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one of the fat men finally says by way of welcome, and the blonde
stands up, arches one foot and dips it in the pool, looking all the
while at the cabafia where Baby Pignatari is talking on the tele-
phone. That is all there is to that, except that several years later I
saw the blonde coming out of Saks Fifth Avenue in New York with
her California complexion and a voluminous mink coat. In the
harsh wind that day she looked old and irrevocably tired to me,
and even the skins in the mink coat were not worked the way they
were doing them that year, not the way she would have wanted
them done, and there is the point of the story. For a while after
that I did not like to look in the mirror, and my eyes would
skim the newspapers and pick out only the deaths, the cancer vic-
tims, the premature coronaries, the suicides, and I stopped riding
the Lexington Avenue IRT because I noticed for the first time that
all the strangers I had seen for years—the man with the seeing-
eye dog, the spinster who read the classified pages every day, the
fat girl who always got off with me at Grand Central — looked
older than they once had.

It all comes back. Even that recipe for sauerkraut: even that
brings it back. I was on Fire Island when I first made that sauer-
kraut, and it was raining, and we drank a lot of bourbon and ate
the sauerkraut and went to bed at ten, and I listened to the rain
and the Atlantic and felt safe. I made the sauerkraut again last

night and it did not make me feel any safer, but that is, as they say,
another story.

For Discussion and Writing

1. List the different possible reasons for keeping a notebook mentioned
by Didion.

2. What larger point does Didion make by writing about the process she
follows in keeping her notebooks?

3. Compare “On Keeping a Notebook” and James Baldwin’s “Notes of a
Native Son” (p. 39) as examples of personal essays. How do Didion
and Baldwin use stories of their experiences to think not just about
their own lives but also about the way people live generally?

- Write a letter from yourself at a younger age to yourself today, and
then write a letter back to your younger self. Reflect on the exchange.

If you were to meet your younger self now, what would you think, and
vice versa?

ANNIE DILLARD
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