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Raymond Carver (19381983

Raymond Carver built a reputation as a master of the contemporary short
story that was still growing at the end of his life, which came prematurely
after a long struggle with cancer. A native of Clatskanie, Oregon, Carver
worked at a number of unskilled jobs in his early years. Married and the
father of two before be was twenty, he knew the working class more inti-
mately than have most American writers. Carver worked bis way through
Humboldt State College (now the University of California~Humboldt)
and, like many major figures in contemporary American writing, was a
graduate of the Writers’ Workshop of the University of Iowa. Carver's
publishing career is bracketed by collections of poetry; his earliest publica-
tions were poems, and A New Path to the Waterfall appeared posthu-
mously in 1989, The compression of language he learned as a poet may in
part account for the lean quality of his prose, which has been called, per-
haps unfairly and inaccurately, “minimalist.” Carver’s last years were
spent with his second wife, poet Tess Gallagher, and he taught at a number
of universities. His personal victory over alcoholism paralleled the remark.-
able triumphs of bis final years, which included receipt of a prestigious
MacArthur Foundation Fellowship. Where 'm Calling From: New and Se-
lected Stories was prepared by Carver shortly before bis death and ap-
beared in 1988, and Call If You Need Me, a volume of his uncollected sto-
ries and prose, was published in 2001. Several Carver stories were filmed
by Robert Altman in bis 1993 movie Short Cuts.
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This blind man, an old friend of my wife’s, he was on his way to spend
the night. His wife had died. So he was visiting the dead wife’s relatives
in Connecticut. He called my wife from his in-laws’, Arrangements
were made. He would come by train, a five-hour trip, and my wife
would meet him at the station. She hadn’t seen him since she worked
for him one summer in Seattle ten years ago. But she and the blind man
had kept in touch. They made tapes and mailed them back and forth. I
wasn’t enthusiastic about his visit. He was no one I knew. And his be-
ing blind bothered me. My idea of blindness came from the movies. In
the movies, the blind moved slowly and never laughed. Sometimes they
were led by seeing-eye dogs. A blind man in my. house was not some-
thing I looked forward to.

That summer in Seattle she had needed a job. She didn’t have any
money. The man she was 80ing to marry at the end of the summer
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was in officers’ training school. He didn’t have any money, either. Bl’lt
she was in love with the guy, and he was in love with her, etc. She d
seen something in the paper: HELP—Reading to BIim{ Man, and a tele-
phone number. She phoned and went over, was hired on the spot.
She’d worked with this blind man all summer. She re:-ad stuff to hm_l,
case studies, reports, that sort of thing. She helped him organize his
little office in the county social-service department. They’d become
good friends, my wife and the blind man. How do I know these
things? She told me. And she told me something else. On her last day
in the office, the blind man asked if he could touch her face. She
agreed to this. She told me he touched his fingers to every part 9f her
face, her nose—even her neck! She never forgot it. S!le even tried to
write a poem about it. She was always trying to write a poem. She
wrote a poem or two every year, usually after something really impor-
tant had happened to her.
When we first started going out together, she showed me the poem.
In the poem, she recalled his fingers and the way they had moved
around over her face. In the poem, she talked about what she'had felt
at the time, about what went through her mind whcx} the blind man
touched her nose and lips. I can remember I didn’t think much of the
poem. Of course, I didn’t tell her that. Maybe I just don’F understand
poetry. I admit it’s not the first thing I reach for when I pick up some-
thing to read. X
Anyway, this man who'd first enjoyed her favorsf the officer-to-be,
he’d been her childhood sweetheart. So okay. I’'m saying that at the eqd
of the summer she let the blind man run his hands over her face, said
good-bye to him, married her childhood sweetheart etc., who was no:w
a commissioned officer, and she moved away from Seattle. But they d
kept in touch, she and the blind man. She made che.ﬁrst contact a’ftcr a
year or so. She called him up one night from an Air Force base in Al-
abama. She wanted to talk. They talked. He asked her to send a tape
and tell him about her life. She did this. She sent the tape. Qn the tape,
she told the blind man about her husband and about their life together
in the military. She told the blind man she loved .her husband but she
didn’t like it where they lived and she didn’t like it that he’was part of
the military-industrial thing. She told the blind man she’d written a
poem and he was in it. She told him that she was writing a poem a,bout
what it was like to be an Air Force officer’s wife. The poem wasn’t fin-
ished yet. She was still writing it. The blind man made a tap'e.,He sent
her the tape. She made a tape. This went on for years. My wife’s officer
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was posted to one base and then another. She sent tapes from Moody
AFB, McGuire, McConnell, and finally Travis, near Sacramento, where
one night she got to feeling lonely and cut off from people she kept los-
ing in that moving-around life. She got to feeling she couldn’t go it an-
other step. She went in and swallowed all the pills and capsules in the
medicine chest and washed them down with a bottle of gin. Then she
got into a hot bath and passed out.
But instead of dying, she got sick. She threw up. Her officer—why
should he have a name? he was the childhood sweetheart, and what
more does he want?>—came home from somewhere, found her, and
called the ambulance. In time, she pur it all on a tape and sent the tape
to the blind man, Over the years, she put all kinds of stuff on tapes and
sent the tapes off lickety-split. Next to writing a poem every year, 1
think it was her chief means of recreation. On one tape, she told the
blind man she’d decided to live away from her officer for a time. On
another tape, she told him about her divorce. She and 1 began going
out, and of course she told her blind man abour it. She told him every-
thing, or so it seemed to me. Once she asked me if I'd like to hear the
latest tape from the blind man. This was a year ago. I was on the tape,
she said. So I said okay, I'd listen to it. I got us drinks and we sertled
down in the living room. We made ready to listen. First she inserted the
tape into the player and adjusted a couple of dials. Then she pushed a
lever. The tape squeaked and someone began to talk in this loud voice.
She lowered the volume. After a few minutes of harmless chitchat, 1
heard my own name in the mouth of this stranger, this blind man I did-
n’t even know! And then this: “From all you've said about him, I can
only conclude—" But we were interrupted, a knock at the door, some-
thing, and we didn’t ever ger back to the tape. Maybe it was just as
well. I'd heard all I wanted to.

Now this same blind man was coming to sleep in my house.

“Maybe I could take him bowling,” I said to my wife. She was at
the draining board doing scalloped potatoes. She put down the knife
she was using and turned around.

“If you love me,” she said, “you can do this for me. If you don’t love
me, okay. But if you had a friend, any friend, and the friend came to
visit, I'd make him feel comfortable.” She wiped her hands with the dish
towel.

“I don’t have any blind friends,” I said.

“You don’t have any friends,” she said. “Period. Besides,” she said,
“goddamn it, his wife’s just died! Don’t you understand that? The
man’s lost his wife!”
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I didn’t answer. She’d told me a little about the blind man’s wife.
Her name was Beulah. Beutah! That’s a name for a colored woman.

“Was his wife a Negro?” I asked. ‘ )

“Are you crazy?” my wife said. “Hz!ve you just flipped or som;:-
thing?” She picked up a potato. I saw it hit the floor, then roll”under the
stove. “What’s wrong with you?” she said. “Are you drunk?

“I’m just asking,” 1 said. '

Rligl:t'utﬁen mygwife filled me in with more deta_:l than’l cared to
know. I made a drink and sat at the kitchen table to listen. Pieces of the

an to fall into place. .
Storgel;fagh had gone to vo;:ork for the blind man the summer szter my “}faf;
had stopped working for him. Pretty soon Beulah.and the b}md man
themselves a church wedding. It was a little wedding—who’d want to go
to such a wedding in the first place?>—just the two of tl_1em_, plus che minis-
ter and the minister’s wife. But it was a church wedding just the same. It
was what Beulah had wanted, he’d said. But even then Bel.llah must have
been carrying the cancer in her glands. After they had been mseparal.)le for
eight years—my wife’s word, inseparable—Beulah’s h.ealth went .mtc;) a
rapid decline. She died in a Seattle hospital room, the blind man sitting e‘;
side the bed and holding on to her hand. They’d married, hyed an
worked together, slept together—had sex, sure—and then the blind mag
had to bury her. All this without his having ever seen what thf: godc!amr;el
woman looked like. It was beyond my understanding. Hearing thls_, I fele
sorry for the blind man for a little bit. And then I found myself thmk::;g
what a pitiful life this woman must have led. Imagine a woman who co
never see herself as she was seen in the eyes of her loved one. A woman
who could go on day after day and never receive the smaliest compliment
from her beloved. A woman whose husband could never read the exprelsci
sion on her face, be it misery or something better. Someope who cou

wear makeup or not—what difference to him?. She ciou.ld, if she w?ntcct,
wear green eye-shadow around one eye, a straight pin in her x_mstnl, yeh -
low slacks, and purple shoes, no matter. And then to slip f)ff into deaf R
the blind man’s hand on her hand, his blin_d eyes streaming tears—I'm
imagining now—nher last thought maybe this: that he never even knlc:\,fvt
what she looked like, and she on an express to the grave. Robe{r was le
with a small insurance policy and a half of a twenty-peso Mexncan coin.
The other half of the coin went into the box with her. Pathetic. .
So when the time rolled around, my wife went to the- depot to pick
him up. With nothing to do but wait—sure, I blamed him for tha.t-l
was having a drink and watching the TV when I heard the car pull into
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the drive. I got up from the sofa with my drink and went to the win-
dow to have a look.

I saw my wife laughing as she parked the car. I saw her get out of
the car and shut the door. She was still wearing a smile. Just amazing,
She went around to the other side of the car to where the blind man
was already starting to get out. This blind man, feature this, he was
wearing a full beard! A beard on a blind man! Too much, I say. The
blind man reached into the backseat and dragged out a suitcase. My
wife took his arm, shut the car door, and, talking all the way, moved
him down the drive and then up the steps to the front porch. I turned
off the TV. I finished my drink, rinsed the glass, dried my hands. Then
I went to the door.

My wife said, “I want you to meer Robert. Robert, this is my hus-
band. I've told you all about him.” She was beaming. She had this
blind man by his coat sleeve.

The blind man let go of his suitcase and up came his hand.

I took it. He squeezed hard, held my hand, and then he let it 80.

“I feel like we’ve already met,” he boomed.

“Likewise,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. Then I said,
“Welcome. I've heard a lot about you.” We began to move then, a little
group, from the porch into the living room, my wife guiding him by the
arm. The blind man was carrying his suitcase in his other hand. My
wife said things like, “To your left here, Robert. That's right. Now
watch it, there’s a chair. That’s it. Sit down right here. This is the sofa.

We just bought this sofa two weeks ago.” '

I started to say something about the old sofa. I'd liked that old sofa.
But I didn’t say anything. Then I wanted to say something else, small-
talk, abour the scenic ride along the Hudson. How going to0 New York,
you should sit on the right-hand side of the train, and coming from
New York, the left-hand side.

“Did you have a good train ride?” I said. “Which side of the train
did you sit on, by the way?”

“What a question, which side!” my wife said. “What’s it matter
which side?” she said.

“I just asked,” I said.

“Right side,” the blind man said. “I hadn’t been on a train in nearly
forty years. Not since I was a kid. With my folks. That’s been a long
time. I'd nearly forgotten the sensation. I have winter in my beard

now,” he said. “So I’ve been told, anyway. Do [ look distinguished, my
dear?” the blind man said to my wife.
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“You look di('stinguished, Robert,” she said. “Robert,” she said.
“ it’s just so good to see you.” ‘ .
R(;\l/)l‘;ti:ril;es flinally took her eyes off the blind man and looked at me I
had the feeling she didn’t like what she saw. 1 shrugfi::d. < blind. This
I've never met, or personally known, anyone who wa » ,;.houl.
blind man was late forties, a heavy-set, balding man with st(l)oi 2d shour
ders, as if he carried a great weight there. He wore browarll [ :Lcad’this e
shoe’s a light-brown shirt, a tie, a sports coat. Spiffy. He 2 sci Y
bcard’ But he didn’t use a cane and he didn’ wear dark glass I.wished
ways .thought dark glasses were a must for the_ blind. Fact \l)va’s, wished
he zad a pair. At first glance, his eyes looked like ax;yon:.h else s_rt(:)); I;m‘:h
i . hing different about them. :
if you looked close, there was somet fecent abaut Cremm, o e
ite in the iris, for one thing, and the pupils se ;
t“}lxl::)cul:etsewithout his knowing it or being able to Zt(l-)ll‘)s ti:e;ﬁiez\tsh :
i il turn in toward hi
stared at his face, I saw the left pupi oward his while the
i y an effort,
de an effort to keep in one place. But it w ly an
Sht:te Z;::a was on the roam without his knowing it or wantmg? ltv;O l}i:ve .
I said, “Let me get you a drink. What’s your pleasure? We

i rything. It’s one of our pastimes.” o
lml?‘gtfxl:vi’m a Sgcomh man myself,” he said fast enough in this big

voice. .
“Right,” I said. Bub! “Sure you are. I kficw " .
H}?:ﬁ?ttilis fingers touch his suitcase, which was sitting ;longsnde the

sofa. He was taking his bearings. I didn’t bl§fl11e h:lm for that.

“r that up to your room,” my wife sai d.
“}\Ilz)n;?::’s fine . the blind man said loudly. “It can go up whenlI
? >
o up.” o
® “pA lictle water with the Scotch?” I said.
“Very little,” he said.
“ it,” 1 said. . o
l-}eks:z:lv l“’Just a tad. The Irish actor, Barry Firzgerald? I'm like that

. . ke
fellow. When I drink water, Fitzgerald said, I drink we;teg Whenbi ;i;gmh t
ke ek whsker My e i and o v
i der his beard. He lifted his beard :
his ;I:l?c(ll tlllll: rl:'links, three big glasses of Scotch with a spla;h otf g:tbzr[g;
each. Then we made ourselves comfortable and talkedC a oucdcut s
travéls. First the long flight from the West Coast to ngk‘:; * an(;thcr
covered that. Then from Connecticut up here by train. We
i ing that leg of the trip. - o
drmlkri;zc:mﬁlﬁa h:ving read somewhere that the blml:i dl-l;dn t :ﬁ;:l;e
because, as speculation had it, they couldn’t see the smoke they e .
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I thought I knew that much and that much only about blind people. But
this blind man smoked his cigarette down to the nubbin and then lit an-
other one. This blind man filled his ashtray and my wife emptied it.

When we sat down at the table for dinner, we had another drink.
My wife heaped Robert’s plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes,
green beans. I burtered him up two slices of bread, I'said, “Here’s bread
and butter for you.” I swallowed some of my drink. “Now let us pray,”
I said, and the blind man lowered his head. My wife looked at me, her
mouth agape. “Pray the phone won'’t ring and the food doesn’t get
cold,” I said.

We dug in. We ate everything there was to ear on the table. We ate
like there was no tomorrow. We didn’t talk. We ate. We scarfed. We
grazed that table. We were into serious cating. The blind man had right
away located his foods, he knew just where everything was on his
plate. I watched with admiration as he used his knife and fork on the
meat. He’d cut two pieces of meat, fork the meat into his mouth, and
then go all out for the scalloped potatoes, the beans next, and then he’d
tear off a hunk of buttered bread and eat that. He’d follow this up with
a big drink of milk. It didn’t seem to bother him to use his fingers once
in a while, either.

We finished everything, including half a strawberry pie. For a few
moments, we sat as if stunned. Sweat beaded on our faces, Finally, we
got up from the table and left the dirty plates. We didn’t look back. We

“took ourselves into the living room and sank into our places again.

Robert and my wife sat on the sofa. I took the big chair. We had us two
or three more drinks while they talked about the major things that had
come to pass for them in the past ten years. For the most part, I just lis-
tened. Now and then I joined in. I didn’t want him to think I'd left the
room, and I didn’t want her to think I was feeling left out. They talked
of things that had happened to them—to them!—these past ten years. I
waited in vain to hear my name on my wife’s sweet lips: “And then my
dear husband came into my life”—something like that. But I heard
nothing of the sort. More talk of Robert. Robert had done a little of
everything, it seemed, a regular blind jack-of-all-trades. But most re-
cently he and his wife had had an Amway distributorship, from which,
I gathered, they’d earned their living, such as it was. The blind man

-was also a ham radio operator. He talked in his loud voice about con-

versations he’d had with fellow operators in Guam, in the Philippines,
in Alaska, and even in Tahiti. He said he’d have a lot of friends there if
he ever wanted to 80 visit those places. From time to time, he’d turn his
blind face toward me, put his hand under his beard, ask me something.
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How long had I been in my present positior_l? (Three years.) Dith lik?
my work? (I didn’t.) Was I going to stay Wlth it? (What werelt etotf)
tions?) Finally, when I thought he was beginning to run down, I got up
the TV. .
andl\:ryr r:’ijf: rllooked at me with irritation. She was heading to“}rlard a
boil. Then she looked at the blind man and said, “Robert, do you have a
>”
Tv:rhe blind man said, “My dear, I have two TVs. 1 h_ave a coll:)r 15:;
and a black-and-white thing, an old relic. It’s funny, but if I wurn tf e
on, and I’m always turning it on, I turn on the color set. It’s funny,
?
> think?” .
donltd¥g:’t kl:ow what to say to that. I had absolutely nofhmg to say to
that. No opinion. So I watched the news program and tried to listen to
ouncer was saying. _ ,
Wh:t‘t’l'tll:fs T:: color TV,” the blind man said. “Don’t ask me how, but I
e hile ago,” I said
« ded up a while ago, S . .
Tziel;fiand malr)l had another taste of his drink. He lifted hns.b.earc::i
sniffed it, and let it fall. He leaned forward on the sofa.. Ht? posmor;f:le
his ashtr:;y on the coffee table, then put the lighter to his cigarette.
leaned back on the sofa and crossed his legs at the ankles. bed
My wife covered her mouth, and then she yawned. _She fltlre;lc ‘;
She said, “I think I’ll go upstairs and put on my robe. I thll':k }, }:: a:i%j
into son;ething else. Robert, you make y_c(:iurself comfortable,” she said.
“I’'m comfortable,” the blind man said. i .
“1 $ant you to fe::l comfortable in th|§ house,” she said.
“I am comfortable,” the blind man said.

After she’d left the room, he and I listened to the weather relport
and then to the sports roundup. By thatb tinl:ie,lsl;‘e’d l;;e:hs(:::g;(: hc::g
. . . ) g
I didn’t know if she was going to come bac thou one h have
i he’d come back downstairs. I didn’t wa :
B it WlSh*‘:d [ d him if he wanted another drink,
left alone with a blind man. I asked him i ted anodhe i
i pe wit
id sure. Then I asked if he wanted to smoke so :
:I:led ;u:asiill I’d just rolled a number. I hadn’t, but I planned to do so in
about two shakes. o
“Pll try some with you,” *llle salg. .
“ right,” I said. “That’s the stuff. o
I l;:tn:)?lr dgxl'}nks and sat down on the sofa with hfm. Th.en I rolled I;l:
two fat numbers. I lit one and passed it. I brought it to his fingers.
took it and inhaled.

He inhaled, held the smoke, and the
ing it since he was nine years old.

beginning to feel it,” he sai
wife.

passed it to me. “] may just sit here for a wh
with my eyes closed. But don’t let me bother
you. If it bothers you, say so. Otherwise,

eyes closed until you’re ready to go to bed,” she said. “Your bed’s made
up, Robert, when you’re ready. It’s right n
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“Hold it as long as you can,” [ said. I could tell he didn’t know the
first thing.

My wife came back downstairs wearing her pink robe and her pink
slippers.

“What do I smell?” she said.

“We thought we’d have us some cannabis,” I said.

My wife gave me a savage look. Then she looked at the blind man
and said, “Robert, I didn’t know you smoked.”

He said, “I do now, my dear. There’s a first time for everything, But
I don’t feel anything yer.”

“This stuff is pretty mellow,” I said. “This stuff is mild. It’s dope
you can reason with,” I said. “It doesn’t mess youup.”

“Not much it doesn’t, bub,” he said, and laughed.

My wife sat on the sofa between the blind man and me. I passed her
the number. She took it and toked and then passed it back to me.
“Which way is this going?” she said. Then she said, “I shouldn’t be
smoking this. I can hardly keep my eyes open as it is. Thar dinner did
me in. I shouldn’t have eaten so much.”

“It was the strawberry pie,” the blind man said. “Thar’s what did

it,” he said, and he laughed his big laugh. Then he shook his head.,
“There’s more strawberry pie,” [ said.

“Do you want some more, Robert?” my wife said.

“Maybe in a little while,” he said. ,

We gave our attention to the TV. My wife yawned again. She said,
“Your bed is made up when you feel like going to bed, Robert. I know

so.” She pulled his arm. “Robert?”

He came to and said, “Pve had a real nice time. This beats tapes,
doesn’t it?”

I'said, “Coming at you,” and I put the number between his fingers.
n let it go. It was like he'd been do-

“Thanks, bub,” he said. “Byt I think this is all for me. I think I'm
d. He held the burning roach our for my
“Same here,” she said. “Ditto. Me, t00.” She took the roach and
ile between you two guys
you, okay? Either one of
I may just sit here with my

€Xt t0 our room at the top of
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’ You wake me up now,
irs. We’ll show you up when you’re ready.
;l:)eusg;ss, if 1 fall aslecp.” She said that and then she closed her eyes
d went to sleep.
. Tv;z news prggram ended. I got up and changed the chanael. [I\ sas
back down on the sofa. I wished my wife hadn’t poop::d out. j er t?at
lay across the back of the sofa, her mouth _open..Sbe d t'urne[ soched
her robe slipped away from her legs, exposing a juicy thigh. gea ned
to draw her robe back over her, and it was then thaf I glanced at
blind man. What the hell! I flipped the robe open a”gam..d
“You say when you want some strawberry pie,” I said.
“I will,” he said.
1 i:;,cli ’“Are you tired? Do you want me to take you up to your bed?
t]
eady to hit the hay?” _ ,
Are“};;ztryet,); he said. “No, I'll stay up jmth you, bu,b. If thalt1 s acl(l:
right. I’ll stay up until you're ready to turn in. We haven’t had ; c da‘l:he
to talk. Know what 1 mean? I feel like me and her'monopo ized
eveniné.” He lifted his beard and he let it fall. He picked up his ciga-
d his lighter. )
ren?‘ST?l:t’s all rgight,” I said. Then I said, “I'm glad for the compa;w.
And I guess I was. Every night I smoked dope and stayed up as gng
as I could before I fell aslcep. My wife and I hardly ever wen; 0 b;m:;
the same time. When 1 did go to sleep, 1 ha.d these dreams. Some
'd wake up from one of them, my heart going crazy.
: VSv(ilmethli)ng about the church and the Middle Ages was on thel'I'Vi
Not your run-of-the-mill TV fare. wanted to w.atch somemnqghe seéo
turned to the other channels. But there was rfotl‘;mg on them, either.
I d back to the first channel and apolf)glze L - ]
tul‘.‘rll;»zub it’s all right,” the blind man said. “It§ fine with me. EZhat-
ever you,want to watch is okay, ’'m always learning :f»omethx.ng. larnt
ing never ends. It won’t hurt me to learn something tonight. 1 go

ears,” he said.

We didn’t say anything for a time. He was lear}ing'forw?r(}!l with
his head turned at me, his right ear aimed in the direction oht e ;it.
Very disconcerting. Now and then his eyehd}f d?oped fu‘:d th iznb:m);

i he put his fingers into
snapped open again. Now and then . .
andpfuggecl;, like he was thinking about something he was hearing on
ision. ’
the toexl'ne:;xs; screen, a group of men wearing cowls was being se; upog
and tormented by men dressed in skeleton costumes and men ;elsse
as devils. The men dressed as devils wore devil masks, horns, and long
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tails. This pageant was part of a procession, The Englishman who was
narrating the thing said it took place in Spain once a year. [ tried to ex-
plain to the blind man what was happening,

“Skeletons,” he said. “I know about skeletons,” he said, and he
nodded.

The TV showed this one cathedral. Then there was a long, slow
look at another one. Finally, the pictrure switched to the famous one in
Paris, with its flying buttresses and its spires reaching up to the clouds.
The camera pulled away to show the whole of the cathedral rising
above the skyline.

There were times when the Englishman who was telling the thing
would shut up, would simply let the camera move around the cathe.
drals. Or else the camera would tour the countryside, men in fields
walking behind oxen. I waited as long as I could. Then I felt I had to
say something. I said, “They’re showing the outside of this cathedral
now. Gargoyles. Little statues carved to look like monsters. Now |
guess they’re in Italy. Yeah, they're in Italy. There’s paintings on the
walls of this one church.”

“Are those fresco paintings, bub?” he asked, and he sipped from his
drink.

I reached for my glass. But it was empty. | tried to remember what |
could remember. “You’re asking me are those frescoes?” I said. “That’s
a good question. I don’t know.”

The camera moved to a cathedral outside Lisbon. The differences in
the Portuguese cathedral compared with the French and Iralian were
not that great. But they were there. Mostly the interior stuff. Then
something occurred to me, and I said, “Something has occurred to me.
Do you have any idea what a cathedral is? What they look like, that is?
Do you follow me? If somebody says cathedral to you, do you have any
notion what they’re talking about? Do you know the difference be-
tween that and a Baptist church, say?”

He let the smoke dribble from his mouth. “I know they took
hundreds of workers fifty or a hundred years to build,” he said. I
just heard the man say that, of course. I know generations of the
same families worked on a cathedral. I heard him say that, too. The
men who began their life’s work on them, they never lived to see the

completion of their work. In that wise, bub, they’re no different
from the rest of us, right?>” He laughed. Then his eyelids drooped
again. His head nodded. He seemed to be snoozing. Maybe he was
imagining himself in Portugal. The TV was showing another cathe-
dral now. This one was in Germany. The Englishman’s voice droned
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on. “Cathedrals,” the blind man said. He sat up fmd rolled"hIlsk :ec:;i
back and forth. “If you want the truth, bub, that’s about a i de:
What I just said. What I heard him_ say. Bgt maybelgou c uld de-
scribe one to me? I wish you’cili d; it. I’d like that. If you
ly don’t have a good idea.
kn‘?‘:t:lr‘;:?lh);rd at the shotgof the catl}edral on the 'I'V.. ng coullciifi
even begin to describe it? But say my life depgnded Zn 1t.d ai)z 2?;153.
was being threatened by an insane guy who said 1 ha. to oﬂ_ oo
I stared some more at the cathedral before the p:ctu;'f: dlppn o
into the countryside. Th;re was no useill”ttirrx;lst?ot:ﬁi:gxr; ! ::1?1 " a0
said, “To begin with, they’re very tall. K o o
room for clues. “They reach way up. Up and up. Towar >
’ i e of them, they have to have these supports. To
E;:yllecsiotl:);ﬁ; lsx‘:)l,nso to speak. These supports are calle: buttrt:is;::ls,;
They remind me of viaducts, for some reason. But m:y Fl yo:d lon®
know viaducts, either? Sometimes the cathedral.s have evi skarne ey
carved into the front. Sometimes lords and ladies. Don’t as
thlsl-‘lst; v:aza:'ntdding. The whole upper part of his body seemed to be
moving back and forth. .
“I’m not doing so good, am I?” I said.
l-;en;tgpped ngddingg and leanedhlforgvard o:;, :::E ;}c,lghei solf) :lalte dsolfz:;l ;\:
i s running his fingers .
:::t l;:tt:]:: tthc;::;hhteov:x?m, I coul%:l see that. But.he waited for me toegci
on just the same. He nodded, like he was trying o encq;rag;hr: ;;e
tried to think what else to say. “They’re really blg, I slal h ' ol):ien
massive. They’re built of stone. Marble, too, somenmesl. nt osG olden
days, when they built cathedrals, men wanted to be close ’tol’fe i’ou
those olden days, God was an imporyan.t par’t of cverzolne §d1 “i-, You
could tell this from cheir cathedral-bulldm‘g. I'm sorry, dsal t, N
looks like that’s the best I can do for you. I m ]nf‘st no goo a; ;1 . + vou
“That's all right, bub,” the blind man said. I-.ley,> listen, c;(p g'u .
don’t mind my asking you. Caln I gsk you fg:;eta}::ggt.ht:;sms :sof{ense
i i . ’m just cur .
illglue::: ?I:]; sl::)(::., gﬁi l?:lt- :'rl\c:: ask i; you are in any way religious? You
’ : .n ?” . .
donltsli?ol:‘li ﬁ))" ;il:d.g He couldn’t see that, thoug,h. A »\{nnlcl is thet;a;:‘ne
as a nod to a blind man. “I guess I don’t !)ehc:e in it. In anything.
Sometimes it’s hard. You know what I'm saying?
“Sure, I do,” he said.
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“Right,” I said.

The Englishman was still holding forth. My wife sighed in her sleep.
She drew a long breath and went on with her sleeping.

“You'll have to forgive me,” I said. “But I can’t ell you what a
cathedral looks like. It just isn’t in me to do i, | can’t do any more than
I’ve done.”

The blind man sat very still, his head down, as he listened to me.

I said, “The truth is, cathedrals don’t mean anything special to me.
Nothing. Cathedrals. They're something to look at on late-night TV.
That’s all they are.”

It was then that the blind man cleared his throat. He brought some-
thing up. He took a handkerchief from his back pocket. Then he said,
“I ger it, bub. It’s okay. It happens. Don't worry about it,” he said.
“Hey, listen to me. Will you do me a favor? I got an idea. Why don’t
you find us some heavy paper? And a pen. We'll do something. We’ll
draw one together. Get us a pen and some heavy paper. Go on, bub, get
the stuff,” he said.

So I went upstairs. My legs felt like they-didn’t have any strength in
them. They felt like they did after I'd done some running. In my wife’s
room, I looked around. I found some ballpoints in a little basket on her
table. And then I tried to think where to look for the kind of paper he
was talking about.

Downstairs, in the kitchen. I found a shopping bag with onion skins
in the bottom of the bag, | emptied the bag and shook it. brought it into
the living room and sat down with it near his legs. I moved some things,
smoothed the wrinkles from the bag, spread it out on the coffee table.

The blind man got down from the sofa and sat next to me on the
carpet.

He ran his fingers over the paper. He went up and down the sides of
the paper. The edges, even the edges. He fingered the corners.

“All right,” he said. “All right, let’s do her.”

He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand over
my hand. “Go ahead, bub, draw,” he said. “Draw. You'll see. I'l] fol-
low along with you. It’ll be okay. Just begin now like I'm telling you.
You’ll see. Draw,” the blind man said.

So I began. First I drew a box thar looked like a house. It could
have been the house I lived in. Then I put a roof on it. At either end of
the roof. I drew spires. Crazy.

“Swell,” he said, “Terrific. You’re doing fine,” he said. “Never
thought anything like this could happen in your lifetime, did you,
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bub? Well, it’s a strange life, we all know that. Go on now. Keep it
up.”

I put in windows with arches. I drew flying buttresses. I hung great
doors. I couldn’t stop. The TV station went off the air. I put down the
pen and closed and opened my fingers. The blind man felt around over
the paper. He moved the tips of his fingers over the paper, all over what
I had drawn, and he nodded.

“Doing fine,” the blind man said.

I took up the pen again, and he found my hand. I kept at it. 'm no
artist. But I kept drawing just the same.

My wife opened up her eyes and gazed at us. She sat up on the sofa,
her robe hanging open. She said, “What are you doing? Tell me, I want
to know.”

I didn’t answer her.

The blind man said, “We’re drawing a cathedral. Me and him are
working on it. Press hard,” he said to me. “That’s right. That’s good,”
he said. “Sure. You got it, bub, I can tell. You didn’t think you could.
But you can, can’t you? You’re cooking with gas now. You know what
I’'m saying? We’re going to really have us something here in a minute.
How’s the old arm?” he said. “Put some people in there now. What’s a
cathedral without people?”

My wife said, “What’s going on? Roberr, what are you doing?
What's going on?”

“It’s all right,” he said to her. “Close your eyes now,” the blind man
said to me.

1 did it. I closed them just like he said.

“Are they closed?” he said. “Don’t fudge.”

“They’re closed,” I said. .

“Keep them that way,” he said. He said, “Don’t stop now. Draw.”

So we kept on with it. His fingers rode my fingers as my hand went
over the paper. It was like nothing else in my life up to now.

Then he said, “I think that’s it. I think you got it,” he said. “Take a
look. What do you think?”

But [ had my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a lit-
tle longer. I thought it was something I ought to do.

“Well?” he said. “Are you looking?”

My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But 1
didn’t feel like I was inside anything.

“It’s really something,” I said.

—1983
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