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Springfield, VA – We are all now well into the third year of the COVID pandemic.  It is currently unclear if we are soon going to emerge from the woods, or if a new variant will soon raise its head somewhere in the world and quickly spread over Earth.  If the brief time frame from the Omicron variant emerging in South Africa and reaching my home in Virginia is a valid indicator, the spread can be dishearteningly rapid – and lethal. 
What has developed during these past two + years of COVID is a set of human behaviors that can only be described as Pavlovian responses.  We are now collectively conditioned to exhibit certain forms of interaction which seem to be nearly universal and counter to previous social norms.  For example, as I do my daily walks through our suburban neighborhood, I can no longer share a sidewalk with an approaching person.  Even though I no longer attempt to be the first to jump sideways off the sidewalk into the street to provide six feet of separation, I continue to meet approaching strangers who still immediately bound off the sidewalk to provide that separation.  It is as if passing (in an open outside environment) within a lesser distance will condemn both of us to COVID hell and/or certain death.   Very few of us did this dance pre-COVID.  We were told to do it, and it has stuck.
Another learned behavior is to avoid handshakes.  In church last week, as I put forth my right hand to greet a long-term friend with a handshake, he recoiled as if my hand was a dagger, stepped back at least two paces, and slowly put out his fist for a bump.  I have had others offer their elbow.  My new reaction is to decline these bumps or touches or whatever and simply offer a “Good to see you” with a smile. I don’t like bumps.  At a luncheon at this same church, our seats around a circular table are now widely spaced so that most of the conversation is either a shout or a smile.  Dialogue has been stifiled.
And masks….the charade and virtue-signally continues in force, at least here in northern Virginia.  At the supermarket today, I was one of maybe three other patrons who chose not to wear a mask, although they are no longer required for those of us who have been “fully” COVID-vaccinated.  Most of the masks were either designer cloth or the inexpensive types – both of which have been shown to provide little, if any, protection against this virus.  But most still seem to wear them and even give a glance of obvious disapproval to the unclothed.
I teach a Physics class for nine students, all teens.  Because we use classrooms belonging to the above-mentioned church, we are required to all wear N-95 masks.   I realized today that I had never seen the faces of my students and that they also had not seen each other unmasked.  So…when I took them outside for a demonstration involving heat transfer, I directed them to stand apart and take off their masks in order to look at each other and at me.  There was almost an audible gasp as each of us immediately were shocked by how different our appearance is without the masks.  We were totally “different.”  One student exclaimed, ‘Oh my God, Mr. Linz has a beard!”    My first reaction was to realize that the shape of chins does contribute greatly to one’s appearance.  It was a revelation.  We had been together since mid-October and, for the first time, learned what the rest looked like sans mask.  
It will be interesting to see how long the majority of Americans will continue these COVID precautions.  It appears that there is a political component involved.  If you lean to the left in politics, there is more of an acceptance of the COVID restrictions, while those favoring conservative views are more eager to return to their former, untethered  lives.  Sooner or later there will be, I hope, a realization by all that life, as we knew it prior to the pandemic, must go on.  We will still, of course, be living in a dangerous world where a virus of some form can strike us down, and even kill us.  It will be a risk, not unlike those we currently take every time we hop into our cars to venture onto highways.   A cardiologist recently advised me, in view of my being  immunosuppressed,  to continue to wear a mask “for the rest of your life.”  I replied with a smile, a thank you, and then several profanities suggesting in no uncertain terms that I have no such intentions. 
To paraphrase Foster and Kristofferson’s great tune….Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to mask…and I want that freedom…now. 
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