SY SAFRANSKY'S NOTEBOOK

MAYBEINEED TO JOIN A TWELVE-STEP PROGRAM
for people who can’t stop trying to improve themselves. Once
I start setting goals — for eating less, for running more, for
reading all the unread submissions and answering all the un-
answered mail — I just keep going until my list is as grandiose
as George W. Bush’s plans to remake the Middle East.

THE HOUSE THE FOUNDERS BUILT IS STILL STAND-
ing, but there are cracks in the foundation, broken windows

everywhere, and no more room to stack the dead. Let’s face it:

the house wasn’t designed to accommodate hundreds of thou-
sands of dead Iraqis and millions of dead Vietnamese, not to

mention the ghosts of all the Native Americans and enslaved

Africans who haunt the upstairs halls. I hear that plans are

underway for a new wing with early-American accents, sur-
rounded by a charming stone wall topped with stainless-steel

razor wire that glints in the noonday sun.

CARLO PETRINI, THE ITALIAN JOURNALIST WHO
inspired the slow-food movement, said recently that he was
dismayed by the grimness of his comrades on the Left. “Those
who suffer for others do more damage to humanity than those
who enjoy themselves,” Petrini suggested. “Pleasure is a way
of being at one with yourself and others.” Well, slow food
may be the best way to defend the planet’s biological and
cultural diversity, but not if I'm the one waiting to be served.
Our meal last night was delicious, and it couldn’t have been
more authentic: the elderly Italian couple who ran the small,
make-everything-from-scratch restaurant looked as if they’d
been cooking — and bickering with each other — since the
beginning of time. But after waiting nearly an hour for our
food to arrive, all I could think was that I was grateful T hadn’t
ordered the risotto, which, our waiter had advised us, would
have taken a little longer.

IF I SIT HERE WAITING FOR THE PERFECT SEN-
tence to show up, I've got a long wait ahead of me. Maybe the

perfect sentence doesn’t want me to wait. Maybe the perfect

sentence is tired of one-night stands with writers who fall in

love too easily, who can’t be trusted to stick around when the

perfect sentence turns out to be not so perfect after all.

I WAS THINKING ABOUT GOD WHEN I WENT WALK-
ing in the woods this morning. I was thinking that God prob-
ably doesn't care that I can’t define Him. Or Her. Or It. Maybe
to God all my words are like the leaves that drift to earth this
time of year. Does it matter to God which way the wind blows
the leaves or in which direction they point when they hit the
ground? Does it matter to God how many poets have written
odes to autumn? Does God keep track of the poems? Of the
leaves? I stopped thinking about God when I saw a deer in a
clearing. Our eyes met. Then I took another step, and the deer
leapt away.

HOW MANY TIMES HAVE I PRAYED TO SEE GOD?
How many times have my prayers been answered? Still I'm
unconvinced. When the bush burst into flames, didn’t I turn
on the radio to see if it made the news? Didn’t I check the mir-
ror to see if my beard was singed?

A READER RELATED THIS STORY: WHILE DRIVING
to work one day, she heard her Aunt Clara, who'd been dead
for twenty-five years, tell her to hit the brakes. A moment later,
a truck ran a stoplight and barreled through the intersection
she’d been approaching. She pulled over to the side of the road,
shaken and amazed. To her aunt, she said, “Talk to me.” Her
aunt replied, “I'm not here for your distraction.”

GOD ARRIVES IN A SLEEK ITALIAN SPORTS CAR WITH
doors that open like wings. Go ahead, God says, tossing me the
keys. Take it for a spin. But where could I go in a car like that?
Strangers would stare. Friends would shake their heads and
think I'd sold out. Sorry, I tell God. That’s not the car for me.

SO MANY WAYS TO SAY THE NAME OF GOD. SO MANY
arguments about which wine goes with which pronunciation.

NORMA AND I ARE PASSENGERS ON THE TITANIC.
One of our cats is in the cabin with us; the other is lost some-
where below deck. I search everywhere but can'’t find her. When
I awake from my dream to find both cats curled up beside me,
I'm overjoyed. Then I close my eyes, fall back to sleep, and find
myself once again in our snug little cabin on the safest ship in
the world. Norma looks frightened. I ask what’s wrong. She
says she’s just had a terrifying premonition: the ship will hit an
iceberg, bury its nose beneath the waves, and sink. But that’s
impossible, I assure her.

AM I READY TO SURRENDER — OR DO I NEED TO
crunch the numbers again? Just what is it about this world of
illusion I still need to understand? The writer Satish Kumar
tells of a man being chased by a wild elephant. The man climbs
a tree and gets hold of a branch, but the elephant grabs the
tree with his trunk and starts to shake it. Then, suddenly, the
man is attacked by bees from a hive just above his head. But
even as he’s being stung, a few drops of honey trickle into his
mouth, and the honey is deliciously sweet. He’s savoring the
taste when an angel flies by. The angel asks the man if he wants
to be rescued. “Yes,” the man says, “but can you wait until I get
this next drop of honey? It’s coming. See it coming? Just wait. ..
The angel flies away. The man shouts after the angel, “But it’s
coming. Wait. I'll go with you after this drop.”

q

NOT MUCH HAPPENED YESTERDAY. THE SUN SET IN
the west after rising in the east. Job took it on the chin, as always.
Narcissus, absorbed in his reflection, didn’t move an inch.
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