SY SAFRANSKY' S NOTEBOOK

MY HANDS ARE COLD THIS MORNING. THEY'D RATHER
be in bed with Norma than wrapped around this pen — but
then the pen would be cold, and this page empty. Better an
empty bed than an empty page, I tell myself, as if the gods will
be impressed by my little sacrifice. I agree with Woody Allen
that 8o percent of success is just showing up. But what about
the other 20 percent? I sit here, waiting for inspiration to arrive.
Sometimes she does, and sometimes she doesn’t. Sometimes
she sleeps late and lets me struggle on my own.

INSPIRATION ISN’T A CANDIDATE WHO TELLS ME
whatever I want to hear. Inspiration doesn’t offer a money-back
guarantee. Inspiration won't be hailed like a taxi at rush hour
or sitaround patiently while I return my calls. When I climbed
out on the ledge and stood there trembling, Inspiration didn’t
care whether I was bluffing or really meant it.

HOW MUCH I GOT DONE YESTERDAY. BUT IT WASN'T
enough to keep the ice caps from melting. It wasn’t enough to
keep my president from lying. This morning, instead of getting
up early, I turned off the alarm and dropped back to sleep like
a stone. I rolled down the long hill of time — a stone without
a name, without a briefcase, without a list of things to do. I
rolled past all the words I've written and all the words I haven't
written; past all my dear friends who are still living and all my
dearly departed friends who are still dead. I rolled past all my
plans for a better tomorrow — back to a time before America
was even a gleam in the eye of the Founding Fathers; back to a
time before Western civilization heaved itself out of the water,
stood up straight, and started making headlines.

“LEARN TO DIE EVERY DAY,” THE SAGES SAY. THAT’S
hard to do, and so is writing: memorizing the alphabet; learn-
ing the ten thousand names for things; accepting that every
sentence, no matter how glorious and full of promise at the
beginning, ends.

ANNIE DILLARD: “WRITE AS IF YOU WERE DYING.
At the same time, assume you write for an audience consist-
ing solely of terminal patients. That is, after all, the case. What
would you begin writing if you knew you would die soon?
What could you say to a dying person that would not enrage
by its triviality?”

I COULDN’T SLEEP LAST NIGHT. TOO MUCH COFFEE.
Too much thunder and lightning. Norma loves thunderstorms,
but I'm unable to sleep through them. I feel as if I'm being
disrespectful to an angry Father: God pounding his fist on
the table, the original shock and awe. So I got up and read

manuscripts for a while, and struggled to decide whether to
accept any of them, and probably stirred some bad dreams
for writers who'd hoped for a different outcome. Since The
Sun receives nearly a thousand submissions a month, I've had
to learn numerous ways to say 7o, the way Eskimos have so
many words for snow. I try to be kind, but there’s no deny-
ing the blast of Arctic air a writer must feel when she finds
another rejection note in the mail. Maybe she’s used to this
kind of weather by now, or maybe her mouth tightens and her
eyes well up. I started The Sun in order to relieve, not create,
suffering. But it’s impossible to publish the magazine without
disappointing thousands of writers year after year. Then again,
I remind myself, every yes in our lives rises from the ashes of
innumerable nos: we move to this town, not that town; bring
home the brown puppy from the pound, not the black one.
Even the soldier surrounded by enemies raises his rifle and
takes aim at just one. Finally I turned off the lamp and tried
to get back to sleep, wondering whether a writer somewhere
was dreaming of white envelopes falling from a winter sky.
Which one would she open first? That, she thinks, is what she
hates the most: having to decide.

AN AUTHOR WHOSE WORK I'VE OFTEN PUBLISHED
(and just as often rejected) writes: “My cousin might send you
something and use my name. I told him that using my name
wouldn’t make a particle of difference, because Jesus Christ
himself could submit and you'd quibble about the ending.”

HAVE I LEARNED TO STOP COMPLAINING AND BE
grateful for everything? Not by a long shot. But I'm not com-
plaining! I promise not to blame anyone tonight for the pain
of living: not my wife for being out of town again, nor my
mother for being dead twelve years; not the darkness for mak-
ing it hard to see.

I RARELY TALK IN MY SLEEP, BUT IN THE MIDDLE
of the night my voice woke me: “This is the Mystery,” it said.
Then, more emphatically, “This is the Mystery.” And suddenly
I was awake. And for a shimmering moment I understood:
The Mystery isn’t waiting to reveal itself until after I become
enlightened or, barring that unlikely possibility, after I die.
The Mystery isn’t out there somewhere, millions of light-years
away. Nor is it two feet to the left of me or two feet to the right.
Then, this morning, I came across these words by Ramana Ma-
harshi: “God’s grace is the beginning, the middle, and the end.
When you pray for God’s grace, you are like someone standing
neck deep in water and yet crying for water. It is like saying
that someone neck deep in water feels thirsty or that a fish in
water feels thirsty or that water feels thirsty.”

April 2006 m The Sun 47



