too. And all in English ! If I am so lucky as to be able to stay in this apartment, I am not sure I can arrange a temporary DSL or wifi hookup in this building (there’s no landline in this apartment, nor any sign of there ever having been one, and I think that would be necessary), so I’m not sure I can get more frequent online access – but the cell phone would be just what I need for emergency contacts. 
That’s the hardest part about being here – the lack of easy contact with loved ones. I had thought online and even cell phone contact would be easier. But Louis and I also found out that, before coming over, try as we did, we couldn’t get any U.S. online or cell provider to understand how to set us up from home – just to sell you something, the usually young, eager, and totally inexperienced sales staffs will promise you a plan that “will work anywhere.” Then you find out (after you’ve paid, usually) that they have no clue about Russia and back off on any access from Russia. Anything beyond western Europe is off their radar screens.
After I checked e-mail, I quickly finished my other online priority: Finding out who starred in “The DaVinci Code” movie? I’d guessed right about Tom Hanks….but I’d pictured Juliette Binoche, not Audrey Tatou. Oh, well, I’m already picturing Juliette as Sophie, so I’ll stick with her!
…
I met Elena at 4 p.m. at the “big bus stop” halfway between here and our class building (she lives near that building), and we took the bus downtown to meet Natasha at the Palace of Culture to see the folk-singers.
We arrived early, and Natasha was on her way, so we toured the Palace of Culture, a beautiful performance center built 1962, Murom’s 1,000th anniversary year. We went upstairs to its museum, which shows photos from many years of performances and celebrations, as well as folk costumes and antique memorabilia. The Palace is a wonderful place – red velvety plush seats, complete with balconies, but still with a feeling of intimacy and warmth; shining marble floors and majestic marble staircases. As with the Moscow Metro, the Soviet Union at its very best.
Elena introduced me to some other Institute staff members attending the packed-audience concert, including my “landlady,” the head of the Mechanical Engineering Department in my building. They were all joking about my “real Russian experience” – evidently, the word has spread all over that this American lady was without heat or hot water for over 3 days, a “real Russian experience”! 
Two groups performed: One group with 2 men and 2 women and an occasional joining-in by a small boy, all in colorful ancient costumes, from another city “to the south.” I think they were called “Cherry Orchard.” The other group was “Murom’s finest,” Muroma – 8 men, also in ancient costumes, but additionally playing many instruments, some ancient and some not (accordion, tambourine ). I have to admit that I loved Muroma but found Cherry Orchard a bit, shall we say, too “polished,” too “Broadway,” and not rollicking enough. 
Muroma was rollicking! They appeared to be having a much better time than the other group! Their instrumentals were wonderful, with some horn sounds I’d never heard before (from horns I’d never seen before !), with animated faces and tapping feet and bodies swaying. They played a song about a girl named “Galina,” several songs about the Great Patriotic War (World War II), a soldier song, something called “Kamushka” (phonetic spelling ), and a whole host of repertoire that got us all clapping and moving to the music. Heck, if I’d known the words, I’d have joined others in the audience who were singing along with broad smiles on their faces and hands-a-clapping! One woman down front got up and started dancing in the aisle with her arms waving and her body moving spontaneously to the music; joined by a second; then a third joining them both on the next number. It was hard not to get up and join them! Everyone was delighted and laughing – Muroma instills a party atmosphere. At one point the 8 troubadors came down and circulated among the 3 dancers and into the audience. Natasha was smiling broadly and clapping throughout, and Elena was totally joyous – sitting between them, I was sharing their exuberance!
I felt so grateful to Elena, who had bought a Muroma CD as a gift for me before the performance – wow! I can take Muroma home, and you can bet I’ll be dancing to their music for years to come and remembering this night – plus sharing it with my friends. ELENA & NATASHA: Just imagine me dancing in my family room to Muroma music from now on! I’ll have my own party! Plus, the next time I’m in a similar circumstance, I will get up and dance! Why hold back at this point in my life? No more shyness about such silly things. I think my Russian friends would have remembered this American lady dancing to Muroma at the Palace of Culture – I should have!
After the concert, Elena introduced me to a man who’s in the Institute’s “general services” department  (I think that’s its name ). Every time I’ve mentioned that I need to buy my train ticket back to Moscow a couple of weeks in advance, I’ve been advised to “wait” – because my angels are trying to arrange for me to be driven back to Moscow, which overwhelms me a bit because of the cost and trouble involved in that – how can I deserve such royal treatment? But that’s the way these amazing people are! I don’t think I’ve mentioned before that, no matter what a visitor’s concerns are, Elena and Natasha are always on top of them – they don’t talk about what they’re doing, they just do it, then let me know it’s done. 
Anyway, this man is apparently the one who would arrange a driver for me, which appears to be the way I’ll go if it’s approved this week. I had reminded Elena earlier on the bus that I would need some help going to the train station early this week to purchase my train ticket well in advance of my trip in two weeks – to which she responded again, “Wait. We’re aware.” Her conversation with this Institute gentleman, in Russian, after the concert was evidently all about that. Evidently, the Institute director is at a meeting in Israel , and I assume they’re just awaiting her final OK. The trip to Moscow on a train is a 4.5 hour trek, so a drive has to be much longer – meaning they would be giving more than a full workday, plus gasoline, to getting me to the airport. I can never tell them how much I appreciate this if it happens. It would take away all my concern about dealing with Kazansky Train Station again, handling more luggage than I can reasonably handle, then finding a taxi driver who can understand where I’m going. Which will be an airport hotel – either the Airport Novotel or Park Inn, evidently the closest ones to Sheremeteevo. Then I’m off to Florida.
But more happened tonight. The temperature, which had hovered above freezing all day, must have hit freezing at about 3 p.m. because I had looked out my apartment window and saw light snow falling, which continued as we traveled downtown to the Palace of Culture. 
It was a beautiful, light, and gentle snow that prompted me to wear my favorite “witch’s hat” - a felt broad-brimmed hat with a built-in scarf, the large brim protecting my eyeglasses from snow or rain, and the scarf covering and warming my ears. I have 3 of these hats in different colors – black, brown, and gray, the black one with me here in Russia . I bought them at K-Mart, very cheap – and they’re the best hats ever. They give me a rather rakish, witchy look! A bit of personality, I’d say. Natasha and Elena seemed to like my hat, so I hope K-Mart has more – I’ll bring them each one when I come back, a gray one for Natasha, who wears a lot of pink and gray; and a brown one for Elena, whose auburn hair and reddish skin tones mean she looks good in earth-tone browns and oranges. Hope K-Mart has them!
By the time we left the concert, the earth had become the Dr.-Zhivago-fairy-land I’d dreamed of seeing in Russia ! My wish came true! Particularly after an evening of ancient and more modern Russian folk and patriotic music, the outside world felt just right, with the Murom city lights greeting us and literally sparkling in the frosty air. And, as Elena and I discussed on the bus – it was a perfect snowfall at a perfect temperature, a very comfortable temperature hovering around 1 or -1C (at about freezing ), just enough snow to stick and cover the ground with a respectable accumulation, but leaving the sidewalks and streets non-icy and fine for walking, with comfortable, refreshing air to breathe – the kind snow I always hope for on Dec. 25, had hoped for here, and the kind that feels so good. 
On the bus, when I mentioned my daily mental calculations of centigrade to Fahrenheit, Elena asked, “When is the U.S. going to get with the rest of the world on metric?” Good question, Elena! As we discussed, the rest of the planet is on the metric system – even our near neighbor, Canada . We’re about the only ones left who have all those other systems that we Americans must constantly be mentally converting any time we travel. And every time it comes up, for my entire life, all I’ve heard is the expense it would cause to convert all our equipment, signs, etc. 
Come on, America, isn’t it time to join the rest of the world?!? (Of course, the Brits and a handful of other countries need to stop driving on the wrong side of the road, too!) 
And isn’t it time for the entire planet to get its electrical plugs in sync? Why do we have to buy all these nutty converters, for cryin’ out loud! (I know: So the converter people can make money!)
Some day the entire world will be on the metric system, will drive on the right side of the road, and will be able to plug everything into every outlet. 
There!
Walking to our buses after the concert, I told Natasha and Elena about my monastery-church tours and services Friday – and about my thigh-challenging climb up the bell tower. Natasha reminded me that ringing those bells is supposed to give the ringer good health. We all concluded that my still-jelly-aching thighs were the fulfillment of that belief because now I know how much I need to exercise those muscles! When I get home, I have my exercise regimen planned already, and it will include lots of stair-climbing!
Speaking of aching thighs, now my feet are killing me. I had brought my snow boots from home but hadn’t worn them until the past couple of days, with winter’s arrival. Last night, I walked more than ever before in those boots – and never will I wear them again! I need new boots! Either my feet got longer, or those boots had shrunk because both my big toes feel like they’ve been beaten with hammers. I can hardly bear my slippers on them, they are screaming so loudly with pain. If my feet didn’t grow, then the reason might be that with our use of cars in the U.S. , I just haven’t walked much in those boots. I usually walk into my garage to the car, then remove the boots when I get out of the car for the most part, perhaps only walking in a grocery store or into a office – not much real walking (unlike here). So maybe they never really fit very well. I also wear a different pair (a big pair of oversized rubber “Wellie” rain boots, actually) when I walk Snoopy in the snow or rain, so maybe I brought the wrong pair. Whatever…I can’t bear the idea of putting those boots on again, ever! So, if the walks aren’t icy tomorrow, I might walk up Kulikova to my 2 mini-malls and check out the shoe stores I’ve seen there. If I don’t find a pair of reasonably priced and super-comfy boots, I’ll just take the bus the few short blocks to our class building if it snows again, sticking to my sneakers! And I’ll see if I can donate those boots somewhere in Murom. They’re bound to fit somebody! 
Boots are another item, like my “witch hats,” that I buy only at K-Mart. From an early age, when the first K-Mart I knew of opened in Charleston, West Virginia, I’ve been an inveterate K-Mart shopper, paying no more than about $15-20 for a pair of snow boots, for example. A friend once told me about 30 years ago that she saw my entire wardrobe in an L.L. Bean catalog – well, I told her, I also buy from Lands End. However, my preferences over both of those mail-order stores are West Chester’s K-Mart and Salvation Army stores.
In fact, I’ll have to find a part-time job when I finish all this once-in-a-lifetime traveling, and my ideal jobs would be working for the Chester County Book & Music Co., Starbucks, K-Mart, Chester County Hospital, or Northbrook Market – in just about that order. (So, all my Chester county friends, you never know where you might see me next! Or you might just hear me saying, “Attention, K-Mart shoppers!)
Anyway, I must solve my boot dilemma - with or without actual boots. I have only two weeks here (which I’m suppressing so as to stifle tears), so I hope that it neither snows much more than it did last night, nor that temperatures plummet to Russia’s normally sub-zero temperatures!
…
When Natasha and Elena asked me about my church-bell-tower experience, I confessed that I didn’t know the students’ names. I was right about “Genia,” the one with the electrifying beautiful eyes and model-handsomeness. The equally beautiful young woman in the bright red coat (who, like me, loves red, especially bright red cars) was named “Julia” (actually, “Yulia” in Russian )– but none of us knows the name of the mystery man whom I called Ivan in my retelling of this morning’s adventures – the one driving the VW and doing most of the talking. Ivan, who are you really? 
I was touched, though, when Natasha told me she’d told Genia the other day that I was not, as he asked and assumed, Roman Catholic, but Quaker. He had actually researched Quakers before meeting me this morning, wanting to know all about them. These students are so curious about everything, so desirous of knowing everything about us – and totally considerate in wanting to make sure of visitors’ comfort. 
I’ve found some students assuming (and saying ) that they believe most Americans to be Roman Catholic. Perhaps it’s reflective of the only way they can relate to our spirituality – if most of them are Russian Orthodox, then most of us must be the “western equivalent,” Roman Catholic, right? They appear surprised when I tell them that our country isn’t “most anything” when it comes to religion. I haven’t looked up the Catholic-Protestant-everything-else percentages (put that on my growing research-topic list! ), so I haven’t given them figures – but I assure them that we have millions of Presbyterians, Methodists, Anglicans, Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day Adventists, fundamentalist churches of all kinds, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, atheists, agnostics, etc. – and, yes, also Russian and Greek Orthodox! They always appear surprised by Americans’ spiritual diversity, and I love those discussions. One small student group Thursday got totally wrapped up in a discussion of our religions and loved hearing about the Amish, which really shocked them. 
When we have small student groups, we often get into much more in-depth discussions of such things as religion and politics, as well as more revealing discussions of the students’ own tastes and preferences. For example: film stars. In one class I had time to query them about their favorites, going around the room asking each one – Johnny Depp won hands-down in the film-star category (he’s far up on my list, too ), with Arnold Schwarzenegger, Julia Roberts, and Angelina Jolie real close! My favorite females, Helen Mirren and Hillary Swank, draw blank stares, though. They all giggle for some reason when I mention George Clooney but don’t react to my other favorites, Sean Penn, and my sadly departed heart-throb, Heath Ledger.
…
Back to The DaVinci Code for the evening.
Nov. 21 (Sunday)…screaming toes…What’s “home”?...Murom sparkles!
I can’t believe I fell asleep trying to finish The DaVinci Code last night when it’s so spell-binding. After breakfast, I’m back into it.
Toes still screaming – sore to the touch! Those boots are headed for somewhere else! I just looked, and those boots are a full half-size smaller than I usually wear, which might have felt OK in the store or for brief wear, but not for real walking. No wonder they hurt! The snow stuck but isn’t even an inch deep. If it looks like it’s melting and not icy outside, I’ll probably venture up to a mini-mall and check out the boots later. Back to The DaVinci Code for now.
…
Finished the book, and it had a power. I now know why so many millions read it. It’s not just a great mystery, but it has a kind of spiritual power. Two times in the final 10 or so pages, I found myself crying uncontrollably. I won’t give it away…but suffice it to say, it has a certain power. And it will give me enough research to do to last me for years! I now must find out how much of it is true, how much sheer fiction.
It’s about 11 a .m., and I can’t figure out if those paved surfaces outside are icy…but I’ll soon venture out and know. I can discern a slight breeze; very few folks are out this Sunday morning; you can never tell the temperature from their always-dressed-for-the-coldest clothing. Even if the cold isn’t that bad, will my aching toes be able to get anywhere even in my Reeboks? Not sure. Oh, well.
…The fact that I’m leaving here in 2 weeks is making me feel a tad sad this morning. After I put down The DaVinci Code, these feelings hit me.
I have flashes of excitement at such things as whirling around Chester County in my red Subaru Forester, playing my KINO CD (gift from the student, Timofey), picking up an apple cider donut (or 2) from the Northbrook Market and drinking a real cup of great coffee (not the instant stuff ), seeing my beloved Chester County country roads, putting up my Christmas tree…and seeing Louis when he brings the car back from Ohio, seeing and thanking Lou for making this trip possible, hugging Snoopy and loving Hayley, a dinner with Caroline and friends, a talk about the trip at the following Sunday’s adult class at Grove Methodist, seeing all the good folks at Birmingham Friends, going to the peace vigil for the first Saturday in over three months…all that…. Yet and still…
How can I leave this beloved place and my beloved friends? It’s beginning to sink in. I know I’ll be back in late February, but it’s still going to be very, very hard. 
You know, if the planet were just a wee bit smaller…if we could fly back and forth less expensively…if we didn’t need those silly visas that take so long to get (and you’re never sure about )…and if I could do paid work here I’d need to supplement my retirement income…yes, I think I’d be happy to stay here forever. Living in this apartment, and teaching these students whom I’ve grown to love.
I will always wonder what happens with the students I’ve known here, whether they stay in Murom or go on to bigger places like Moscow, St. Petersburg, Nizhny-Novgorod, Vladimir, or even Europe or the U.S.; whether they get good jobs, get married, have children – whether they fulfill all or some of their dreams. Natasha and Elena, when walking these streets or riding these buses, always run into their past and present students. I will leave and probably never see them again except for a few I might see when I come back for a few weeks. I guess I’m a little envious, Elena and Natasha, of what you have here with your students and the Institute – because I think you have wonderful lives that really matter to all your students. You are treasures for your students, your Murom community, and your country. I revere teachers and think they have chosen society’s most valuable profession. Maybe I wish I’d been one – and maybe what I’ll do when I return is figure out how I can teach, whether it’s ESL or whatever…. Maybe that’s the point of this entire trip: To help me find the best way my life can have meaning when I return home.
“Home.”
“Home’s” in West Chester.
But “home’s” also become Murom for me.
And will I continue this diary once I’m back in West Chester ? Oh, not for distribution to all of you – that will end. I’m not quite used to “retirement” and the time I’ll have. I’ve been so busy since I actually retired in May, that I haven’t yet realized what that’s all about – I’ve not actually “retired” yet! I thought this morning that I probably will continue writing every day – if for no other reason than to leave my written record for Louis because I’ve found that this writing has not just been about “today’s events” but about my past, my thoughts, my dreams, my loved ones, about everything in my life as I meander all over the written page.
This diary is the record of my life. Started a bit late, I’ll admit, at 63, but better late than never! And it’s a gift to the greatest love of my life, Louis. He will have it to show to his own children some day. 
I think I’ve realized that all along: I’m not writing this for me. I’m not writing this for those of you who are, in fact, reading it – though I treasure each and every one of you, and you are a huge part of my life. This diary is for Louis. No matter whatever other “love letters” this diary contains, it’s all a love letter to Louis, who’s the most important person in my life. The day he was born, I was no longer just me. I was Louis and me. 
My mother said to me once, when Louis was very little: “He’s your heart.” He truly is.
…
I still can’t tell how cold it is outside, but I just lunched on the remainder of one of those great jars of home-canned, home-grown vegetables one of the teachers gave me, will get dressed, and head up Kulikova, boot-shopping! I went boot-shopping in Moscow with Natalie, and she found the greatest black suede-y boots by a sneaker manufacturer (think it was Reebok ), so bound to be of the utmost comfort. Wish I could find something like that – but not too hopeful, having seen only the more “fashionable” (mostly high-heeled !) boots in shop windows. Maybe they’ll stock some kind of very flat, strongly rough-soled, “old-lady” boots that will do. Even a men’s pair will do.
Let’s see how far my screaming toes or the wet (icy ?) pavement will get me! I simply “don’t do ice,” so one or the other of those factors might send me right back in. To a new book! It’s called Red Omega by John Kruse, another thriller that I hope is ½ as good as The DaVinci Code! It’s the last thriller I found in Natasha’s “stash,” so I hope it’s a good one to finish up this weekend!
…
“Discretion is the better part of valor.”
“Better safe than sorry.”
“It’s not worth the risk.”
“One unbroken bone is worth 2 broken bones.” (I just made that one up.)
I got about 20 minutes of fresh air – and it’s crisp, cold, refreshing – feels just great. The kind of cold I love. And my injured toes were fine in my Reebok sneakers, which give me lots of toe room.
But ice is everywhere – I’m sure that’s why not too many people are out. Plus, feathery, tickly flurries are coming down steadily, which was lovely for my short walk. I made it about ¼ of a mile toward Kulikova. 
First, the sidewalk was OK, with enough non-icy parts to walk a ways. 
Then, the walk was no longer safe, so I walked in the leaves and shallow snow along its edge. 
Then, when the leafy sideway ran out, and I faced a pond-sized ice puddle with no safe rims, I made my way to the street (and the oncoming traffic!) and its sandy, rough berm. 
Then, I ran out of that option and walked on non-icy parts of the street when the traffic broke to leave me a safe passage (but that wasn’t often ). I saw a 20-something man across the street slip and almost fall. Hmmm….I got the message. I turned back and started up in the other direction toward the grocery store thinking I’d at least check out the small shoe shop there – that way’s even worse. I made it only a few yards before I hit big-time ice. 
And, through all of this, I don’t see salt or shoveled paths anywhere – and no one out salting or shoveling. Now, remember, I’m in Russia – and maybe it’s futile to fight the snow with salt here. I’m also in an industrial area, so maybe no one takes responsibility for the ice. As a lawyer, of course, I’m thinking, “Whom does one sue if one falls over here?” No one? Sounds like a “right without a remedy,” as we legal types would say!
Oh, I could take the #1 bus and go downtown, but I’d rather go to my more familiar shops on Kulikova and don’t know where a shoe shop might be downtown – and, truth be told, part of my reason for going out is the exercise, not riding a bus. Ksenia and I are going to a concert downtown Tuesday – maybe I’ll ask her if we can leave early and go to that mall she told me is Murom’s largest (or maybe after the concert ). In the meantime, I’m taking the bus to school and back from now on! Luckily, it’s cheap, and it picks me up right outside this building. I’ll miss the refreshing walk, though. 
One of my theories about the dour Russian “public face” is that people are accustomed to looking down and concentrating on walking to keep from slipping on ice or mud or tripping on uneven pavement….plausible. It reminds me of walking on South Church Street in West Chester , with its lovely old historic brick pavement – and its many dislodged, displaced bricks that pose walking hazards. I’ve walked that street many times early in the morning and after dark, as well as broad daylight, in fear of tripping, constantly looking downward for booby-traps.
One peculiar, annoying thing for a visitor about Murom is their taxis.  As I look out today, I see many of them go by – probably doing a bustling business in this weather. I always see many, many taxis, and they are very inexpensive – which would provide a great way for me to get places in inclement weather. The problem for a visitor is that you can’t hail a taxi here. When I asked Natasha how one hails a taxi (I’d heard that, in Russia, one holds one’s hand out and down, not up), she told me you can’t – they work only through dispatchers. (Or, they group at certain busy points like train stations and selected bus stops, but you have to know where those groupings are .) That makes it really hard for a visitor like me, with such meager Russian language, and a low comfort level with the bus routes, particularly at night and when the bus windows are fogged up so you can’t see outside to get your bearings (that’s how I got lost on bus #6). If I called a taxi and expressed where I’m going and where to pick me up (which I probably could with effort and using my dictionary ), the problem is that I can’t figure out what the response is! I’d no clue whether the taxi is coming, when, etc. On the other hand, if I could have hailed a taxi today, I’d already have my new boots on (assuming I could find some).
Anyway, I’m in for the evening…and will catch the bus tomorrow!
…
About 3 hours later: Good thing I came back and didn’t try to negotiate that ice! Those little, feathery flurries I mentioned earlier have now coated everything, including the sidewalk and much of the street. So, if I’d walked to the mini-malls to shoe-shop, I’d have had a very treacherous walk back because now you can’t see where the ice is. It wasn’t meant to be. I have no classes tomorrow, but I’ll probably take the bus over to school, do my e-mailing, then maybe take bus #1 downtown to “Murom’s biggest mall” with some directions from my friends. I’ll have the whole day, so that’s probably a wise plan. 
Instead of going out and about, I washed my hair and started Red Omega – which is already very good, only a few pages in, all about a 1950s-era American plot to assassinate Stalin. It’s nice being stranded here with my book on a snowy afternoon, exactly what I love when I’m at home. 
Elena told me that November is Murom ’s worst month, often leading to depression because of the early nightfall (5 p.m.) after the time change, with too-dark dark evenings preceding the snowier season. Then, the snow brings after-dark brightness to the world, erasing the November evening doldrums. I can see that now – the snow brightens and sparkles what might otherwise be very dreary, particularly here on this industrial side of the city.
I love nothing more than being stranded at home with a good book on a snowy day. All I miss is my fireplace, Snoopy, and Hayley!
Nov. 22 (Mon.)…sparkling world…candy in remembrance (attention, widows & others)…my Russian boots & cap…souvenirs…decaffeinated coffee found!
It’s before dawn, and the street is already much livelier than yesterday on this early Monday morning –scores of pedestrians are “packing down” the snowy sidewalk enough that perhaps I’ll even venture out walking to school – in my Clarks. But I’ll carry my boots in my backpack, plus my Reeboks in case my Clarks get wet, along with extra socks. 
Anybody would think I’m poor as a church-mouse doing all this. How do I explain? I had 2 pairs of winter boots in my closet at home but didn’t realize one pair was a full size smaller than the other. I’d never worn the smaller pair any further than my car or into a grocery store, so I had no clue they’d kill my toes. I should have brought the larger pair!! I’m also reluctant to spend much on boots that I need for only 2 weeks.
Plan: Go to school and check e-mails, do a little research for Thursday’s Legal Seminar (on criminal penalties ), get directions to the downtown mall…then go boot-shopping! I think if I take bus #1 down Lenina Ulitsa and get off at the town square, the mall’s right there – I think. I remember that it had a seasonal, American-looking, lit-up Christmas-bell-holly sign over the entrance. 
I really wish I could just walk up to Kulikova, where I know the shops. However, because I know that bus #6 doesn’t go all the way or even far enough for my purposes (having gotten lost on it out at the “settlement” after it turns off !), while walking I’ve watched for another bus line that goes near my mini-malls but haven’t seen any. Walking over that most-likely-icy bridge would be treacherous. (I’ve tried to talk myself into that but, fortunately, have failed .) See why I wish I could just hail a taxi, which would cost only a few rubles and get me there safely in a jiffy? Yes, that’s one change I’d like to see in Murom! Murom, I do not appreciate your taxi service! When you call them, they are very reliable, fast, and inexpensive – but you do have to call them.
I also thought about the fact that they don’t use our shoe sizes here, which I discovered when Natalie bought her boots in Moscow . I’m not sure what the “universal” shoe measurement is, but I don’t think it’s the American system. The only time I’ve had to figure out my non-American shoe size was when I bought my Birkenstock sandals – and I can’t remember my size. Thirty- or forty-something? Oh, well, I’ll figure that one out. Just getting to a store is my bigger problem today.
Oh, my God! I just saw outside my window:  Several women walking by in the snow in high-heeled boots! NO LIE . Swear on a stack of Bibles! Guess I can wear whatever I want to wear today! To me, walking in snow in high-heeled boots qualifies as a Winter-Olympic-level sport! 
Now I know why Russian women wear high heels! They’re training for a new sport, to be introduced at the Sochi (Russia) Winter Olympics: The High-Heeled Snow Boot competition!
…
3 p.m.: All missions accomplished, thanks to Natasha!!
First, when I left this morning, my friendly electrician/heat-fixer/jack-of-all-trades man was out shoveling snow, and the sidewalks were full of Monday-morning snow-shovelers – they start on Monday morning!
Second, this snow is a nice powdery, slippery-but-lovely consistency – so I set out walking. Boy, was I glad it did! Talk about refreshing, beautiful, wonderful! 
I’ve answered this question: Should I even be in Russia in winter? YESSSSSSSSS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
It’s gorgeous outside. There’s a festive feeling with everyone walking to work and school in the snow. The neon thermometer I pass every morning says -2C, which I find to be within my “perfect, refreshing cold” scale. Yes, I love -2C (with no wind chill, of course ). I had set out thinking, “I’m going to study how Russians walk in this snow just to learn their techniques for not falling down.” But I soon forgot that idea – and settled into enjoying that beautiful winter-wonderland walk.
Got to school and stationed myself at the computer in Natasha’s classroom, where she was conducting a 9 a.m. class (there’s a closet partitioning me off so I’m not disruptive). First, Elena (not the Elena I usually write about, but another teacher of the same name) came in and brought both Natasha and me some candy. 
For all you widows and others who have lost loved ones: Elena explained to me as she handed me several wrapped chocolates: “We Russians have a tradition. To commemorate those we loved whom we have lost, we give out candy on the anniversaries of their deaths – to remember them. And I consider you one of my friends and colleagues, so I brought you some.” I was deeply moved. I asked, “Whom did you lose, Elena?” “My husband, about 3 years ago; and I loved him so much.” Tears came to her eyes. Natasha explained later that he died of heart problems. 
I’ve added this lovely, literally sweet practice to my list of Russian traditions I want to bring home; and today I suggest it to all my friends who have lost loved ones.
When I asked Natasha about exactly how I could get to the mall downtown to boot-shop, she offered to take me to that huge open-air market she’s pointed out previously. It’s right in the middle of town – all kinds of outdoor stalls down a kind of “corridor” right in the middle of things, offering all manner of clothing and other great goods. She said “It will be cheaper.” Great! So, after her second class, we ate a quick lunch and set out. 
[But not before Elena (my usual Elena ) told me that it’s all set – the Institute is providing a driver to take me all the way to Moscow in two weeks, directly to my airport hotel! I just can’t express my thanks enough for this. So I made my hotel reservation before Natasha and I set off. One reason this means so much is that I have so much to carry. I’m not sure how I could have avoided that because I can’t think of much I’ve brought that I haven’t needed – and I needed season-spanning clothes, too. But, if I’d had a bit less to carry, the train and then the Metro to the airport would not have been such a challenge.]
Back to the “big shopping trip.” Now, I’ve already expressed how much I dislike shopping; but I’ll have to admit, it can be fun if you must do it. Today it was fun. That open-air market is amazing! About a block or 2 of wooden stalls lined up offering all manner of clothing and other “stuff.” It’s the kind of open-air market we’d have in the U.S. only in warm months – here, it’s year-round, and everyone is out actually enjoying themselves in the cold, crisp air.
As for boots, for one thing, I’ve never seen so many hundreds of pairs of boots – all styles, colors, every kind imaginable. This IS Russia, after all! And the caps! Wow! All kinds of caps! This IS Russia , after all! And it IS winter! First I found the best boots – with squared-off toes that will not pinch my toes, and with lots of room for heavy socks. I wore them home, and they’re heaven! (Now I must figure out where to donate my hurtful but decent-for-someone-else boots.) 
Oh, and looking at all those high-heeled boots, I told Natasha I’d actually seen women wearing them in the snow. She explained that women rationalize that by saying the spike-y heels actually go down into the snow and help them walk – we exchanged mutually dubious looks about that. Yeah, right. And I have a bridge in Brooklyn I’ll sell you, real cheap.
Then, when Natasha asked, “Do you want to look at caps?” Well, why not? I tried on my favorite kind –the wooly ones with little bills that can help protect my eyeglasses from snowflakes – 3 red ones, but one multi-colored (grayish-beige-black-white) one, all with matching scarves. Even though red’s my favorite color, and I really liked the red ones, the multi-colored one won out – it just felt so much warmer and softer because, as Natasha pointed out, it’s Angora wool, a better cap. I wore it home, too!
NATALIE – we really should have taken you there! They also had lots of tights – heavy, wool ones for winter in all colors, some with patterns and pictures, some plain. You’d have loved it there!
When we went to the bus stop, I told Natasha I wanted to get off at my local grocery store on the way home to shop, to which she responded, “Let’s go in here” – the mall was right there by the bus stop. The grocery was wonderful, with lots of seasonal things starting to come out – I’ll be back there buying some of those beautiful and colorful candy boxes (with snow scenes, Father Christmas, and the like all over them) for my friends here.
And I just had to look: Yes, it appears I’m not the only person in all of Murom who drinks decaffeinated coffee! There it was, Monarch brand! Now I’m fully stocked till I leave. Came home and made 2 cups immediately!
We also went souvenir-shopping; and, after several purchases, I pleaded with Natasha, “Take me out of here! I can’t stop!” So we bade each other farewell, and I journeyed home on the bus.
Speaking of the bus ride home, it was magical. I’d done my shopping and was riding alone, so I could take in the beauty of Russian winter. The hustle and bustle of everyone out going about life as usual – snow is “usual” here – children, old folks, workers, everyone out trudging around joyfully in the brightness of this winter day. And all those trees with red berries all over them lining the streets along the way (the ones whose name I keep forgetting, “xxxberry”) provided a me with a new piece of natural artwork to enjoy – each little  bunches of berries is capped with a perfectly lovely, pristinely white “snowcap.” Just fantastic!
All in all, I think Russia’s pretty nice in the winter and would highly recommend it!
Nov. 23 (Tues.)…the perfect medicine…Elena the Great…slippin’ and slidin’…U.S. slave labor
With only 2 weeks to go for my 3-month Russian adventure (and feeling sadder and sadder when I think about it), I must say I’ve been very fortunate to be healthy this entire trip. 
That dental pain? I’ve been able to isolate and control it since it came – just keeping away from that side of my mouth with cold and hot food and fluids and brushing lightly in that area…planning to see Dr. Spellman when I return (then probably Dr. Yang, my endodontist, too). So that has not sent me home.
Other than my screaming toes over the weekend (cured by my new boots), I have had no problems. I packed all kinds of “emergency” stuff – dental pain medicine and anti-panic pills for flying (neither of which I’ve had to use); moleskin, Blistex, and band-aids for blisters (haven’t used those, either, thanks to my Reeboks); an epi-pen for allergic reactions (haven’t used); anti-bug-bite-itch-pain stuff (negative on that, too); and whatever else I thought might come up (but hasn’t ). Because I never found any isopropyl alcohol for ear-infection-prevention, I stuff tissue in my ears when I wash my hair, then dry out them out with the hairdryer just to be safe. I think, aside from that day or so of dental pain, I’ve only had one problem that really cramped my style – that aching left foot after Natalie and I walked for 10 hours that first day in Moscow. But that ended after a few days of wearing nothing but Reeboks, and I never let it keep me in – or happen again. 
Other than all those treatments, I highly recommend that travelers carry one other medicine: Aspirin. The miracle drug. The perfect medicine. I keep low-dose aspirin with me at all times for an almost-daily dose to thin my blood. (I do skip days, though, realizing it can cause stomach problems .) I also carry the regular-dose stuff. I rarely get a headache, usually only “barometric” headaches when certain climactic conditions change, usually in the summer; when that occurs, 2 aspirin clear it up right away. Yesterday I suddenly felt a sharp, weakening pain in my hip. I didn’t remember injuring myself, so it must have been a pull or a sprain resulting from walking differently in the snow, or perhaps a movement or jerk while I was sleeping. I ignored it all day as Natasha and I went shopping and as I walked to class. It was more than just a pain – it actually made it hard to walk at times. Anyway, the moral of this story: Aspirin. I finally took 2 of them when I settled down to read last night. Voila! End of pain – or most of it. My point: Always have aspirin with you when traveling, and always stop and take it when pain starts, particularly muscular or headache pain. It works and works fast.
…
Indefatigable Elena. She told me yesterday about the Institute driver who’s going to drive me the 5 or so hours to my airport hotel. She called later yesterday afternoon, asking me about my flight. Little did I know: She’s checking everything, dotting every “i” and crossing every “t” to make sure I get home safely. Elena, folks, could run this entire country! Move over, Medvedev and Putin! 
She called later to tell me she’d been checking on my flight, and the number she turned up was not the number I gave her – and how did I know the airport is Sheremeteevo (there are 2 others in Moscow, with 2 of the 3 hosting international flights generally )? I started digging into my papers, which I hadn’t even thought about in almost 3 months, and gave her all the information I have. So today we’ll be investigating all of this. As I told her, I have an e-mail from Delta with a bar code on it – all I had to do in Philadelphia was go to a customer computer, enter information, etc., then stand in line to check my baggage. No problem. But Elena, indefatigable Elena, wants to make absolutely sure they’re taking me to the right airport, that I’m staying in the closest hotel, and that I catch that flight on time! We’ll figure it all out today.
I mean, are these people really people – or are they angels? 
…
Funny I began this day writing about my lucky health and the miracles of aspirin, now, by evening, to be put to the test:
There’s something exhilarating about slipping and falling flat on Russian ice for the first time, in the dark, without breaking anything, while trying to keep up with four 20-somethings about 1/3 my age (including ¾ of Murom’s local KINO-knock-off rock group)  after seeing two of the four (Ksenia and Timofey, you know who you are) trying awfully hard to stifle their laughs (after perceiving I wasn’t really hurt ), then my joining in the laughter – it was funny - oh, and after sitting quietly with rapt attention listening to a Moscow pianist (surely from Central Casting ) playing Franz Liszt brilliantly in a Murom music school building that felt like something right out of a 40s or 50s romantic movie.
Seriously, this will put my aspirin-as-miracle-drug to the test – sorely (literally). Before the 3 youngsters picked me up off that stretch of nothing-but-ice (why couldn’t they just let me lie there a few minutes and recapture my dignity?), I realized that I had not hit my head and that my left leg had doubled up under me. How on earth did I miss that (or hit that, depending on how you phrase it )? It was plain as day – at night – a long stretch of solid ice, and I charged right onto it. The “kids” told me that real kids like sliding on ice and evidently had created that little stretch as their ice rink – how did I miss it? Or hit it, rather? I must have been trying too hard to keep up with the 4 of them – or maybe I was just having a great evening. After all, it was clear and starry with a hazy moon, beautiful pristine snow everywhere, a real wonderland by night, with Liszt still playing in my head and that pianist’s mane of gray hair waving over the keyboard.
Now, I’ve had 2 broken bones in my life (arm and foot ) – and each time I knew immediately it was serious: Immediate pain like no other, along with debilitating nausea. So I knew I didn’t break anything. And I could walk. So we all got to my bus stop, where we were headed anyway, and stood there waiting with my repetitious, “I’m not hurt, I’m OK!” Got on bus #6 and headed home. Actually, because it was my first at-night solo trip on bus #6, and I still have this trepidation that it will miss my stop and take me out to that settlement area where I got lost before, I actually chose to get off at the stop just before mine and hike the extra block or two (on more ice and snow, which covers everything now )– so I couldn’t have been hurt much, could I? Actually, I’ve become pretty good at trudging through the snow, packed or fluffy; it’s the ice that’s dangerous. 
Got home, got in the shower. Phone rang – Ksenia calling to check on me. Told her I’m fine. Cooked my oatmeal, took 2 aspirin, laid 2 out for the middle of the night; will take 2 more when I get up. Don’t know what to expect tomorrow – will I be able to walk? You betcha! I’ll walk if it kills me! Even so, I set the dust mop by my bed – just in case I need a “cane” at any point during the night.
For now: My left big toe is a lovely shade of purplish-blue and very sore (not sure why, don’t remember its being hurt – but I guess it was under me and suffered some impact ). My left ankle is very sore and has a very limited range of motion, not sprained, but certainly strained. My left thigh isn’t saying anything yet – but the way it had to stretch to take that fall, I think it might have a lot to say tomorrow!
Come on aspirin, do your stuff.
Oh, and about that concert – that guy was right out of Central Casting. He couldn’t have been older than 35 or 40, but he had a mane of bushy below-the-ear-length gray-white hair and a slightly darker thick mustache, along with histrionics you generally see only in movies. Although his picture on the program and the advertising looked a bit pudgy, he was tall and more angular in person. I guessed he’d lost a lot of weight recently, particularly when he came out on the stage in a baggy black suit that looked about 3 sizes too large for him. Right out of Central Casting – and absolutely wonderful. He was so talented and made that piano sing. How on earth can someone carry all that music in one head? I had great difficulty memorizing just one song like “Clair de Lune” or “Valse” for piano recitals! I loved every minute of it, and so did the 4 students I went with (another Institute student was there, too ). I mean, how often does a group of 18-20-year-old students invite and join a 63-year-old woman for an evening of Franz Liszt played by a Moscow virtuoso? 
What a wonderful evening.
And it was all preceded by an absolutely delightful session over in the Social Work building, which is an old (again, my guess, 50s-era ) classroom building that feels more like someone’s home, purposefully decorated to feel that way by the group of great women who teach the approximate 125 students there. After a totally enjoyable Q&A with the student group about Russia’s social and public health problems and our homeless population and such, Natasha and I joined 3 SW teachers and their dean, talking for over an hour over tea and cakes. ( I never asked why a school with about 99% female students and faculty has a male dean – some things transcend national boundaries. I’ve seen the stereotype of the liberated Russian woman negated by many things here, starting with the high heels!) 
This group is convinced that we Americans are “slave labor” because of our limited, non-guranteed benefits, vacation, labor unions, etc. It was a lively and fun conversation – and Americans and Russians need so badly to do more of this. It’s awfully hard to explain (and justify ) our almighty-dollar-reigns-over-humanity philosophy to people whose philosophy is all based on people sharing what they have with each other (collectivism) and who classify such things as vacation and other benefits as “civil rights.” 
I can argue about these issues for either side – and I never ask, “Well, if we’re all slaves in the U.S. , why do so many Russians I meet, particularly the young, want to go there – to stay? And why aren’t Americans immigrating here in droves for all that paid vacation?” Almost every day I’ve been here, a young Russian has asked me how to get to the U.S. I know some answers – again, on both sides – but these answers are too complex to discuss with the language barriers. It all comes back to sheer economics and cultural values – and the chasm between Russia and the U.S. is still there, I’ve found. Natasha tells me that some students have told her they didn’t believe me when I told them we have poor people in the U.S. – they just don’t believe it, which saddens me. Our media have done a real brainwashing job – on them as well as us.
Another issue that one of the teachers didn’t seem to believe me about was that most Americans are religious – I could tell she just couldn’t believe me. Actually, because I get so many questions about this, I’d just done some research this morning: Over 80% of Americans are Christians; 25% of Americans are Roman Catholic, the rest of the religious Protestant; and about 10% for everything else. I’ve sensed that, with Russian Orthodoxy as a kind of national church, Russians believe we’re a bunch of heathen capitalist materialists – interesting when you consider that many Americans believe Russians to be a bunch of heathen communist materialists! The chasm’s still there.
Oh, and one of these teachers said to me, “You American women seem to put comfort above appearance.” (Did she mean me specifically?) And she asked if we wear high heels. I told her, yes, comfort is important to us (something I value above appearances, for sure) and that some (not all) women do wear high heels, but only if they choose to and some women only for special occasions. Some not at all (me). 
( Ksenia was wearing some knock-offs of UGG boots, by the way – when I noted this, she said real UGGs were too expensive, but the young women are wearing them here – I just haven’t seen them. Thank goodness – UGGs might save Russian women’s feet and posture, not to mention their serenity!)
  I wish I’d had a few more hours with this group, even with Natasha having to translate most of the conversation because the SW teachers had limited English ability (and, of course, I have limited Russian ability).
What a great day it was! 
The great things about this day:
·         Elena’s ever-thoughtful thoroughness in assuring my welfare
·         The intellectual stimulation of the entire Social Work student/staff conversations
·         The brilliance of Franz Liszt played to perfection by a great pianist (whom I met, by the way – he spoke very British-accented English)
·         The fun of being out with the young folks and actually doing the funniest slide on the ice one can imagine – and living to tell about it
Yup. Great day. (Let’s see how it feels in the morning!)
Nov. 24 (Wednesday)…damage assessment…girl talk
As the night progressed, I found that the only real source of pain today will be the left ankle. My toe is still a purplish mess and very sore, but not broken (no swelling). My ankle must have taken the brunt of the impact, although I certainly didn’t feel that till after the fact. I can walk on it, but I have to walk in a certain way. It looks like no more snow has fallen, so it’s probably Reeboks for me all day today. Maybe the bus, not sure yet. No swelling or discoloration in the ankle, so it’s just a strain, not a sprain. I’ve had plenty of sprains with my too-weak ankles in my time. Hurts mostly when I flex my foot, bending toward my shin. So I just won’t do that.
No real harm done.
Oh, and no matter how comfortable a new pair of shoes or boots can be, wearing them too much right after purchase is a mistake. I probably walked a good 4-5 miles total in my new boots yesterday – enough to start some hints of blisters and some new-shoe pain. So I’ve got to break those in more slowly, which means not wearing them every time I go out in the snow. Sure wish I’d brought my comfy boots from West Chester with me.
…
False alarm. My first, and hopefully only, fall on Russia ice resulted in a grossly purplish-reddish-blueish left big toe – when I look at it, I think, “Amputate!” But it’s not swollen or broken. And I walked all the way to school and back today in my new boots, which only managed to work out a lot of the ankle soreness.
The moral of this story: If nothing’s broken, “work it out.” I’ll be sore a few days, but I survived!
…
Spent the late afternoon with the most delightful 3 female students from School #13, all 15-16-year-olds. We sat together at a table, relaxed, with Natasha and talked about all manner of fun things – movie stars and Disney World and Jane Austen and the Brontes and music and poetry – fun girl talk. At the end, they honored me with a request to autograph their copy books. I was indeed honored to be asked for this by these 3 wonderful young women.
Nov. 29 (Monday)…winter’s here!...more books!
Luckily, it didn’t snow any more last night. Evidently, too, unlike the previous weekend snow, snowplows must have cleared the sidewalk out front, as well as the street on Sunday. I have no classes today, but I haven’t been online since Friday so must go over to check e-mails either this morning or this afternoon. If I wait till afternoon, more snow/ice might have thawed (or more might fall!). On the other hand, maybe not: think I’ll walk over first thing this morning. I see that it’s windy, so the predicted extreme cold might come in at any time, doesn’t have to wait till Tuesday or Wednesday as forecast. So I figure I might as well go over this morning at 9 when I can get into Natasha’s classroom to use the computer early, do what I need to do, then get back here this afternoon. I see the hint of a pink sunrise (about 8 a.m. here), so maybe it will be clear this morning.  
Having nothing I really want to read is affecting me, sort of like hitting a wall. I also don’t have a lot to write about right now…so am I bored? Well, just a little; or maybe not exactly “bored,” but disoriented. I’ve done all the “housework” (cleaning, packing) I can do right now, don’t have class preparation (did it all last week for this week)…and wish I had one really good book!
…
What a difference a few hours make in one’s mood! I have books…but, first, about the weather…
I guessed right. Those people outside looked cold this morning because they were cold. It was -9C (about 15F) as I walked over to class building #1 at about 8:30, then -10C when I returned at about 3 p.m. The sun was bright all day, but it didn’t seem to make any difference in the temperature. Plus, I was never actually in the sun. But now I know: -9 to -10C are quite bearable for me (as long as I keep moving).
I wore my black tights for the first time, plus 2 pairs of socks and my new knee-high boots, fleecy warm pants, a shirt over 2 undershirts, 2 pairs of gloves, my new Russian Angora cap, and my cozy neck muff. I wore every wintry thing I brought with me or own except my long-john s, which I’m saving for Thursday when I have to walk home after dark – and when it’s supposed to be much colder. On the way to building #1 this morning, I felt very refreshed. On the way back, the cold bit my face and made it feel achy – and, in addition to the nose drip, my eyes actually started dripping. 
The saving grace? No wind!
I am very, very focused on not falling. I find myself watching to see “where do the old folks walk?” because I assume that they’re very careful. Plus, they’ve survived this long in Russian winters so stch know where to walk safely, right? The greatest sound when walking is that of crunching under your feet – either snow or broken ice – that means traction! The worst walk I’ll have this week is Thursday evening. Our Law Seminar goes till after dark, and it will be super-cold and icy…once I make that remaining after-dark walk, I will feel so much safer. I don’t take the bus for several reasons – plus, it doesn’t cut down the walk that much, really.
I love the fact that you see cats and dogs everywhere, but it makes me so sad in this cold weather. There are now 2 cats at the grocery store – there’s a hallway outside the store, with a few little specialty shops, so the cats are not actually inside the grocery, but in the hallway. There was one, now there are two. I’m so glad no one chases them out. But the sad thing today was a beautiful brown German Shepherd sitting out on the porch of the grocery in the cold. I felt so bad for him – and for all the stray dogs and cats that must endure this cold (and colder).
I have no answer to the Russian “stray animal” dilemma, which I’ve seen since I got off that plane in Moscow. On the one hand, I don’t like Americans’ solution – catch and kill them if no one adopts them. No way, and I’m glad to know that many shelters are refusing to do that now. So the fact that Russians don’t believe in that policy is good, in my opinion. However, I’ve heard (not sure) that they also don’t believe in spaying and neutering and just let their animals continue to reproduce – I do have a problem with that. I mean: Don’t kill them, but don’t let them produce more suffering strays, either. At least, round them up and spay/neuter them - and give them their shots.
I just e-mailed Safe Harbor in West Chester today to let them know I’ve been away (and that’s why I haven’t volunteered for 3 months) because I read in the Daily Local that they’re suffering for money and volunteers. I liked volunteering in the earliest morning-breakfast shift – but I asked when they need me most when I return. I’ll put in whatever hours they need. But I mention this because I’m also going to find out what animal shelter I can work at. I’m not sure it will be the SPCA – I’m not sure I can do that, working with animals that will be killed if not adopted. I read that that’s one reason many shelters are converting to “no-kill” – they can’t get volunteers or money to kill animals. Yes! So maybe there’s another animal place I can volunteer. After my next trip to Russia, though, I’m either going to adopt or foster another Springer! 
In the meantime, for what it’s worth, dear German-Shepherd-freezing-outside-the-grocery, I love you. But that’s not worth much, is it?
Now, for the books! I don’t have the books I would have chosen, but I do have options now! Elena brought 2 for me – Sidney Sheldon’s The Other Side of Midnight (“scorching sensuality and shimmering evil”), and Irwin Shaw’s Evening in Byzantium and Voices of a Summer Day (two books in one, same ilk as Sheldon). Both might be delicious fun. Plus, I found a mystery I’d not chosen to read on Natasha’s shelf, Alistair Mclean’s Hostage Tower; not sure why I overlooked that one. Maybe the cover with the big, creepy eyes put me off. However, looking at the actual content, it might be pretty good. And, if I get to it, there’s Louis L’Amour’s To the Far Blue Mountains. I’ve never read L’Amour, and the idea doesn’t put me off. In fact, I might even become a fan.
Additionally, I went to www.gutenberg.org and downloaded the following as unformatted Word documents on my flash drive in case I get desperate enough to read books on my Netbook: Jane Austen’s Emma and Northanger Abbey, Dostoevsky’s The Idiot (high on my list, anyway), and Agatha Christie’s The Secret Adversary. The Netbook, unlike the Kindle, is not made for reading entire novels, but it will do if necessary. Now I have some good books to read – but first, I’ll read the hard-copy ones. Good-bye, John Updike: Sorry I didn’t like your books. (Nothing personal, mind you.)
I highly recommend the Gutenberg Project (URL above) – it’s mostly great classics, for all of which the copyrights have expired. You can download, print, copy, share them; whatever you like – no legal restrictions. It’s a real gold mine – I knew I could do this, but I’ve put off having to resort to reading books on the Netbook unless I have to. 
I had to do a lot of computer stuff at school today, but I also did some ‘net-surfing. I’m seriously looking at ways to work in Russia in the future for defined time periods (say, 3 months or a semester, maybe a year), so took a look at the Fulbright site. I’d love to apply for a grant, but I’m not sure my lack of academic affiliation (just a retiree) will qualify me. Oh, well, nothing ventured, nothing gained. They do have a “senior scholar” program that I’ll look into, plus some grants for teaching here that require more Russian language ability than I have. So I e-mailed this diary to the 2 professors in charge of West Chester University’s Russian Cultural Studies program, telling them what I’ve been doing here and that I plan to enroll in first-year Russian in the fall (free for retirees) – plus offering to speak with their students to tell of my adventures here. I plan to get that word around to a lot of places because I want others to know how wonderful the Russian people and their country are, to break down some myths and stereotypes.
So much to do!
And to keep warm, too!
Nov. 30 (Tuesday)…do eyeballs freeze?...Valentina’s world redux..my dream for Russia’s youth
I plowed through about 2/3 of Sidney Sheldon’s The Other Side of Midnight (“scorching sensuality and shimmering evil”) last night, a real page-turner if there ever was one. Was tempted to stay up much later and finish it…nah! I’ll save the best for this evening!
…
Had one beautiful, emotional, wonderful class today…but more about that in a few.
The temperature is constantly descending…and descending…and descending. It was -13C (8F) on the way to school, -14C (probably about 3-5F) on the way home.  And just windy enough on the way to school to probably be in the 0F range/windchill. It was blowing in my face all the way, not a strong wind, but any wind in this cold is significant. 
The difference between yesterday’s -9 and -10C and today’s -13 and -14? Here you go:
         Yesterday, only my face and my fingers felt frozen. Today my thighs were cold, despite my tights and 2 pairs of socks. Tomorrow, out come the long-johns on top of the tights! I have to keep switching the hand that holds my briefcase, or sling it over my shoulder, because fingers gripping anything start feeling like they’re freezing – like, can your fingers fall off with frostbite in 15 minutes? I don’t want to put my hands in my pockets because of my paranoia about slipping on ice again – thinking, if I catch myself with my arms/hands, maybe I can prevent a head injury (and only break some hand/arm/wrist bones).
         Yesterday, my face felt kind of painfully cold, and today that was worse, so I tried covering at least my mouth with my scarf. But the condensation of my breath in the scarf makes the scarf wet, so that’s not comfortable. Tomorrow, I’ll pull my cap as far as possible onto my forehead, then try winding the scarf at least over my nose and cheeks, pull up my neck muff over my chin – leaving only my eyes and mouth uncovered. And a ski mask, if I’d brought one, wouldn’t work because of my glasses.
         Yesterday, only my nose dripped. Today, my eyes constantly dripped, which made me start to think: When do eyeballs freeze? Do they ever? In fact, that questions was the refrain in my mind as I walked to school, maybe just a distractor to make the time go. Maybe I’ll sing something tomorrow (in my head). My dripping eyes made it hard to see at times because my eyes tend to burn and shut when they’re drippy. 
         Yesterday, when I went inside, my eyeglasses fogged up; but I could wipe them off a few times, and they eventually were OK. Today, it took a long time, despite wiping, for them to warm up enough to wear them.
         Yesterday, I probably walked a little slower, maybe taking more like 18 minutes to get to the class building. Today, I know I walked faster, maybe taking more like 15 minutes (the usual is 12-13 minutes).
I am now, my friends, experiencing a “real Russian winter” – which my colleagues find quite amusing! What did I say before? “Be careful what you wish for.” Actually, I find this bracing because I keep moving – if I had to wait outside for a bus or something, I’d die, probably freezing to the spot. The only real concern I have is slipping on ice. I slid once on the way home this afternoon, one of those quick, catch-yourself-one-second slides that jolt you but otherwise do no harm. I have exactly 6 one-way walks left to building #1 and home again – yes, I’m counting. The only one that really worries me will be Thursday night when it’s dark. I’m thinking of asking Elena to call me a taxi! Just to be safe!
Back to today’s class – Valentina’s Life Safety group again, which course of study, she tells me, means they will all seek work in conservation and pollution-prevention/cleanup. She had her students give me individual reports as we looked through her family vacation photos of Lake Baikal, Byelorussia, and Karelia. I won’t even begin to describe the beauty of these places – just imagine the most beautiful scenery, nature, monuments, villages, etc. you have ever seen, and you’ll know what a great experience this was. But it’s the students who make it all so wonderful – these incredible students.
I love Murom, and I love the Institute, and I love all these teachers and students. They have given me such love, such an amazing experience. They are part of me. They are part of my family. One student presented me with some little rabbit salt-and-pepper shakers in a lovely little gift bag – they remembered from our visit to Murom’s Natural History Museum that I love rabbits. They think of everything, they remember everything. I want so badly for Louis to come here and get to know these wonderful people as I have, and I told them that. I really wish he could come here and teach, as I have (and he would find it easier with his knowledge of Russian!). One student who had been beaming at me the entire class time, asked me with a huge smile after class: “Do you like Murom?”  They are always asking me that because it is so important to them that I like them, their city, and their lives. I grabbed her arm and said, “Of course, I do!” Valentina even said to me, “I think of you as family now – you are like my mother. You have made our lives so interesting.” Wow! I have never received a greater compliment in my life.
What I must figure out is how to, in whatever way I can, give back to my Murom family for the rest of my life. I am devoted to them for the duration of my time on earth. I must not only keep figuring out how to come back, but how to in some way “give” in whatever way I can from far away when I can’t be here. 
One thing I now ask everyone on this diary distribution list to think about: Books and magazines you might have that we can send to the Institute. It almost makes me cry when I see the magazines in Natasha’s classroom – I mean, American magazines that are 20 years old! We can do better than that:
         Magazines of all kinds – National Geographic, Women’s Day, Time, Newsweek, Rolling Stone – everything!
         Books – Literature in particular, but history and such would be great, too.
Part of what motivated me to come here was Russia’s history – its endless sturm and drang, its melodrama, its color, its vibrance, its artistry, its intelligence, its literature and ballet and art and music. But that’s been changing for me here in Murom. The history and art still fascinate me, but I’m more interested in Russia’s present and its future than I was before. I will still read and enjoy learning more about Russian history, but I have become totally immersed in her present and her future – in the present and the future of these young Russians who want so desperately to be known and accepted, and part of, the rest of the world. They yearn to be part of that world. 
Murom, I love you. Russia, I love you.
One phrase that keeps coming to mind here is “brain drain.” When I first arrived here, one of the first things folks asked me about was “Do you know about Vladimir Zworykin?” When I said no, I didn’t, they informed me that surely I knew about the inventor of TV! Well, I honestly didn’t know who invented TV, but he was a native of Murom who had emigrated to the U.S. I’ve read a lot about Russian emigration to the U.S. since I’ve been here, out of curiosity about several things. One thing I kept saying to my students was that many immigrants were Jewish, but I wasn’t sure how many. They often don’t seem to believe that , and I’m not sure why; but my guess is that, because the Nazis persecuted the Jews but the Russians were so anti-fascist, it’s hard for many of them to believe that Jews also faced persecution in Russia to the extent that they felt they had to flee Russia. Just a guess. The history of Jews in Russia is spotty, for many of the original revolutionary leaders in 1917 were Jewish – but the tide turned under Stalin so that they (along with just about everyone else) became, again, a heavily persecuted group (as they had been in pre-revolutionary Russia under the tsars). Well, my research indicates that there are now over 3 million Russians in the U.S., and about 70% of the Russian U.S. population is Jewish, confirming what I had thought. 
My point is this: This amazing country that bred the likes of Tolstoy and Tchaikovsky and a myriad of others of the world’s greatest “greats” suffered the most incredible “brain drain” one can imagine over the entire 20th century and part of the 19th century. I often think about what even greater things Russia could have achieved over all those years had not so much of its talent felt it had to leave out of fear of persecution. Murom’s native son, the TV inventor, for example, left during one of the 3 largest emigration periods in Russian history, the “White” emigration just after Russia’s Civil War (between the Reds and Whites) - the other two largest emigrations being under Tsar Alexander III in the 19th century (because of his Jewish pograms) and the third later after the Soviets lifted Stain’s prohibition on emigration. I often think of it this way: If you are an intelligent, creative person, how can you survive and create in a country that tells you what dances you can do or what you can write about or what you’re supposed to think about?
I think Russia will have come into its own when its greatest minds and creators no longer feel they must leave Russia to create and to think. I hope that day is soon. 
Oh, and about the TV inventor from Murom, Zworykin I heard a lot about him, visited his house, saw his family photos, etc. He’s a real hero here in Murom. He even came back and visited many years later when it was safe to return. I asked, “Did he then stay? Did he return to live here?” No, I was told, he returned to the U.S. That made me feel terribly sad. For Murom and for Russia.
I want Russia to be successful, to create an environment that makes young Russians want to be here and stay here, not to leave for the U.S. or Germany or Britain or France. I want young Americans, Germans, British, and French – and, yes, South Americans, Africans, and Asians - to want to come here to Russia. That’s my dream for these wonderful people I have gotten to know here.
And there’s no reason Russia can’t do that.
Dec. 1 (Wednesday)…countdown
My favorite month has arrived, and I’m living my dream. Russia. Who’d have thought it? That I’d ever be here? Just 6 months ago, going to Russia was only a pipe dream, something I thought I’d never do but had yearned to do all my life. 
Oh, I’d made up my mind I’d visit Louis in Moscow while he was there this fall, have him show me St. Petersburg. But to be living here for 3 months? To study in Moscow, then teach in a small city I’d never even heard of until a few months ago? Never! To give so much of my heart to these wonderful people? Never in my wildest imagination!
The days are few until I leave. I’ll be flying out next Tuesday, less than a week away. I’ll say good-bye to my Murom family Friday and this weekend…then off to the U.S. I’ve tried to imagine what that will feel like, but I can’t. I don’t want to “pre-feel” the pain, then the reentry to the U.S. (via Florida, of all places, not even my home!).
At least, I do not now regret that I will be staying at some overpriced, vapid, cookie-cutter airport hotel (“the Park Inn at Sheremeteevo”) because, if I were in Moscow (which had been my strong preference for my last 24 hours in Russia), it would be too COLD to walk around Red Square or by the Bolshoi again – it’s -15C in Moscow, even colder than Murom! I would have been holed up in the warmth of an overpriced central Moscow hotel! So it’s all working out. Things have a way of doing that. I just hope I can pick up a page-turner English novel in the Park Inn or at the airport!
…
Back from school and my last class with the business majors. We sang some songs together; and I was, as usual, moved. I’ve loved working with this group because they share so much of their dreams, their  plans. This one wants to work in his father’s driving school, another in his father’s shoe shop, another in his father’s refrigeration parts business. Kristina wants to start a sewing/craft supply business, and another student wants to open her own women’s dress shop; another young lady wants to go to Moscow to work. Most of them appear to want to stay right here in Murom – family and home mean so much to them.
Vignette: One of the students the other day said she’s “confident”; and I complimented her for that, saying confidence will be very important for her in starting her own business. Natasha noted, “But that is hard for them because they have been taught to be humble, not to show confidence.” That’s one of the appealing attributes of most of these students – such humility, usually with shy and self-effacing attitudes and innocence. They haven’t been taught that self-confidence can be accompanied by humility and that both are important for success. I hope I was able to get that across because I want every one of them to succeed at whatever it is he or she wants to do. These Russian students who want to go into business – or anything else – will have to have confidence, along with their ingrained humility.
…
It’s -20C (-4F) today! The coldest day yet, and the forecast is for -21C tonight. Then, believe it or not, it’s going to get downright balmy: -17C (+1F) Thursday, then a whopping -14 (+6F) Friday! And it keeps inching up for the duration of my stay. I’ve endured the worst!
So what did I learn today, quite possibly the coldest day of my life?
         -21 requires long underwear – my thighs did not hurt today from the cold, as they did yesterday, because of the long-johns. But my face did hurt again, particularly when a slight breeze blows. It’s painful!
         I continue to realize that my 2 pairs of gloves do not keep my fingers from freezing – and I have to keep my hands out of my pockets for balance in case I slip on ice, so I can’t hold them close to my body. This weather requires whatever ultimate gloves you can find. At least, I’m not carrying a brief case – decided instead to carry my backpack for 2 reasons: To keep my hands free and to, possibly, form a buffer in case I slip – the backpack could act as a cushion to keep my head from hitting the ground. Or so I hope.
         If I remove my glasses as soon as I get inside and keep them off for about 5 minutes, they won’t keep fogging up – you need to take them off right away, or it’s impossible to have clear lenses for a long time – they’re frozen – and continuous wiping doesn’t help, just smears the lenses.
         It’s a beautiful sunny day, but Natasha tells me that the sunny dry weather is not good for plant life in these temperatures – plants require precipitation to thrive, not the dry cold; and they will die from continuously super-cold but sunny days.
         She also told me that Siberia’s -30C and -40C (and colder) temperatures are dry, so not as cold as these temperatures in more humid Murom. So I’m colder here than I would be in Siberia, folks! And I can do it! I’ve survived Russian winter (albeit for a short time). I can do this!
Natasha also told me that western Europe, and even England, are suffering similarly low temperatures, possibly a first for them. Additionally, Moscow is always a few degrees colder, which I’ve noticed on the Internet.
I met with a group of about half a dozen computer majors who gave me their written reports about different Russian cities, some with photographs. I loved this, and it made me want so much to see so much more of Russia. I think Volgograd would be high on my list, with its huge statutes. I may never be able to go to any of these places, but I’ll sure be trying to figure out how I might. 
We met in a classroom that was freezing cold. The problem with building #1 is that it’s the coldest building on campus. Elena told me all the technical reasons they can’t make it warmer, mostly because of its age and its aged systems – but it’s sad that folks have to bundle up to be able to stand the cold temperatures in that building! I hope something can be done – and soon. It can’t be healthy for the students, the teachers, or the staff. We were freezing the entire class!
Someone also brought us a copy of Murom’s town newspaper with articles on an “international” page about the Institute’s director visiting Palestine – and guess what! – moi on the same page. When I get a translation of the article, I’ll include it in the diary because I think the reporter did a very good job, capturing the essence of my words. Nice photo, too.
Now, every time we start a class, we’re all reminded that it’s my last week here. That’s sad. And, as I’ve said before, packing up here at the apartment is very sad. I’m very much a homebody at heart. I love my home, wherever that is. And Murom is now home to me, along with West Chester. 
When I get home every day – whether it’s here after class or at home in West Chester  - I can’t wait to shower, to “wash off my day” – then to get into my pajamas and read, write, “putter around the house,” (when in West Chester) watch TV, Google or generally net-surf, etc. At home in West Chester, I usually don’t do all that until Snoopy’s last trip out…but as soon as I don’t have to go out again, I’m all too happy to settle in, nest, stay in for the evening. Here I can do that whenever I get home! And, at the end of my day’s obligations, I don’t care if I go out again or even talk with another human being. Just a homebody! I think I’m an introvert, although some say not, that I like people too much. I still think I’m an introvert!
Anyway, I love getting to this apartment and settling in with my writing or reading – and I’ll miss it so much. There is an element of escape to all this – I can escape the day-to-day problems of the “reality” of my actual home in the U.S.: the bills and other financial worries, household stuff, any family concerns that happen to pop up. So maybe these 3 months have been an escape of sorts. But, if so, what’s wrong with that?
We have only so much time on this earth, and I think we must all choose happiness in whatever form we can find it for our lives’ short duration. That’s what I wish my students.
And I do mean “my” students.
I keep having “flashbacks” of my time here, like at the end of a movie when they show some of the scenes you’ve just viewed. Vignettes: student faces, poems recited, songs sung, dances, gifts presented to me, reports in class, teachers’ communications with me, all the canned goodies teachers and students brought me, Murom sights, events like getting lost on the #6 bus or slipping on the ice, concerts, making dolls, photo sessions and interviews, Orthodox services…it seems like I’ve been here a lifetime, yet it’s been such a short time; and it’s gone too fast. 
…
I e-mailed the Springer Spaniel rescue (www.maessr.org – check it out!) folks today, explaining that, although I’ve been away, I want to get involved with them again when I return. What prompted that e-mail was one of their e-mails seeking a foster home for an 11-year-old female named Cassey. She was s-o-o-o-o-o-o right for me to foster – a well behaved, well-trained dog with no bad habits and reasonably good health for an old girl! I think Snoopy misses Tilly and Erin, so she’d be such company for him. If I weren’t coming back here, I would have promised to pick her up as soon as I hit Pennsylvania again! I’ve decided that I’ll foster a very old one, like her, or adopt a 4-7-year-old when I’ve settled in. So many of them are the victims of the economic downturn – people just can’t afford their beloved pets any more. I’d love to give someone the assurance that the beloved dog they’ve had to give up will have a happy home. Adopting a very old dog, as I did with Tilly and Erin a couple of years ago, can involve very high vet costs leading up to their deaths; so maybe fostering is something I can do – and MAESSR reimburses vet costs for the fostered “seniors” through donations (which I’d be happy to help try to bring in for them).
Speaking of coming back here, I should hear soon whether that will actually happen. We should know within the next few days whether enough students are coming to cover my own costs. So I’m not yet sure whether I’m returning in February-March. I will come back – it’s a question of when. If it’s not in February, maybe I will foster little Cassey if no one else takes her!
…
Finishing Alistair McLean’s Hostage Tower thriller tonight. I’m left with only pure escape fiction and really miss my preferred reading fare. Starting a 2-novel volume of more pure escape fiction by Irwin Shaw tomorrow, which will carry me through my final days here, along with more 2006 “best short stories” if I need them. That means, if I can’t find any other books in English that I want to read, either in the airport hotel or the airport, I’ve got plenty of Chekhov short stories (3 small volumes) I’ve saved for the long flight to the U.S. Not bad, actually. Chekov’s delightful!
Dec. 2 (Thursday/regular edition)...last sessions with students
Before going to school this morning, something happened that haunted me all day. I wrote about seeing the little brown dog downtown a couple of weeks ago who was holding up his bleeding foot, pleading for help, among a crowd of shoppers, and how it plagued me that I didn’t just stop to help him - but went my way not knowing what to do, excusing myself because I don’t know any vets, he’s probably a stray…etc….etc…. And I vowed that I’d at least try not to ignore an animal in need again. And I also had written about seeing a big, beautiful German Shepherd, also evidently a stray, lying in the bitter cold a few days ago outside the grocery store. 
Well, I could have sworn it was the same dog outside the building housing my apartment this morning. A large, not too-skinny (so presumed well fed) German Shepherd with no collar. Well, I’m no fool. I will not mess with a stray Shepherd – I won’t ask for trouble. But there’s an outside door, then a small alcove before you enter the first-floor hallway to this Mechanical Engineering class building (my apartment is on the third floor). He was on the porch, and I could see he was trying to enter as I was coming out. He had to be freezing cold. No students were coming in or out then, so I said, “The hell with it” and opened the door, letting him come into the alcove. As I went up the street, I kept looking back as I saw students going into the building – and never saw him come out. I doubt he got to stay long, but at least maybe he got a few minutes of warmth this morning. That’s all I could do. I wish I could do more. I wish I could pick up all these animals and take them somewhere. I wish I had a “farm” with a huge barn where I could take them all in and give them homes with enough food and warmth, a happy place to be. I wish…I wish….
I went on to school. The temperature had risen about 1C, and I could really tell the difference, even though it’s still hovering around zeroF. It wasn’t so painful this morning!
The students have all been saying their good-byes. I wasn’t aware that they all knew it was my last week; but their teachers have been telling them to bid me good-byes, having them prepare special reports – all so much appreciated. They’ll never know how much.
One group decorated Natasha’s classroom with Christmas decorations – just for me – and sang “Jingle Bells.” She told me I should take the Father Christmas and other typical Russian decorations with me when I leave – I will, and they will be the first decorations to appear in my house on Dec. 15!
Evgenia’s group gave me presentations, several complete with slide shows, of cities and towns they hold dear in Russia. I took away that I really want to go to Volgograd some day, as well as Nizhny Novgorod – and to the smaller  villages they presented. I want to go everywhere in Russia!
Valentina’s group presented beautiful slides of Lake Baikal and other wonderful places I wish I could visit in Russia, and she gave me a CD with all the slides that I can enjoy in Pennsylvania. But what will be most precious to me is that they are her vacation slides, and I can see her and her family on them!
Elena’s (not department head Elena, another Elena) group presented another special presentation and slide show of Russia generally, of a couple of villages or small cities, of a very mysterious worldwide (as well as Russian) phenomenon reminiscent of Stone Henge called “dolmens” (look it up I Wikipedia! Amazing!) and of their own lives and families. I really want to visit some villages and smaller towns sometime, as well as a dolmen. Their teacher, Marina, presented me with a lovely wooden tri-part icon that I will treasure forever; and dear, smart, open, always smiling, and curious Lev gave me his “lucky pen” that he believes has helped him on some examinations. He apologized that he had nothing more to give – I wish he could know how much I treasure that little gift. I’ll have to tell him if I see him again that I carefully labeled it “Lev’s lucky pen.” “By the way,” I asked him, ”I was introduced to you as ‘Leo’; but I’m hearing you called ‘Lev’ – why?” He explained that his name in English is “Leo” but in Russian, “Lev” (ah…which explains both Lev or Leo Tolstoy!) I’ve decided to call him “Lev.” 
Two other of Natasha’s classes went around the room, each giving me carefully thought-out best wishes in English. In one class, she turned on a tape player, and we sang love songs in English as a group, a class I’ll never forget.
I spent a wonderful hour with the law faculty, talking about my own career to show them different legal profession jobs and avenues in the U.S. What a smart, friendly group!
The final law class was inspiring. Although I presented some of the ideas in the essay I just sent out as a “special” to this diary and extolled the virtues of absolute Bill of Rights freedoms, particularly speech and assembly, some very thoughtful students defended their country’s prohibition of Nazi/fascist groups’ rights to assemble and speak – with very good reasons. We can never imagine what the Great Patriotic War was for Russia. Never. We had a wonderful discussion, and two of these very thoughtful students, Iiulia and Dima stayed after class to talk more. I have not heard the last from this great group – truly Russia’s future leadership. They want to know, to explore, to talk, to differ, to defend, to argue; and they are some of the finest young minds you could encounter anywhere. I will miss our weekly Law Seminars and the good-natured, but probing challenges they presented. They made me think. 
In fact, a thought occurred to me later that I wish I’d had time to share (and perhaps Elena can relay this thought): I’ve always tempered anything I’ve said about the U.S.’s great ideals with the faults I also perceive. Something that has distressed me more about our country in recent years is the terrific and terrible power we possess. It hit me when I last visited Washington. Having lived there in the 1960s and early ‘70s as a student, when it was so much freer, I was shocked at the post-Oklahoma-city-bombing and post-9/11 atmosphere of DC. That beautiful city has become an armed fortress. It hit me when I saw the huge concrete barriers everywhere, at the Capitol and the White House – places where we used to walk freely. It hit me hardest when I took Louis into the Library of Congress, that inspring repository of learning where I used to freely enter, no ID, no hassles, to work on term papers, sitting at huge circular wooden desks and ordering books I wanted on little slips of paper that, I’d read, staffers on roller skates in the stacks would pull for patrons. I’d eat in the cafeteria downstairs as if I owned the place. Which we all do, as taxpayers. Now you have to apply for security clearance to even enter the place – Louis was terribly disappointed, as was I. Terribly.
Our country has become an armed fortress, paranoid and belligerent and frightened. And I don’t like it. A city that I used to love, Washington, has become alien to me. I don’t care whether I ever go there again, and that’s sad to me. These are some of the many things I wish I’d had time to talk about with this law student group…but our time was precious and ended all too soon. Elena, please share this with them. I want Russia’s youth to learn from others’ mistakes – their own country’s mistakes, but also my country’s.
Tell them I also understand Russia’s concerns, having had war after war after war on its own soil. I understand why they don’t want fascists and Nazis to have unfettered rights – I totally understand that. The U.S. has “lucky geography” and has not had to face the same endless wars and massive destruction on its own soil. And, just as Mother Russia has historically reacted with stronger security and restricted rights, so have we. We are not blameless, and we are becoming something I don’t like because of the threats of the past few years. That’s what I have seen in Washington, and it saddens me. Again, I don’t even feel I want to go there any more – it’s not my capital any more. It was my Paris when I was young. Now it’s a fortress.
One of the friends reading this diary asked me the other day why Russia wants more people when the rest of the world is bulging with too many people, destroying this planet. I answered with what I thought to be true, but then I posed the same question in one of these classes the other day. We went through what I had surmised – big country, need more people to “work it,” too many older folks living off fewer young folks (same as in our own country). But those weren’t the immediate, intuitive responses given by the student I asked – he immediately said, “For the military.” He was searching for an answer and apparently didn’t know exactly how to answer my question; but his answer was telling. Russia still has mandatory one-year military service for all males. (As of a few years ago, even countries like Switzerland had the same requirement, perhaps still do.)  Europe is not the U.S. It’s a whole different scene here. And Russia has historically really needed its military. Some would charge that they need it for aggressive acts; but many would argue, quite credibly, that they have needed the military more for defense. Whatever is true, Russians perceive a need to be constantly vigilant and appear to take defensive war as a fact of life. We Americans simply have not had the same concerns, at least not for the past 150 years. 
Until international terrorism. And that has changed our culture completely. We are now joining the nations of the earth that believe they must be armed fortresses – and that is nowhere more apparent than in our nation’s capital.
…
I also met with 4 of the cutest 7-9-year-old kids I’ve ever seen – little Nastya (of whom I wrote in another diary entry, about the death of her hamster that so upsets her), another little Nastya, another little girl whose name escapes me right now, and the cutest little boy I think I’ve ever seen (except for my own son when he was little, of course), Alexander. Alexander said he was 9, which would make him the oldest of the group, but he was so tiny that he looked more like 6 – with the voice, demeanor, confidence, and intelligence of a 20-year-old. I just wanted to scoop him up! Next to him, little 8-year-old blond Nastya with her big eyeglasses was also adorable – I told her I’d worn glasses since I was 2 and that she reminded me of me. Don’t know if she caught all that, but she sure was a cute little thing – made me think I must have been that cute, too! We had about a 20-minute “speak to the American lady in English” session, and it could not have been more delightful. They asked me their thoughtful little questions, mostly about family and animals. When the discussion dwelled on pets, I very carefully steered the conversation away so as to never get to Nastya’s hamster and awaken her little broken heart.
A student newspaper staffer brought me a proof of a 2-page layout of my stay and work here because the paper won’t come out till after I leave – I tried to e-mail it to this list today but not sure the large file transmitted (some e-mails bounced back immediately). We did a TV interview, too; but I’m told it hasn’t aired yet. I’ll try to get a video – maybe put it on youtube! Plus, yesterday, Murom’s town newspaper had a great article. I’ll share all these things with this list when I have them in transmittable forms.
I have been treated like royalty here. Royalty. And I feel like I’ve been “Queen for Two Months.” Everyone needs to feel like this once in his/her life. And that’s what the good folks of Murom are all about: Making you feel at home and welcome.
After Lev’s presentation on Russia, I asked why he (and most others) list only great Russian authors of the pre-20th century times. Elena, his teacher, responded that these students focus on the “great classical” authors whose works have stood the test of time.
That is what these students are so much about: The classics, whether in literature or music or dance or visual arts or philosophy or religion. They love classical everything. They are incredibly spiritual, inherently romantic, forever loyal and loving. Everything from Pushkin to Tolstoy to Tchaikovsky to monasteries and icons to ballets. Golden-and-deep-red incense-and-candle scented church services. Public school performances of Pushkin poetry, ballet, and operatic arias. The young people of Murom, as well as their teachers, have a spirituality, an innocence, an openness, a guilelessness, a joy that I have rarely seen anywhere else. There’s no “hidden agenda,” no cynicism, no sarcasm, no jadedness, no plotting, no hypocrisy – just pure candor, beauty, openness, and joy.
These wonderful people have given me so much hope for humanity. That is their greatest gift to me. Whenever I despair in the future for this world, and I will, I will bring my thoughts back to Murom. And know what? Most of these students never want to leave. They see all the glitter and hype on TV, hear all the music, go to the stores – all the things the “west” has brought into their historically isolated community. They see it all. And some want to cast their nets elsewhere, see the big wide world. But most of the ones I’ve met want to either stay here or return to their own villages.
One young man in the group giving presentations of Russian cities and towns informed the class about a small city, but then said what he really liked was a very small village near there where much of his extended family lives. When I asked him if he wanted to travel anywhere, he said, “No,” and then said he just wanted to go back to his village. 
I can relate. We are all seeking our own villages in some way. Murom has helped me find mine.
It's been hard to know how to end this diary. I'm just sending, below, my fina,l entries. However, I will have more to say later for this list - some thoughst I'm putting together. In the meantime...
 
Dec. 7 (Tuesday)…I lied…this is my last diary entry in Russia…ready to kill

OK. I lied. THIS is my last diary entry in Russia. In the Sheremeteevo (#2) Airport, Terminal F. I couldn’t stand it in the hotel any more, so got a 9 a.m. shuttle over here. Glad I did because it’s 11 a.m., and I just finished all the stuff you have to go through. No wifi anywhere in this place, so just typing this diary. Forget e-mail till Atlanta, if then (depending on whether I have time).
I got up at 5 a.m. and got the “free” hotel breakfast. “Free” in quotation marks because you pay what one might normally pay for 2 overpriced hotel nights – for one night. Unreal. And for that, you get a cold room (“We’ll bring you extra blankets” – “No, I don’t want more blankets – I want my heat turned up.” They brought a large space heater that I didn’t feel I could safely leave on overnight); 1/10 of a roll of toilet paper; a huge stain all over the carpet; no clock; no wifi anywhere except a very small and limited restaurant/bar area for smokers; couldn’t charge my computer in my room – outlets wouldn’t take it – had to sit downstairs on a couch while it charged; nonexistent waitress service (they were nice when they showed up…finally); no gift shop (“You can take the shuttle bus over to the airport to shop” ); endless music piped in everywhere, torturing your brain; I was ¾ finished with my shower before I figured out how the soap dispenser on the wall worked. The TV did work. Am I grouchy? Yes. Would I be complaining if they didn’t charge an arm, a leg, a neck, and an ear? No. They charged enough for a penthouse. All with totally unsmiling, “why are you bothering us?” service except for the sweet little dark-haired guy who didn’t even speak Russian but who helped me with my bags and who probably doesn’t even make enough to live on. He was nice. And he got the nice tip - twice.
Anyway, back to the airport.
It’s hot here in this coffee shop, and the endless disco/bump-grind music is relentless. TURN IT OFF!!! And the cigarette smoke in this place is particularly grating on a throat and nasal passages recovering from a cold.. And my supposed vegetarian cheese sandwich had sneaky ham hidden deep inside it just to torture me further. 
Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out get you. They really are out to get me. And I’m getting violent: 
I’d kill for a Starbucks right now! Kill. Maim. Torture.
Or a book shop with one book in English. Just one. I’d take anything. I’ve been in every single shop here that had any kind of printed matter. I got one Moscow Times and International Herald Tribune . That’s it. Gave up on finding a nice page-turner mystery or romance to occupy me all the way to Atlanta. I can’t say how much I could not wait till I got here, figuring they’ll have something, anything in English. Nada.
When you finally go through all the rigamarole (and the endlessly unsmiling staff who seem to want to kill us all), you come out into a new world of sparkle lights and smiling clerks – shining lights everywhere and DUTY FREE all over.
You can buy all the cigarettes, booze, and jewelry you want – at a myriad of sparkling stores inviting your dollars or your last rubles…but not a single book in English anywhere! I could make a mint here if I started a book store!
Speaking of Atlanta, the somber young lady who just checked my bags told me, after a horrible process, “You’ll have to do this again in Atlanta before flying on to Orlando.”
Say what? I have to get my bags at baggage claim, then go through all this again? And then try to make my connection for Orlando?
“Yes,” she said. Did I only imagine that she’s a sadist? I got out of there before she tied me on a rack to torture me.
This after I had to send my 2 huge, oversized bags ( won’t say how much extra I had to pay – scandalous – I’m going to pack up most of this stuff in boxes in Florida and ship it home – much cheaper) through an x-ray, where I told them “I can’t lift those 2 bags – can I get help?” “Nyet.” Those 4 young ladies stood there, looking away, as I struggled with those bags for  a good 15 minutes – and didn’t offer to either help (I’m sure “It’s not my job”) or to ask one of the many young men, also standing around looking away from me, to help. I was boiling by the time I got to baggage check.
All this can make a very nice woman (moi) very cranky.
Anyway, got my boarding pass, to board soon at Gate 58. 
Then let’s see if I can make it through the last hurdle - the Atlanta change to the connecting flight to Orlando. Oh, and picking up the check ed bags and going through Customs…again. This time, U.S. Customs. 
Let’s see if I can get a smile out of someone there! Just one?
…
I sat by the window so I  could savor the last minutes in Russia from up above…not to be. About 3 seconds after our ascent, we were over the clouds, which must have been every low-hanging (and it was dismal outside) into a blindingly sunny sky just above the cloud cover. So I never got my last look at Moscow and the countryside. Additionally, we were out of Russia very quickly, leaving the St. Petersburg area not long after we left. We did fly low over either the Baltic or Scandinavian countries because I saw extremely beautiful snow-covered country with many, many lakes and rivers for a bit. 
So I’m totally out of Russia now. Somewhere to the west of Iceland as I write. 
Watched 3 films – “Going the Distance,” a very nice romantic film with Drew Barrymore, whom I like; “Invictus,” which I’ve seen before; and “Salt,” an espionage thriller with Angelina Jolie and Liev Schreiber. The latter film was fun to watch, but I must say I felt a bit embarrassed because this plane is full of Russians – and a film about an alleged CIA agent turned Russian spy seemed so…so….Cold War-ish…so sophomoric. I kept hearing in Russia about how “we were never taught to fear Americans” and “we never thought of you as our enemies.” At least, that was what many individuals thought. So “Salt” seemed to inappropriate for this particular planeload. “Invictus” might have been interesting to some of the Russians on board, though, because they appear to be an athletic team of some sort – maybe fencing, as the drawing on one of their bags appears to indicate. I can’t get into the fourth film, so decided to copy some photos, write. Wish I had wifi. Oh, well…and concerned about whether my almost 2 hours between landing and take-off for Orlando will be enough time for me to get my bags out of baggage claim, go through Customs, and catch my connecting flight. The flight attendant assures me that he thinks I’ll be fine, but you never know. 
Here comes the drink cart again. And they have decaffeinated coffee! How American!
I’ve spent a lot of time on this flight trying to think of ways to get back. Maybe I’ll become a translator! I’ve had such a hard time finding Robert Frost translated into Russian (to send to one of my students), that I’ve been fantasizing about translating his poetry. A new career, a new life…always thinking ahead!
…
Got through the flight. Long but just fine. Didn’t sleep – want to stay up to adjust to the time change. 
I have to admit: It felt really good to be in the U.S. For one basic reason: The friendliness of Americans. Whether it’s superficial (sometimes it is) or whatever…it’s just so nice to have people smiling at each other. I’d forgotten how good that feels. And for people to constantly be offering to be helpful. Whether it’s just a cultural difference or whatever you want to call it, it feels good. First, two American men waiting for their baggage offered to help me with mine – after being ignored in the Sheremeteevo as I struggled with my baggage, I simply felt so grateful.
Then, I actually went up to a female baggage worker at the Atlanta baggage claim (after going through Customs and re-checking my baggage ) after she smiled at me and said, “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of those bags for you – and your cart, just leave it here”; and, with tears in my eyes, said, “I can’t tell you how good it is to be here – your smile just lit up my life. It’s good to be back in the U.S. after three months away” She took both my hands and said to me, with a huge smile, “Welcome home, honey – we’re happy you’re back, too.” There’s an extreme difference between the Russian and American “public faces.” What always has amazed me, too, is the incredible friendliness and cheerfulness of African-Americans, like this woman – I mean, don’t they have the most to complain about? Yet they never do – they’re always friendly to the hilt. It’s not just African-Americans, it’s most Americans – but the African-Americans always amaze me because the friendliness is always as if we’re all one big family, which I love.
Then, the ultimate happiness: A huge cup of Starbucks decaffeinated coffee, along with the purchase of a couple of page-turner novels IN ENGLISH, OF COURSE. I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven.
Not bad to be back in the U.S.
…Then, of course, a reality check: The guy in the shuttle from Orlando to New Smyrna Beach, the rich guy (as he told us) who had to let slip a snarky comment about “Obama’s redistribution of income.” Welcome home.
Dec. 10 (Friday)…nice to be home…BUT…
Reality has started settling in. I knew the honeymoon wouldn’t last long. A steady diet of Fox News, Obama’s tax dilemma, the endless political harangue…it all starts settling in.
Americans are too rich. Too fat. Too greedy. 
Yes, Russians have their problems. But so do Americans. 
Dec. 25 (Saturday)….final diary entry…an amazingly seamless reentry…The Beginning
( First, please – look at the 3 photos attached. I just received them this Christmas morning from one of my beloved Murom students, Lev – they are the best Christmas present I could have received this Christmas morning!)
After today’s (Christmas Day ) entry, this diary will end. I’ll start keeping my handwritten diary that I started last year. I recommend that some of you start 2011 with a diary of some kind. Last year, I bought a 5-year diary – one in which you have only a few lines for each year, all on one page, for 5 years – so you can look back quickly over the 5 years, ultimately, and see where your life has gone over that period, comparing where your head was the same day each year for 5 years. I didn’t keep the handwritten one for too long while in Russia, changing over to this typed one, but will recommence the handwritten one tomorrow.
OK, I’ve been back in the U.S. for over 2 weeks, and I’ve been waiting for the “hard” reentry time. It hasn’t come. My reentry has been amazingly seamless. First of all, I believe I may have conquered “jet lag.” Both going over and coming back (with an 8-hour time difference), I simply changed my watch to the destination time (Moscow, then U.S. Eastern Standard time ) when I got on the plane, adjusted my sleep and meal times accordingly, never “looking back” and never thinking “It’s XXX o’clock where I left.” You just start thinking about where you’re headed, not where you’ve been, and eat and sleep accordingly – not a bad rule for life. So I’ve not experienced any discernible jet lag either going or coming.
Dec. 7-15 - The week in Florida was all rest all the time, which was a good thing. My parents don’t want to run around much except for an occasional Christmas shopping trip, so I had all the time I needed to eat, sleep, walk, and read. No problem! Florida had record low temperatures when I was there – which more than suited me. I think summery temperatures would not have been pleasant for me after trekking around in Russia’s sub-zero temperatures. Florida’s highest temperature while I was there was about 68, but often in the 50s; the lows at night sometimes falling into the 20s. (Notice how I intuitively revert to Fahrenheit?) OK by me! To the local library every day to use wifi for e-mails. Read a good, long, page-turner mystery (Elizabeth George’s Deception on His Mind), The New York Times and the local paper every day, lots of TV. Did my laundry. Didn’t do much of anything else!
I received an e-mail one day from a former co-worker asking if I’m interested in developing and teaching a law course for a graduate program (which I am), so spiffed up my resume and, if that works out, might get very busy very fast.
Speaking of The New York Times, what stood out to me each day was the Times’ daily listing of the dead troops in Afghanistan. I usually read the Times online, but in Florida I walk to the local 7-Eleven every morning and pick up a hard copy. And each day, that section is still there: 19-, 25-, 40-year-olds from Maryland and Illinois and New Mexico, with all manner of ethnic names – DEAD. I wonder how many people in this country who shout “Rah-rah!” for war ever even notice these casualties, ever even think of the daily carnage. Back to reality. In Russia, the Afghanistan war is history, and it will soon (I hope) be history here, too – but not to these casualties and their families. For them, war never ends. This little section of the Times brought me back to the stupidity of war – and all the reasons I went to Russia in the first place: The never-ending quest for world peace.
Dec. 15 (Wednesday)– Having adjusted quickly and easily to Florida, I thought the “hard reentry,” then, might be West Chester, where I returned on Wednesday, Dec. 15. 
No, another easy reentry.  
Because Louis was coming home early the next morning, I immediately started cleaning, unpacking, and reorganizing when I got home that evening ( after a ride on the smallest plane I’ve been on in years from a connection in Cincinnati – go figure – but it was fun because I could see the snowy, then winter-brown landscape below for a long time). So I settled in and “nested” immediately. 
Oh, and Snoopy (Springer Spaniel ) and Hayley Cat could not have been more pleased. At first, Snoopy whined a lot, but he finally settled in once I turned off the lights, and he camped in his usual spot next to my bed. Hayley took a good 24 hours or so to come out of shy (or peevish?) hiding, hopefully forgave me for leaving her, and finally perched in her usual spot on my lap. All’s well.
Louis was at home for 4 days before heading back to Oberlin to retrieve his girlfriend and drive on to her home in Vermont for Christmas. ( Christmas up in her small Vermont town looks like every Christmas card you’ve ever seen – snowy, old New England town, picture-perfect!) I miss talking with him since he left Monday. He’s one of the very few people in the world with whom I can incessantly talk about Russia with tremendous vigor and excitement – as well as critically. And talk we did, nonstop. It helped so much because there was so much stored up inside me that I needed to talk about with someone who not only knows Russia’s history (which he does, much more than I do) and its present (which we are both so fascinated with) and its future (which we are both concerned about).
I finally understood why Louis never feels quite “safe” there because, although Russia was celebrating getting host status the World Cup for 2018 when my plane left Moscow, that city almost immediately disintegrated into ethnic/race riots after I left – and Louis (with his tan skin and dark eyes and hair ) said he was glad not to be there. I now relate – how could he feel safe there? And St. Petersburg is even worse in that regard. “Russia for the Russians” is the Slavic battle cry for the destructive right-wing element, and it’s not safe to have dark skin in too many places there. I now understand how he felt and why he always went to great lengths not to “stand out.” Russia must solve this problem before soccer teams converge there in 2018 – or even before the Winter Olympics in 2014 – when a whole lot of darker-skinned people arrive there and expect to be safe. That’s not long to get that act together. Russia’s racist right is a force to be watched in the future.
One thing we discussed was that my students often would appear surprised when I spoke of many Russian immigrants to the U.S. being Jewish – about 70% of the 3.2 million Russian-Americans. One person even contested my saying that Jews left Russia because of anti-Semitism, saying no, they left for economic reasons – not because they were persecuted (which history strongly refutes). Evidently, some ethnic Russians don’t consider Jews to even be Russian, deeming them sort of like gypsies, not “real Russians,” which helped explain the reactions I kept getting from Russians about Jews emigrating to the U.S. (and other countries, too ). That also made me wonder about the depth of anti-Semitism in Russia – another research topic on my growing “Russia to-do list.”
Dec. 17 (Friday) - Friday night, one of you (dear friend and neighbor, Caroline ) hosted a wonderful “welcome-home” dinner party, and it was so great to back amongst some very dear friends, sharing wonderful food in my friend’s festive, beautifully decorated home. I am eternally grateful to her and to this group.
Dec. 18 (Saturday)  - On Saturday, I returned to the weekly Peace Vigil! What a great time! Our vigil has been going on for over 8 years now, nonstop – perhaps the longest anywhere in the world, some have told us – and I can’t say how grateful I felt to that devoted, merry, little band that carried on in my absence. Not only did they carry on, but they did so much work! Some of them conducted a hugely successful International Peace Day event at West Chester University while I was gone, and some others had coordinated with the pro-war counter-protestor group across the street to collect donations for the Salvation Army’s holiday food coffers. So my first day back, folks were dropping off food and money donations at the vigil, which John and Chris took to the Salvation Army down the street – 2 pickup-truckloads! Wow, folks! These amazing folks totally eliminated any worries I’d ever had about The Chester County Peace Movement being “too much me” or too much of a one-woman show. I have always wondered “What happens after me?” Well…now I know: CCPM not only can thrive without me, but will go on long after I’m gone. We’re here to stay! THANKS, my dear friends!
Dec. 18-19 (Saturday/Sunday) – I had thought, when planning to leave Murom, that “The first thing I’ll do when I get home is decorate for Christmas!” Well, once I got home, I wondered if I’d do all that work at all…I still wasn’t sure, but Saturday after the vigil, I decided to go whole-hog and get it all done! I put up the tree, decorated the house, worked nonstop for several hours – and, voila ! A Christmas house! I’m so glad I did. Now the lighted tree, with a crackling fire, and soft Christmas carols playing are a great “welcome home”!
Dec. 19 (Sunday) – On Sunday morning, I packed up a lot of my Russian gifts and mementoes and went over to Grove Methodist Church’s “adult contemporary issues” class, recounting my 3 months in Russia. I’ve been to that class before, have given other presentations and have joined some of their classes, so it was very comfortable for me. It was great seeing old friends, Arlene and George, hearing about their lives and kids (Louis’s old friends)…and the talking for the first time publicly about Moscow and Murom and all my impressions and experiences.  I hope to do many more such presentations and have just been invited back to Grove to do a follow-up in February. Have presentation, will travel!
Dec. 20 (Monday) – One of the first things I did was fill out an application to join the Chester County Trail Club, which my dear friend Zara is hiking with. That’s one of the “resolutions” I have for retirement: Using my body to keep it going, particularly by daily walking; and hiking in the woods with this group will be part of that effort. “Use it, or lose it!” Another friend, Anne, hikes with the Audubon Society; and the local Sierra Club also does hikes – so I should have plenty of hiking opportunities! 
Another “resettling” task was starting my frequent West Chester Library trips! I had gone online and ordered some more Archer Mayor mysteries from the library system, deciding to read all his mysteries in chronological order (that’s about 17 or so that I haven’t read !). The fabulous Chester County Library system allows you to order books from branches, delivered to your local library, so I’d gone online and ordered his first 4 “regional” (Vermont/New England ) novels, which I’d discovered in Murom. However, as I began reading Mayor’s books, I felt a strong pull toward reading more about Russia – so I’m simultaneously reading Orlando Figes’ cultural history of Russia, Natasha’s Dance.
A note about Russian history books: I discovered that Figes is considered a very conservative historian. I’m no conservative, but I also don’t want to read left-ish histories, either. I want “the facts” in a readable form. Figes’ great asset is that his books are not only heavily documented, but also incredibly readable. You can’t put them down. Louis and I discussed this problem – and, as he said, most histories will lean one way or the other to varying degrees, but he can recommend some more “balanced” books. So my plan is to finish Natasha’s Dance, then move on to Figes’ A People’s Tragedy (about the revolution), then go on to less decidedly conservative or liberal books. That’s hard because so many straight “histories” can be dreadfully dull, too. My future lifelong quest for readable, but “balanced” histories will continue! I want to know without being “persuaded” about anything – I want to draw my own conclusions.
(Oh, and I did go through that huge box of mail and bills waiting for me to handle! Reality is settling in! And my cable TV bill had gone up, so I called Comcast and threatened to cancel cable – and TV totally – until they negotiated a fairer rate with me, which I accepted. For another 6 months, I’ll have TV, but I may have to give it up as one of my new “retirement economic decisions.” In fact, “after Christmas” is my time to start reviewing my entire economic life and making decisions on how to reduce expenses. So I will have serious decisions to make soon….but not during this holiday!)
Louis left Monday, so I lost my favorite discussion partner. I’ll see him again in January sometime!
Dec. 21 (Tuesday) and Dec. 22 (Wednesday) – Since Louis had left (Monday ), I decided to get my first “Ritz Fix” the next day. The Ritz-3 is Philadelphia’s wonderful 3-theater “arts” cinema, spread over a few blocks, all three of which show great “artsy,” “foreign,” (Russian, too!) and “serious” films. I did a full-day drive into Philly (which I love) for a double feature. The drive is part of the adventure. (On the way, I always stop at a Wawa in Upper Darby to pick up a lunch of carrots, celery, and peanut butter in a plastic cup.) I take the “slow route” in by driving out Route 3 (West Chester Pike ), out pastoral Goshen Road, then through my beloved West Philadelphia. I took a detour over to drive to my old neighborhood in stimulating University City, around fantastic Clark Park, past our “old house” (where Lou still lives)…taking it all in.  Welcome back to Philadelphia! I love the “City of Brotherly Love!” 
 
And another part of this trip is driving back after dark and thrilling at the beautifully lit-up Rittenhouse Square! I look forward to Rittenhouse Square’s lights every holiday season. Rittenhouse Square sort of reminds me, too, of Patriarchs’ Ponds in Moscow – both are beautiful, very comfortable city gathering places surrounded by upscale shops and apartments, peaceful and serene with mothers and baby carriages, students, all kinds of people quietly walking around or sitting on benches.  Seeing Rittenhouse Square made me want to return to Moscow to do a “Bulgakov tour” some summer – a tour of the Patriarchs’ Ponds area, where his masterpiece, The Master and Margarita, takes place…so Rittenhouse Square, which I love, also took me back to Moscow! I’ve got to go back!
 
 I saw “The Black Swan” at the Ritz East and "The King's Speech" at the Ritz 5. “The King’s Speech” is not to be missed; superbly acted, moving, just wonderful. I was disappointed with “The Black Swan,” although superbly acted by Natalie Portman. I would not urge folks not to see it - particularly those who are, like me, ballet lovers. But the film, overall, was too intense, too bloody for me. I had expected it to be more of a crime thriller or mystery – but it’s an intense psychological portrait. On the other hand, "The King's Speech" is a film I can't imagine anyone not absolutely loving. Forget any "political" feelings you might have about the royals - this film is a wonderful and inspiring human drama.
 
I have also driven almost every day out Route 842 to Northbrook Market, eating too many cider donuts (I’m addicted!) with their excellent coffee (also doing some Christmas shopping there); sometimes swinging down to Kennett Square. ( Oh, and I play my favorite Russian rock group, KINO, very LOUDLY as I drive around – and am wearing my great, super-warm, Angora-wool Russian cap every day!) I’ve also driven over to Westtown (Friends) School’s campus (where Louis went to high school ) to see the drastically “remodeled” lake-woods area, also out 926 and then on “old” Route 100 along the Brandywine Creek, all some of my favorite drives – Chester County in all its beauty and glory!
But all I want is snow!!!! All that’s missing is snow!!!
Speaking of beauty and glory, there’s no town lovelier than West Chester! I’ve walked and driven around a lot in this town since I came back – and there’s no more beautiful town anywhere. West Chester is simply beautiful, particularly at Christmas time! Lights and decorations everywhere – it looks like the perfect Christmas town!
But all I want is snow!!!! All that’s missing is snow!!!
I had made a haircut appointment but am undecided about letting my hair grow, or going short again – so cancelled the appointment. I had it cut very short before going to Russia, but it grows very fast…an d I may want to keep it more shoulder-length. Not sure. On Wednesday, I visited my dentist; and we can’t figure out what’s causing the pain I had in Russia…so we’re holding off doing anything about it for now. OK by me – who wants dental work, anyway? But it was nice walking to his office!
Oh, and a very random thing: I’m thrilled that the START treaty passed, not to mention repeal of the “Don’t-Ask-Don’t-Tell” nonsense. I felt so bad when START was threatened, as I was leaving Russia– I mean, how can any reasonable human being object to anything that helps make the world safer? As for DADT, how can any reasonable human being object to giving complete rights to people willing to risk their lives for this country? I was very disappointed that the Dream Act failed – I mean, how can any reasonable human being turn down innocent kids who only want to go to college and/or risk their lives for their country? Welcome back to America! Some good, some bad! I got totally wrapped up in these issues for a few days – I’m back! AND I ordered (from www.cafepress.com ) an Obama/Clinton/2012 bumper sticker! Let the campaign begin, folks – I can’t wait! I am so “pumped” for the next presidential campaign!
Also, planning ahead, I keep reading the daily “[Name]/adorable-dog needs a foster home” e-mails I get from the Mid-Atlantic English Springer Spaniel Rescue (www.maessr.org)….I told them I’d take Charlie if it comes down to “foster or SPCA” – but he’s in North Carolina, so someone closer might take him. Waiting. (MAESSR has relay-car-volunteers set up for interstate transport .) There’s also little “Shadow” here in Pennsylvania – and he had a little Cocker Spaniel friend named “Coco,” both of them dropped off by a family that can no longer keep them. Uh-oh – I took 2 the last time….will I take 2 homeless dogs in again? It’s biting off more to do, but how can I not take one in? It will happen.
Dec. 23 (Thursday) – I did my spontaneous “Chevy Chase Christmas thing,” deciding, on the spur of the moment, on that cold and windy Thursday, to replace all the burned-out lights on trees outside my house; found what I needed on sale at CVS; and spent the day happily lighting up the outside! Now my house looks like my favorite, hilarious Christmas film, “The National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation [with Chevy Chase]” – well, not quite that crazy…but many more lights! And they’re all white lights, so I can burn them all year round – my house will always look like Christmas!
But all I want is snow!!!! All that’s missing is snow!!!
That evening, I spent about 90 minutes Skyping with the amazing Prof. Ron Pope out in Illinois – the man responsible for my going to Murom! Ron founded the American Home cultural center in Vladimir (not far from Murom ) and made the “connection” for me to get to Murom. Ron Pope has done more for world peace than anyone else I know! He has inspired, worked, moved people in so many ways. In addition to Louis, Ron is THE other American here I can talk about Russia with nonstop – who can understand and who really cares. He’s full of ideas for new projects, and he’s helping me get a new focus, which I very much need now that I’m back. I won’t go into our entire conversation now; but suffice it to say, we’re “plotting.” I am thrilled to know Ron, and I look forward to working with him for years to come.
Dec. 24 (Friday) - Christmas Eve - I went over to the Safe Harbor Homeless Shelter for a 6-7:30 a.m. volunteer shift. Then, I made coffee and packed a lunch for a drive west and north to French Creek State Park while listening to my annual Christmas Eve delight, NPR’s broadcast of the BBC’s King’s College “Nine Lessons and Carols” Anglican Christmas Eve service.
Every year for about 10 years or so (since I discovered this broadcast one Christmas Eve while waiting for Louis at a Kennett Square YMCA swim team practice),   I have looked forward to this very peaceful Christmas Eve radio program. And, for some of my friends, you don't have to be a "believer" to enjoy the serenity of this annual BBC broadcast from England on NPR. One thing I like about this annual broadcast is that I’m joining millions of people worldwide, all tuned in to the same program, together . After the program, they interview people who make this service their Christmas every year – even some who travel to England just for this service and often stand outside in the cold for hours just to get into the church! I look forward to it each year, turn off the phone, listen to this alone, sometimes in  my car to eliminate distractions – here’s WHYY’s blurb: 
 
A Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols - Friday, December 24 at 10am - 12pm
Hosted by Michael Barone, this is a live stereo music and spoken-word broadcast from the chapel of King's College in Cambridge, England. The 30-voice King's College Choir performs the legendary Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols service of Biblical readings and music. 1:59:00 length.
 
I decided this year to make the drive up to French Creek State Park, another favorite haunt, timing it with the BBC broadcast. It was perfect – just me in my red Subaru with coffee and lunch and this inspiring, serene service, in what I call “the Cathedral of Tall Trees – the winding roads through tall, bare, brown trees, with golden-brown leaves thick on the ground; with brilliant golden, warm sun and a bright blue sky – my version of stained glass!
 
I watched a lone skater on Hopewell Lake doing some pretty fancy moves to my Christmas choir music (which she couldn’t hear ), then 3 young folks playing ice hockey. And over at Scotts Run Lake, I thought at first that, for the first time ever, I’d see no one fishing, then saw 2 small groups out on the ice apparently doing just that, with their 3 red, white, and blue pickup trucks (no lie ) parked on the bank. I remember years ago Louis and I driving up there, with no snow on the ground in West Chester, and finding, to our delight, not only a snow-covered park (it’s colder there), but also very thick ice on Hopewell Lake and scores of folks doing ice-fishing with little huts  and campfires all over the lake. Louis scared me to death (he was about 8 then) by running out onto the lake – I kept worrying the ice would give way (apparently, though, the thickness was all over the lake ). Then we went hiking in the snowy woods – nothing more refreshing! I must say I missed Russia’s white birch trees, though! Driving up to French Creek has now been added to my Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols tradition! 
 
[Note to self: Spend more time at French Creek in 2011! If any of you ever want to camp there, let me know!]
 
But all I want is snow!!!! All that’s missing is snow!!!
On Christmas Eve evening, I went for another shift at Safe Harbor, 6-9 p.m. 
 
Then I fell asleep laughing uproariously at my favorite Christmas movie, “National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation” (Chevy Chase) on TV.
 
Dec. 25 (Saturday) Christmas Day – (4:45 a.m .) I could not be happier today because of 2 e-mails I just opened at 4:45 a.m.! Both from Russia – one from Elena and Natasha, and the other from my dear, beloved student, Lev Antonov – with photos of him and my other wonderful students (attached). I could not have asked for anything more this Christmas Day. I’m sending out the photos with this diary entry – one is of Lev and the other students (Lev’s on the left); one  just of Lev; and one of me with a wonderful painting one of my students gave me. I just wrote back to everyone to tell them how much I miss and love them. That they thought of me this Christmas Day moved me to tears. 
 
And Lev’s my “Barack Obama” student because he’s the one who wanted to know so much about our politics – and about Barack Obama! I just wrote to tell him how excited I am for the new campaign and about the “Obama/Clinton/2012” bumper sticker I ordered for my car! Lev is a serious student, but also one of the friendliest you’d ever meet – always smiling and welcoming. I also saw another side of Lev once. When Ksenya , Timofey, and some other students and I attended the Moscow pianist’s Liszt concert (see previous diary entry ), Lev showed up, too, separately. I think he said he’d studied music a number of years. He was sitting right in front of me, and I noticed that he was totally absorbed with the concert, at times moving his fingers quietly in time with the music – a very serious, intelligent, and wonderful young man whom I treasure as a friend.
…
 
(9:00 a.m.) I had signed up for the early morning shift again at the homeless shelter, 6-8 a.m. Working there helps put everything in perspective.
 
I drove over in the cold dark of Christmas morning, not listening to Christmas carols, but to my car’s CD player repeatedly booming Viktor Tsoi’s hard-driving rock song (Russian group Kino) “гость” (“The Visitor”), which I love. 
 
I finally had my not-so-seamless reentry moment: The e-mails from Murom this morning made the tears start flowing as I drove to the shelter. I finally cried. I finally realized how much I miss everyone in Russia. I experienced my first wistful sadness. Murom friends, I miss you so much. I’ll be back!
 
The women at the shelter, without knowing, really helped me. I didn’t do much for them, but they helped me. It’s hard to believe sometimes that a town the size of West Chester (only about 17,000 ) can have so many homeless people – the women’s dorm was almost full this morning. I arrived before their wake-up time, and they all gave me a cheerful “Merry Christmas” as they entered the common room from their beds and showers.  They all, no matter their most likely overwhelming problems, gave such brave faces to this Christmas morning. 
 
One of my duties was to monitor the “smoke break” outside – and one of the women told me that I, with my Russian cap and my round rimless glasses “look like Yoko Ono.” Wow! I hadn’t had such a great compliment since someone told me I looked like Helen Mirren! I’m soaring! 
 
And, as we watched a Christmas carol fest on TV, some of them joined in the singing. These homeless women are some of the most courageous people I’ve ever known, and their cheer this morning in the face of all they must deal with gave me courage. Again, I didn’t help them – they helped me.
…
 
I decided to make this final “Russia diary” entry on my favorite day of the year as a kind of closure (don’t like that word, but it works) for my Russian adventure. Christmas, however, is always the beginning of a new year for me, not the end. 
 
This time last Christmas, I could never have dreamed I’d not only go to Russia, but actually live there for 3 months! As I said to myself on the plane on the way back, “If I were to die now, I’d die happy – I’d have no regrets – I’ve done what I wanted to do in my life.” 
 
What I want for the future is this: To make good on that experience, to use it in some way to help improve the relationship between our 2 countries, to help erase past enmity – to help make sure my Russian friends never have to fear our bombs, our guns, our soldiers. That’s why the START treaty was so vital to both our countries to, as President Obama so aptly put it, tpush the “RE-START” button. 
 
One of the readers of this diary just sent this e-mail, which says a lot of what I’m feeling (thanks, Reid):
 
I know that it is not very "Christian" of me to send this out on Christmas day, but...................
 
If you are in Kandahar this Christmas morning wondering if the next bullet has your name on it, what do you think of your Congressmen back home in the comfort of the Capitol whining that they have to work right up to two days before Christmas?  Wondering if they have your back.  They needn't wonder - both Kyl and DeMint not only never served in the military - they both avoided the draft.  They need to live their faith - not just talk about it.
 
Reid, you hit that nail on the head this morning!
 
And, in Ron Pope, I’ve found such a kindred spirit. I want to help him in every way I can to continue his amazing work. Ron, I’m committed. I’m with you! I’ve found out what the rest of my life will be devoted to – and I thank you so much, Ron, for leading me there! 
 
And, again, to those of you in Murom who e-mailed me this Christmas morning – you made my Christmas the happiest one ever! I love you all!
 
Isn’t life grand? I mean, it doesn’t get any better than this, folks!
 
(Even so… all I want is snow!!!! All that’s missing is snow!!! I demand my snow!)
On to 2011! 2010 sure surprised and amazed me – and 2011 will be even better!
 
Merry Christmas!
 
The Beginning
 
PS: It’s flurrying, and they’re predicting snow for tomorrow!
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