SY SAFRANSKY'S NOTEBOOK

I CAN PRETEND THAT ADORING NORMA IS THE
same as loving her — until she does something that isn’t so
adorable. Then I'm reminded it’s an illusion I adore. Do I adore
the illusion more than I love Norma?

LOVE DOESN’T MIND GIVING THE SAME LECTURE
again and again. Love wants me to get it right. Love won’t
change a “fail” to a “pass” because the dog ate my homework.
Love respects me even when I don’t respect myself.

IT DOESN’T FEEL RIGHT FOR NORMA NOT TO BE
here tonight. It never does. But I'm a modern man, married
to a modern woman: she drives to the airport, gets on a plane,
and flies to a city hundreds of miles away. It all seems so
matter-of-fact, so mundane, but not to the one inside, my inner
Republican, who wants his wife home every night because his
mother was home every night; who longs for a time when the
planets revolved around the sun in an orderly fashion and the
moon kept its dark side hidden. The one inside says goodbye
to his wife, then wants to invade another country.

WHEN I WOKE UP, I FELT AS IF SOMEONE HAD
driven a spear into me. In my dream, Norma had fallen in love
with another man. I saw my conqueror; he had a kind, intel-
ligent face. It all happened so quickly: My village in ruins. My
heart aflame.

IF I WERE LOST, UTTERLY LOST, IN A WORLD THAT
made no sense to me, would I admit it? Perhaps, as the panic
rose, I'd pretend that everything was going well. Perhaps I'd
keep drinking my coffee and reading my newspaper and no-
ticing the women walking by. Perhaps I'd fall in love with one
of them, get married, have children. Perhaps I'd insist, There’s
no reason to panic.

LONELINESS IS HERE. SHE DROVE ALL NIGHT, SHE
says, stopping only for coffee and cigarettes. She had nowhere
else to go, she says. What difference does it make if my dead
mother told her to say that or if it was something she read in
Psychology Today? Calling her a liar never gets me anywhere.
She takes off her coat, tosses it on a chair, then curls up on the
sofa as if she belonged here, as if I have nothing better to do
than to sit beside her tonight, just the two of us.

LEONARD COHEN’S ZEN TEACHER TOLD HIM, “THE
older you get, the lonelier you become, and the deeper love
you need.”

I'M FIFTY-NINE. BY THIS AGE, I THOUGHT IT WOULD
be easier, that there might be some kind of peace dividend. But
in the slums of my sexual imagination, the fighting still rages.
As my troops move another barricade into place, a woman steps
from the shadows. She smiles coyly as she slips off her dress

and lets it drop like a promise she never meant to keep.

UNDERNEATH THESE CLOTHES, I'M NAKED. UN-
derneath these thoughts, who am I?

AM I REALLY CLOSER TO GOD WHEN I MEDITATE
than when I masturbate? What if, while I meditate, I day-
dream about sex? What if, while I masturbate, I remember
that the woman in my imagination is God in one of her infi-
nite disguises?

GOD: THAT HOLY WORD, THAT DIRTY WORD, THAT
word we kill and die for.

SAINT AUGUSTINE: “I KNOW WHAT GOD IS AS LONG
as you don’t ask me.”

IT’S NOT JUST NORMA I’'M MARRIED TO, AFTER
all. 'm married to loneliness. I'm married to fear. 'm mar-
ried to desire. I'm a devoted husband. I treat each of my wives
with respect.

THE PLAYWRIGHT ARTHUR MILLER IS EIGHTY-NINE
and has a thirty-four-year-old girlfriend. He met her shortly
after the death of his third wife, to whom he was married
for forty years. “I like the company of women,” he told an in-
terviewer recently. “Women are livelier than men and more
interested in people. Men get abstract with their ideas.” The
interviewer asked why a man his age would saddle himself
with a new relationship and “the inevitable host of accompa-
nying demands.” Wouldn't it be easier just to call up friends
when he wanted company? “Not if they’re dead,” Miller replied.
“Then it takes longer.”

I STILL IMAGINE THERE’S A WAY TO AVOID SUFFER-
ing: if only I meditated more conscientiously; if only I flossed
more regularly. Then I recall the wonderful Buddhist saying:

“Ah, the joy to remember there is no happiness to be found in
this world.”

DISGUISED AS THE RISING SUN, GOD WAVED TO
me. Having lost patience with these cat-and-mouse games, I
pretended not to notice. Last night God must have been hid-
ing in the bedroom, because when I made love with Norma
and cried his name out, God answered, and for a moment
I believed again. Then, heart pounding, I searched for him
— under the bed, everywhere.

THE MAN WHO THIRSTS FOR WATER WILL STILL BE
wild with thirst no matter how much he’s admired, no matter
how beautiful his surroundings, no matter how understand-
ing his wife is. On his wall is a painting of a stream. He gets
up. He straightens it.
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