QUESTIONS

T.C. BOYLE, Greasy Lake

1. Consider the diverse and even contradictory meanings of the tit\'ﬂar
setting of Greasy Lake. In what ways does this place-name contribute
to the story’s tone and foreshadow i developments?

2. Early in the story, the narrator m ntions an imaginary co.nversation
with a detective figure in “a porgpie hat” Why in your view does the.
narrator inchide this aside?)ﬁfhat kinds of stories does Boyle evoke with
this allusion? e

3. “Greasy Lake” is structgféd around the escalation of a drunken brawl.
Describe the various /],dnds of violence that pervade the story and ‘
discuss the ways in hich this tale might serve as a parable of American
life or the human,¢ondition in general. .

4. Why does the gfi’rator withhold the information (.)f his d%scovery at
Greasy Lake? On the other hand, what might motivate this character to

share the epfsode with the reader? How does the tension between
secrecy and disclosure affect the story’s conclusion?

5. After cofiducting appropriate research into literary realism, compose an
essay About the ways in which “Greasy Lake” conforms to and/or departs

. frond realist conventions and thematics.

i Raymond Carver oS
, [1938-1988]

RAYMOND CARVER grew up in a working class family in Yakima, Washington.
At nineteen he married Maryann Burk and soon found himself struggling to
make ends meet for his family of two children while he attended Yakima
Community College. With a growing interest in writing, Carver moved his small
family to Paradise, California so he could -attend Chico State College where he

 took creative writing classes taught by early mentor, novelist John Gardner, While

attending school Carver worked in saw mills and at other odd jobs to support his
growing family. In 1963 Carver earned a bachelor’s degree and left California for
the Iowa Writers Workshop. '

Carver’s work was acknowledged early on in his career, when his short sto-
ties and poetry appeared in various small literary magazines. His financial strug-
gles continued, however. Coupled with burgeoning alcoholism spurred on by the
death of his father in 1968, Carver was forced to declare bankruptcy. His growing
fame, however, lead to a number of academic creative writing appointments, and
in 1976 Carver’s first short story collection, Will You Be Quiet, was published by
a mainstream publisher. In 1981 he published the collection What We Talk
About When We Talk About Love, followed by Where 'm Calling From (1988).
He received much acclaim for his fiction, including a National Endowment for
the Arts award and a Guggenheim Fellowship. o

Carver successfully quelled his alcoholism in 1977, and considered it a turn-
ing point in his life. His family life, however, was irreparably damaged. The

- Carvers separated and in 1979 Carver took up residence with poet Tess Gallagher

whom he had met at a writer’s conference. Carver and Maryann eventually
divorced in 1982 and Gallagher and Carver married in 1988, six weeks before he
died of lung cancer. '

Carver said, “Everything we write is, in some way, autobiographical.” In his

 stordes he often depicts the lives of white- and blue-collar workers who struggle 1o

understand and to express themselves in their world. Carver’s prose style is
clipped and precise, but lacks any sense of judgment of the characters or their
actions. The characters he portrays are shown complete: for example, petty jeal-
oustes, gluttonous addictions, or prejudices. In this way, Carver attempis to make
his characters lifelike. While appearing ordinary, his characters are not without

- moments of growth and exacting self-awareness, In Carver’s stories, reader get

the sense that he chooses his words very carefully so that the honesty of the

tnoment can ererge.
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THIS BLIND MAN, an old friend of my Wif‘e’fs,‘he was Zn }gs V\;gstci ;E;I‘lfgst?z
ight, ‘His wife had died. So he was v1?1tmg t)he ead w i
I(lllg necticut. He called my wife from his in-laws’ Arrangements were mt ge
H(;Iivould come by train, a five-hour trip, and my w'1fe Woulc]l1 22:2?;?51 b

station. She hadn’t seen him since she worked for him one s

s ago. But she and the blind man had kept in touch. They made tapes

ten year astic about his visit. He was

from the movies. In the movies, the blind moved .slowly anfi nevv‘af1 l:::gliijs.
Sometimes they were led by seeing-eye dogs. A blind man in my ho
thing I looked forward to. | o |
" ?l?krlzte suminer in Seattle she had needed a job. She didn’t have any rrfif(:;?;
The man she was going to marry at the end of the su}xlnmer ?vals in Oith o
idn’ ither, But she was in love w.
ining school, He didn’t have any money, er she we .
tram:;?ilslze iras in love with her, etc. She’d seen something in the Tpezl{ﬁg
%\;}:ITED—Readiﬂg to Blind Man, and a telephonel num.ber.IShe p cmle1 and
went over, was hired on the spot. She'd worked with this bfh:fld masnh: bt
, i i ts, that sort of thing,
. She read stuff to him, case studies, repor ) : ‘ ’
Lni;i grgeaneize his little office in the county social-service department. Theyd
od friends, : . ’ '
E}f;?;s?esiz 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

all
always trying to write a poem. She wrote a poem or two every year, usually
after something really important bad hap}}la eneg tc;h};;r.ed e the poecn, T
i ther, she .
When we first started going out togethet, eon It
i they had moved aroun
she recalled his fingers and the way : o over e
hat she had felt at the time, abo
. In the poem, she talked about w :
ffizit trlllroug£1)1 her mind when the blind man touched her nose ’andl 111,}135.r It ;‘:::
remember T didn’t think much of the poem. Of course, I didn’t tell he

poem,
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my wife and the blind man. How do I know these -

every part of her face, her nose—even her ‘
i i it, She was
neck! She never forgot it. She even tried to write a poem about it
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Maybe I just don’t understand poetry. I admit it’s not the first thing I reach for
when I pick up something to read.

Anyway, this man who'd first enjoyed her favors, the officer-to-be, he'd
been her childhood sweetheart, So okay. 't saying that at the end of the sum-

- mer she let the blind'man run his hands over her face, said goodbye to him,

married her childhood etc., who was now a commissioned officer, and she
moved away from Seattle. Byt they’d kept in touch, she and the blind man. She
made the first contact after a year or so, She called him up one night from an
Air Force base in Alabama. She wanted to talk, They talked. He asked her to
send him a tape and tell him about her life, She did this, She sent the tape. On

- 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 didr’t like it that he was a 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 about what it was like to

be an Air Force officer’s wife. The poem wast't finished yet, She was still writ-
ing it. The blind man made a tape. He sent her the tape. She made a tape. This

‘went on for years. My wife’s officer 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 losing in that moving-around life. She got to feeling she

couldn’t go it another step. She went in and swallowed all the pills and cap-

. sules 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
¢ 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 put 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, I 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 I began going
-out, and of course she told her blind man about it. She told him everything,
-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'dlisten: to it. I got us drinks and we settled down in the living room. We made

ready to listen. First she inserted the tape into the player and adjusted a cou-
ple 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

“IAir force base.
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harmless chitchat, I heard my own name in the mouth of this stranger, this
blind man I didg’t even know! And then this: “From all you've said about him,
I cah only conclude—" But we were interrupted, a knock at tllle door, somf:—
thing, and we didr’t ever get 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: drain-
ing 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 d{‘)r.ft 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, “god-
dam it, his wife’s just died! Don’t you understand that? The man’s lost his

» :

I didr’t answer. She'd told me a little about the blind man’s wife. Her

name was Beulah, Beulah! That’s a name for a colored woman,

“Was his wife a Negro?” I asked. L

“Are you crazy?” my wife said. “Have you just flipped or somethuig? Sh’e
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?”

“Pm just asking,” I said.

Right then my wife filled me in with more detail than I cared to know. I
made a drink and sat at the kitchen table to listen. Pieces of the story began to
fall into place.

wife

Beulah had gone to work for the blind man the summer after my-wife had

stopped working for him. Pretty soon Beulah and the blind man had them-

selves 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 them, plus the minister 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 Beulah must have been carrying the can-
cer in her glands. After they had been inseparable for eight years—uy w.ife’s
word, inseparable—Beulah’s health went into a rapid decline. She fhed ina
Seattle hospital room, the blind man sitting beside the bed and holding on to
her hand. They’d married, lived and worked together, slept together—had sex,
sure—and then the blind man had to bury her. All this without his having ever
seen what the goddamned woman looked like. It was beyond my understand-
ing. Hearing this, [ felt sorry for the blind man for a little bit. And thenI ff)und
myself thinking what a pitiful life this woman must haye led. Imagine a
woman who could never see herself as-she was seen in the eyes of her loved
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one. A woman who could go on day after day and never receive the smallest
compliment from her beloved. A woman whose husband could never read the
_ expression on her face, be it misery or something better. Someone who could
wear makeup or not—what difference to him? She could, if she wanted, wear
- green eye-shadow around one eye, a straight pin in her nostril, yellow slacks
and purple shoes, no matter, And then to slip off into death, the blind man’s
_ hand on her hand, his blind eyes streaming tears—Pm imagining now—her
last thought maybe this: that he never even knew what she looked like, and she
on an express to the grave. Robert was left with a small insurance policy and
_ half of a twenty-peso Mexican 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 that—I was having
. adrink and watching the TV when I heard the car pull into the drive. I gotup
from the sofa with my drink and went to the window 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 start-
ing 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 back
seat 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. 1 finished my drink, rinsed the glass, dried my
hands. Then I went to the door,

My wife said, “T want you to meet Robert, Robert, this is my husband. P'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 go.

“I feel like we've already met,” he boomed. ‘ :
“Likewise,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. Then 1 said, “Welcome.
Ive 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, about the
scenic ride along the Hudson. How going fo 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?”
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{ “What a question, which side!” my wife said. “What's it matter which
side?” she said.

“I just asked,” said. -

“Right side,” the blind man said. “I hadn’t been on a train in neatly forty
years, Not since I was a kid, With my folks. That’s been a long time. I’,d neatly
forgotten the sensation. 1 have winter in my beard now,” he said. j‘So I've be.en
told, anyway. Do I look distinguished, my dear?” the blind man said to my w1.fc:,.

“You look distinguished, Robert,” she said. “Robert,” she said. “Robert, it’s
just so good to see you.”

My wife finally took her eyes off the blind man and looked at me. I had
the feeling she didn’t like what she saw. I shrugged. .

Ive never met, or personally known, anyone who was blind, This blind
man was late forties, a heavy-set, balding man with stooped shoulders, as if he
carried 'a great weight there. He wore brown slacks, brown shoes, a Ii‘ghtn
brown shirt, a tie, a sports coat. Spiffy. He also had this full beard. But he dide’t
use a cane and he didm’t wear dark glasses. T'd always thought dark glasses
were a must for the blind. Fact was, I wished he had a pair. At first glance, his
eyes looked like anyone else’s eyes. But if you locked close, there. was some-
thing different about them. Too much white in the iris, for one jthm‘g, and 1.2116
pupils seemed to move around in the sockets without his kngwmg 1’? or being
able to stop it. Creepy. As I stared at his face, I saw the left pupil turn in toward
his nose while the other made an effort to keep in one place. But it was only

an effort, for that eye was on the roam without his knowing it or wanting it
to be.

1 said, “Let me get you a drink. What's your pleasure? We have a little of
everything. It's one of our pastimes.” ' .

“Bub, P’m a Scotch man mysclf;” he said fast enough in this big voice.

“Right,” I said. Bub! “Sure you are. [ knew it.” .

He let his fingers touch his suitcase, which was sitting alongside the sofa.
He was taking his bearings. I didn’t blame him for that.

“T'll move that up to your room,” my wife said.

“No, that’s fine” the blind man said loudly. “It can go up when I go up”

“A little water with the Scotch?” I said.

“Very little,” he said.

“1 knew it,” I said.

He said, “Just a tad, The Irish actor, Barry Fitzgerald?? I'm like that fellow.
When I drink water, Fitzgerald said, T drink water. When 1 drink whiskey,
drink whiskey.” My wife laughed. The blind man brought his hand up under
his beard. He lifted his beard slowly and let it drop.

Known for playing stock Irish figtires in American films of the mid twentieth century.
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1 did the drinks, three big glasses of Scotch with a splash of water in each.

* Then we made ourselves comfortable and talked about Robert’s travels, First
. the long flight from the West Coast to Connecticut, we covered that, Then
.- from Connecticut up here by train, We had another drink concerning that leg
- of the trip.

[ remembered having read somewhere that the blind didn’t smoke

: because, as speculation had it, they couldn’t see the smoke they exhaled. 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 another 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 Rabert’s plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes, green beans. I but-
- tered 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 low-
. ered 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 eat 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 eating. The blind man had right away located his
- foods, he knew just where everything was on his plate. I watched with admi-
+ ration 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 listened. 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 [ heard nothing of the sort, More talk of
- Robert. Robert had done a little of everything, it scemed, a regular blind jack-
- of-all-trades. But most recently he and his wife had had an Amway? distribu-
_ torship, from which, I gathered, they’d earned their living, such as it was. The

34 retail business run from the home.



RAYMOND CARVER B Cathedral

- T4 |
E blind man was also 2 ham radio operator. He taiked 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
go visit those places, From tirse to time, he’d turn his blind face toward me, put
his hand under his beard, ask me something. How long had I been in my pre-
sent position? (Three years.) Did 1 like my work (I didn’t.) Was I going to stay
with it? (What were the options?) Finally when I thought he was beginning to
run down, I got up and turned on the TV.

My wife looked at me with irritation. She was heading toward a boil. Then
she looked at the blind man and said, “Robert, do you have a TV

The blind man said, “My dear, I have two TVs. I have a color set and a
black-and-white thing, an old relic, It's funny, but if I turn the TV on, and I'm
always turning it on, I turn on the color set. It's funny, don’t you think?”

I didr't know what to say to that. I bad absolutely nothing to say to that.
No opinion. So I watched the news program and tried to listen to what the
announcer was saying. '

“This is a color TV? the blind man said. “Don’t ask me how, but I can tell”

“We traded up a while ago,” I said. .

The blind man had another taste of his drink. He lifted his beard, sniffed
it, and let it fall, He leaned forward on the sofa. He positioned his ashtray on
the coffee table, then put the lighter to his cigarette. He leaned back on the sofa
and crossed his legs at the ankles.

My wife covered her mouth, and then she yawned, She streiched. She said,
“] think P11 go upstairs and put on my robe. I think I'll change into something
else. Robert, you make yourself comfortable,” she said.

“P’m comfortable;” the blind man said.

“] want you to feel comfortabie in this house,” she said,

“ am comfortable” the blind man said.

After she’d left the room, he and I listened to the weather report and then
to the sports roundup. By that time, she’d been gone so long I didn’t know if

asked him if he wanted another drink, and he said sure. Then I asked if he
wanted to smoke some dope with me. I said I'd just rolled a number. I hadn’t,
but I planned to do so in about two shakes. :

“P’Il try some with you,” he said.

“Damn right,” I said. “That’s the stuff”

inhaled.

she was going to come back. I thought she might have gone to bed. I wished
she'd come back downstairs. T didn’t want to be left alone with a blind man.I °

I got our drinks and sat down on the sofa with him. Then I rolled us two _
fat numbers, I lit one and passed it. I brought it to his fingers. He took it and
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“Hold it as ] ‘6?%
a 2 : : k)

ding 8 long as you can,” I said. I could tell he dide’t know the first
My wife came b i i i i

s Vi ame back downst:?1rs wearing her pink robe and her pink slip-
“What do I smell?” she said.
“MWe thought we'd have us some cannabis? I said,

y y wife gave me a savage look. Then she looked at the bli

- said, “Robert, T didi’t know you smoked.” ® Plind man and

_ He said, “I do now, my dear. There’s a first ti i ’
e oyt e a first time for everything, But I don’t
: “This stuff is pretty mellow;” I said. “Thi is mi
. A . s stuff is mild, It"
reason with,” I said. “It doesn’t mess you up.” i Itk dopeyou can
Not Tnuch it doesn’t, bub,” he said, and laughed.

; My wife sat on the sofa between the blind man and me. I passed her the
:.1']1:1.1.mbtilr. S}ie took '1t and toked and then passed it back to me. “Which way is

]t( is going?” she said. Then she said, “I shouldn’t be smoking this, I can hardly

eep my eyes if i i i i th
:._ mu}sh'”y yes open as it is. That dinner did me in. I shouldn’t have eaten so
“It was the strawberry pie.” the blind m id. “
. : S an said. “That’s what did it” h
_sa1d,“and he laughed his big laugh. Then he shook his head. o
There’s more strawberry pie,” I 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

i gei is mgde up when you feel like going to bed, Robert. I knaw you must have
- had a long day. When you're reaé_ly to go to bed, say so.” She pulled his arm.

Robert?”

;—Ie czme to a1'1d said, “I've had a real nice time. This beats tapes, does’t it?”
said, "Coming at you,” and I put the number between his fingers, He

3 inhaled, held the smoke, and then let it go. It was like he’d been doing it since

__ he was nine years old.
3 “Thanks, bub,” he said. “But I think this is all for me. T think ’m begi
nmg“to feel it,” he said. He held the Burning roach out for my wife -
Sajne here,” she said. “Ditto. Me, too.” She took the roach ain.d passed it
to me. "I may just sit here for a while between you two guys with my e
closed. But don’t let me bother you, okay? Either one of you. If it bother)sf 2:.‘:18
say so. Otilerwise, I may just sit here with my eyes closed until you're reag t ,
go to bed,” she said. “Your bed’s made up, Robert, when you're ready. It’s 1riY h(;'
next to our room at the top of the stairs. We'll show you up when yoﬁ’re reagdy

You wake me up now, you guys, if I fall asleep.” She said that and then she

closed her eyes and went to sleep.
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The news program ended. I got up and changed the channel., I sat back
down on the sofa. I wished my wife hadn’t pooped out. Her head lay across
the back of the sofa, her mouth open. She'd turned so that her robe h%d
slipped away from her legs, exposing a juicy thigh. I rfl:ached to draw her 10 ﬂei
back over her, and it was then that T glanced at the blind man. What the hel

I flipped the robe open again. ‘ o

“You say when you want some strawberry pie,” I said.

“T will,” he said. |

Ilszg, “Are you tired? Do you want me to take you up to your bed? Are

o hit the hay?” . ,
™ i;‘gg’ ;et,” he said. ZNO, FI] stay up with you, bub, If that’s all right. I'll s}tlay
up until you're ready to turn in. We haven't had a cheEnce”to tallk. Kno‘w w a(’;
1 mean? I feel like me and her monopolized the evening; He lifted his bear
and he let it fall. He picked up his cigarettes and his lighter. )

“That’s all right,” I said. Then I said, “I'm glad for the company.

And T guess I was. Every night I smoked dope and stayed up as long as |
could before I fell asleep. My wife and [ hardly ever we'nt to :De_d at the same
time. When I did go to sleep, I had these dreams. Sometimes I d wake up from

em, my heart going crazy.
o gf}ileﬂﬁng};bout tghe ciurch and the Middle Ages was on the TV. Not
your run-of-the-mill TV fare. I wanted to watch sor.nethmg else. I turned to
the other channels, But there was nothing on them, either, So T turned back to
el and apologized.
e i?‘rg:[l;fliznaﬂ right,]’;’J thegbiind man said. “It’s fine with me. Whatever you
want to watch is okay. I’'m always learning something. Learrfmg never ends, It
wor't hurt me to learn something tonight. I got ears,” he said.

We didn’t say anything for a time. He was leaning forward witlr'l his head
turned at me, his right ear aimed in the direction of the set. Very dlsconce‘rt—
ing. Now and then his eyelids drooped and then they snapped open again.

Now and then he put his fingers into his beard and tugged, like he was think-

ing about something he was hearing on the television. ‘ ;
On the screen, a group of men wearing cowls was being set upon an tor-
mented by men dressed in skeleton costumes and men dress?d as dlevﬂs, The
men dressed as devils wore devil masks, horns, and long. tails. Th1‘s pagf'eal}t
was part of a procession, The Englishman who was narratu}g the ‘chln%1 said it
took place in Spain once a year. I tried to explain to the blind man what was
happ“esrllcl;g"tons,” he said. “I know about skeletons,” he said, and he nodded.
The TV showed this one cathedral. Then there was a lopg, slcgw lo‘ok lat
another one, Finally, the picture 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 over the cathedrals, Or else
 the camera would tour the countryside, men in fields walking behind oxen. I

- waited as long as 1 could. Then I felt T had to say something. I said, “They're

" showing the outside of this cathedral now. Gargoyles. Little statues carved to

- look like monsters. Now I guess they’re in Italy. Yeah, theyre 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. I tried to remember what I could
remember, “You're asking me are those frescoes?” I said. “That’s a good ques-
tion. T don’t know.” o

The camera moved to a cathedral outside Lisbon. The differences in the
Portuguese cathedral compared with the French and Italian were not that
great. But they were there. Mostly the interior stuff, Then something occurred
to tne, and I said, “Something has occurred to me. Do you have any idea what
4 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 between 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. “T just heard the man say
that, of course. I know generations of the same families worked on a cathedral.
L 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 cathedral now, This one was
in Germany. The Englishman’s voice droned on. “Cathedrals.” the blind man
said, He sat up and rolled his head back and forth, “If you want the truth, bub,
that's about all T know. What I just said. What I heard him say, But maybe you
could describe one to me? I wish youw'd do it. d like that, If you want to know,
Ireally don’t have a good idea”

I stared hard at the shot of the cathedral on the TV. How could I even
begin to describe it? But say my life depended on it. Say my life was being
threatened by an insane guy who said I had to do it or else. ‘

I stared some more at the cathedral before the picture flipped off into the
countryside. There was no use. | turned to the blind man and said, “To begin
with, they’re very tall.” I was Jooking around the room for clues. “They reach
way up. Up and up. Toward the sky. They’re so big, some of them, they have

to have these supports. To help hold them up, so to speak. These supports are
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called buttresses. They remind me of viaducts, for some reason. But maybe
you don’t know viaducts, either? Sometimes the cathedrals have devils and
such carved into the front. Sometimes lords and ladies. Don’t ask me why this
is,” T said.

He was nodding. The whole upper part of his body seemed to be moving
back and forth.

“I'm not doing so good, am 1?” I said.

He stopped nodding and jeaned forward on the edge of the sofa. As he lis-

tened to me, he was running his fingers through his beard. I wasn't getting -

through to him, I could see that. But he waited for me to go on just the same.

He nodded, like he was trying to encourage me. I tried to think what else to -

say. “They’re really big) T said. “They’re massive. They're built of stone.
Marble, too, sometimes. In those olden deiys, when they built cathedrals, men
wanted to be close to God. In those olden days, God was an important part of

everyone’s life, You could tell this from their cathedral building. I'm sorry, I -

said, “but it looks like that’s the best I can do for you. I'm just no good at it”
“That’s all right, bub,” the blind man said. “Hey, listen. I hope you don’t
mind my asking you. Can I ask you something? Let me ask you a simple ques-

tion, yes or n6. Pm just curious and there’s no offense, You're my host. But let |

me ask if you are in any way religious? You don’t mind my asking?”

I shook my head. He couldn’t see that, though. A wink is the same as 2 .
nod to a blind man. “I guess I don’t believe in it. In anything. Sometimes it’s -

hard, You know what 'm saying?”
“Sure, I do,” he said.
“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 tell you what a cathedral

looks like, It just isn'’t in me to do it. 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 something -
up. He took a handkerchief from his back pocket. Then he said, “I get it, bub. -
It’s okay. It happens. Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Hey, listen to me. Will you
do mme 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

. on?”

“'to me,

RAYMOND CARVER 5] Cathedral

-7

looked a.round. I found some ballpoints in a little basket on her table. And
*then I tried tc‘a th.mk where to look for the kind of paper he was talking about
Y Downstairs in the kitchen, I found a shopping bag with onion skins in the
: bottom of the bag. I er.nptied the bag and shook it. I brought it into the living
- 100m and sat down with it near his legs, I moved some things, smoothed the
‘wrinkles fr‘om the bag, spread it out on the coffee table. ‘
The bhnc-I man got down from the sofa and sat next to me on the carpet.
- Heran his fingers over the paper, He went up and down the sides of the
_. papf-;r. Thfa edges, even the edges. He fingered the corners.
All right,” he said. “All right, let’s do her?”
A Hi found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand over nmy
andit’l(f% aheiad, bub, 1tc)lrenfv,” he said. “Draw. You'll see. Il follow along with
you. ¢ okay. Just begin now like I'm telli ’ .
T I be ok elling you. You'll see, Draw;” the
N }fo I bEI:glan.(first 1 drew a box that looked like a house. It could have been
€ house I lived in. Then I put a roof on it. At eith

i Gy either end of the roof, I drew
- “S'we]l,” .he said. “Terrific. You’re doing fine,” he said. “Never thought any-
_t‘hlng like this could happen in your lifetime, did you, bub? Well, it’s a strange
tife, we all know that. Go on now. Keep it up.”

I pu:c in windows with arches. I drew flying buttresses. I hung great doors.
Icouldn’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

:;rihz tips of his fingers over the paper, all over what I had drawn, and he nod-
ed.

“Doing fine,” the blind man said.
['took up the pen again, and he found m i

! , y hand. I kept at it, I" i
.But I kept drawing just the same. g o
My W1.fe opened up her eyes and gazed at us. She sat up on the sofa, her
robe hafngmg open. She said, “What are you doing? Tell me, I want to know”
1 dide’t answer her, ‘
. The blind mjm saic'i, “We're drawing a cathedral. Me and him are working
on 1:r. Press hard,” he said to me. “That’s right. That’s good,” he said. “Sure. You
got 1t', bub.lI 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 Sf)mething here in 2 minute. How’s the old arm?” he said. “Put some peo-
- ple in there now. What’s a cathedral without people?”

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

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

7
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QUESTIONS

I did it. T 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 aver

- RAYMOND CARVER, Cathedral

1. Why does the narrator dislike the blind man?

: the paper. It was like nothing else in my life up to now. o 2. What is the importance of the drawing sessions at the end of the story?
| Then he said, “I think that's it. I think you got it,” he said. “Take a look. ist the '
en he said, i - : 3. List the stercotypes the narrator expresses about the blind. What do
What do you think?” these beliefs tell you about the narrator?

But I had my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a little
longer. I thought it was something T ought to do.
“Well?” he said. “Are you looking?” ‘ -
: My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But I didn’t feel
like I was inside anything.

“It’s really something,” I said.

4. Why is the narrator jealous of the relationship that his wife and the
blind man have?

5. The narrator mentions that he dislikes the blind early in the story, What
is the nature of his prejudice? Does he overcome it in the story?

6. What is the meaning of the cathedral in the story? How does that relate

[1983] to the discussion and to the story’s conclusion?

7. ‘What role does alcohol, marijuana, and food play in the story? What is
their effect on the characters? Is there a connection between their
actions and consumption?

8, Write a brief essay in which you discuss the prejudices that the narrator
- expresses throughout the story. Where do these prejudices come from?
Do you think the narrator has overcome them by the end of the story? ’

9. The wife at the end of the story asks twice what is going on. Write an
essay in which you explain what is going on at the end of the story and
what happens to the narrator as he slips into his reverie.




