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finish it, not even your mother. Nor the 
agent who says by all means, send her 
your manuscript.

Nobody cares. But one. You. You 
care. Desperately.

The clock in your room tells 
the time, each tick as fleeting as a 
heartbeat. You are not getting up 
from your chair. You believe Ron 
Carlson when he said, “The most 
important thing a writer can do after 
completing a sentence is to stay in the 
room … The writer understands that 
to stand up from the desk is to fail.”

You no longer have time to fail. So 
you remain in the chair, pounding 
the keys so you can fuel that late-
blooming fire that is yours and yours 
alone. Because it’s nontransferable, 
it’s perishable.

Time.
As a writer it is all you ask for.
Time to finish. 

“I was not given time to finish!” the Russian writer Isaac Babel was said to 
have shouted as he was whisked away to prison by Stalin’s secret police 
in 1939. Babel was executed at age 45, leaving behind short stories, plays 
and novellas that would fill a thousand pages.

Eighty years later, you are sitting at your desk in Seattle, writing your first 
novel. You are 58, thirteen years older than Babel when he died. What do 
you have to show for it? The answer is laughable: a few essays, short memoir 
pieces, a knock-kneed novel stumbling out of the gate.

Then you wonder, How many are given time to finish?
Consider now your 83-year-old uncle, who passed away from liver cancer. 

He managed to say goodbye to all five children and 21 grandkids who flocked 
to his hospital bed. Lucky man. He was given time to finish.

But then you remember your friend Isabel. She died suddenly, alone in her 
apartment, of a massive heart attack at age 64. She had spent the last decade try-
ing to get her screenplay produced. That dream died with her, because her passion 
was hers alone, like a fire that can’t leap from one human being to another.

As a student of Zen, you once believed that each life lived, no matter how 
short, was a complete life. But this was before you fell, body and soul, down the 
writing well. If death came tomorrow, no way would you be ready! Why? You 
are thinking about all the stories inside you, bubbling in the cauldron of your 
mind, stories waiting to rise to the rim.

When you were a child your mother said you dilly-dallied at just about 
everything. Looking back, you are not proud. All those years spent mucking 
around. Not reading. Not writing. All the time squandered. Now, you read like a 
thirsty dog lapping up all of the craft books about fiction you can get your hands 
on. You read with the eyes of a drunk, guzzling down the great novels of our 
time. You take a flurry of writing classes, unfazed that you are the oldest person 
in the room—older, even, than the instructor.

In the spring you go ziplining in Hawaii for the first time.  You let out a 
silent scream as you dangle like a helpless puppet, terrified, 
700 feet above a ravine. You cling like a madwoman to your 
safety harness. No way you want to die. Yet a few months 
later, you hear that Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdain used 
a scarf and a bathrobe belt, in that order, to end their lives. 
How many even want time to finish? 

Here’s the sorry-ass deal if you are an unknown writer: 
The world is not waiting for your novel. Nobody cares if you 
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wonderful short stories of Isaac Babel.
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5-MINUTE MEMOIR

Time to Finish
BY RENI ROXAS
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