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 Raymond Carver.  Died of cancer at age 50 but he’d been sober for nearly a 

decade and he had produced an awful lot of stuff in that last — the last years of his life.  

One of the things that got him sober was he met a woman named Tess Gallagher who’s 

a writer and a poet and she sort of took him in hand.  She says one of the things that 

she recalls when she first got together with Raymond Carver was she paid for 

something with a credit card — she took her credit card out and he said, “Oh, my God.  

We eat.”  He was kind of a — had a rough, rough, rough, rough time.  Every kind of odd 

job from janitor to whatever, he’s had it and it shows up in the work. 

 What he’s mostly known for is the revolution that he made in short fiction.  

Actually, it was a return to reality in fiction.  They exaggerate how far away we’d gotten 

from it.  There was still — most ordinary short fiction was realistic.  But there had been 

people like Thomas Pinchon, of course, and John Barth and Barthelme and others who 

were doing some radical experiments, what a lot of us now call post-modern types of  

writing, self-conscious fiction.  Here’s Barth — not Barth, Carver back there writing 

about real people and real situations in recognizable places and often lower middle-

class, blue-collar working people down on their luck, in trouble. 

 There was a movie made by Robert Altman called Shortcuts in 1993.  Have any 

of you ever seen that?  What Altman did, or what his script writer did, was take a bunch 

of Raymond Carver stories and make kind of a kaleidoscope of them, just a montage 

putting them together.  Some of them were connected, some of them weren’t.  If you 

knew the stories, you were often bothered by it because he changed the plots in an 

unnecessary way.  It was almost like he took the stories and shuffled them like a deck of 
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cards.  They  

had some good people in there like Tom Waits and other unusual actors that really fit in.  

I think they made some other films of some of his stories because they do work pretty 

well. 

 They call it minimalist fiction sometimes.  I don’t like that term exactly for this.  

Designer fiction, dirty fiction was what Grant, the British magazine, called it when they 

did American New Writing.  Other writers who are in this genre, more or less, or people 

who’ve been practicing this, are Bobbie Ann Mason, Ann Beattie, Frederick Barthelme, 

and Barry Hannah.  In the case of Bobbie Ann Mason, I believe it was one of her stories 

they were talking about.  They referred to it as K-Mart realism which I think is wonderful.  

Her story, “Shiloh,” for instance — the central female character works in the cosmetics 

department at a Walgreen’s.  Rather like The Good Girl if you saw that, you know.  I 

mean, The Good Girl could’ve been written by Raymond Carver -- except they don’t 

drink enough in that movie would be the only thing. 

 Three collections of stories: Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? In ‘76, What We 

Talk about When We Talk about Love in ‘81, and Cathedral in 1983.  I like what John 

Barth called it: Post-Alcoholic Blue-Collar Minimalist Hyper realism.  That’s a pretty good 

topic for it.  But another thing to note about Raymond Carver is that he was a graduate 

of the University of Iowa writing school, an MFA in writing there, so there’s another one.  

Flannery O’Connor also. 

 He once said that the three greatest writers in America were himself, Richard 

Ford, and — why do I do that to myself?  Always going for a proper noun.  In the 
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Garden of the North American Martyrs is one of his most famous stories.  Tobias Wolf.  

He wrote This Boy’s Life.  I’ll bet you’re familiar with that and at least you saw the 

movie.  Well, Carver is dead so I guess it’s between those two to fight it out. 

 Cathedral is anthologized so many places in so many books it’s almost like it’s 

the only story that editors know.  It’s a good story but I think he has better ones.  The 

title story of What We Talk About When We Talk About Love,  for instance — isn’t that a 

great title, What We Talk About When We Talk About Love — takes place in a kitchen.  

Four people, two couples, and a bottle of gin.  And it’s the middle of the afternoon when 

it starts and darkness has fallen by the time it’s over, and all they do is drink and talk.  

And you can watch the progression go along. 

 Oh, also A Small Good Thing.  You may have come across this.  Robert Altman 

used this in his movie.  It’s a little boy’s — I think he’s 8 or 9 years old — it’s his 

birthday.  His birthday is coming up and his mother orders a cake.  Let’s say his name is 

Bobby.  Well, at any rate, on the way to school he’s run over and he’s in the hospital in 

a coma for a day or two and dies.  Well, when his parents come home, the phone rings 

and this voice says, “What about Bobby?”  And it turns out it’s the baker who has this 

expensive cake on his hands because she never came down to pick it up..  Of course 

he doesn’t know that the child is dead.  And they wind up going down to this place to 

confront him when she figures out who it is, and Edward Asner played the part, I 

believe, in the film.  And he bakes them bread and they break bread, and it’s — it’s 

satisfying. 

 Often his stories deal with relationships.  There’s one about this couple who were 
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supposed to be running a motel, managing a motel.  They just decide they don’t really 

want to anymore.  They’ve got a lot of things to cover and they just put, you know, the 

No Vacancy sign up.  But at one point in there she says, “Why don’t we just start all 

over again?  Why don’t we just forget the past and just pretend that that never 

happened?”  And he says, “Well, then we wouldn’t be who we are, would we?”  Little 

moments like that in Carver that — it’s definitely a grown-up form of fiction. 

 Well, Cathedral.  This is sort of typical.  I mean, he doesn’t always — sometimes 

he’ll write in — he doesn’t always do first person.  It’s very effective when he does.  Let 

me tell you one more, just the beginning of one more.  This man’s son — anyway, he’s 

just come home from work.  I think he’s just had a drink.  Of course they always just 

have to have had a drink.  And he’s getting ready for supper when somebody comes 

and says, “You gotta come down to so-and-so’s house.  You’re wanted down there.”  

He goes down there and there’s his son and the son of the mother of the house, and a 

third boy.  And something has happened to one of the boys’ bicycles.  It’s been 

damaged or lost or stolen.  Well, this is a middle-class businessman type who’s dealing 

with this when all of a sudden here comes the father of another boy who tells his son to 

shut up.  “Let him tell it.”  And he says, “Well, I think you’re being a little --” “You stay out 

of it, too.” 

 When they leave the house, going through the door with this man who has been 

unnecessarily rude, kind of pushing each other to get through the door, and they wind 

up grappling and fall off the porch and into the rose bushes.  Well, this woman’s going, 

“Oh, no.  Oh, no.”  You know, you don’t expect really to get into fights past 35.  You 



ENG 351 Lecture 31 5 
 
really shouldn’t expect to get into fights past 13.  But here these two grown men are 

rolling around in the dirt and the kid’s going “Yay,” you know.  It’s an interesting 

situation.  Situations that all of us could be in at some time or another. 

 This guy tells the story but he’s telling the story about this encounter he has with 

this blind guy, and yet he reveals an awful lot about himself along the way, of course.  

What do we know about his marriage?  How well do he and his wife get along?  It’s not 

great? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, why would you say it’s not bad? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 No, we don’t see any furniture thrown or anything like that.  But — well, what 

does he do for a living?  How does he make his money?  We don’t know.  We do know 

whether or not he likes his job.  Does he like his job?  No.  Is he gonna quit?  No.  

Nowhere to go.  What’s he gonna do?  What does he do every night after his wife goes 

to bed?  They don’t go to bed together.  He smokes until he’s stoned and stays up as 

late as he can, watching late-night television.  And then in the morning he goes to a job 

that he hates, apparently.  They don’t seem to be really on a very high income scale 

here anyway, regardless of all that Scotch they’re putting away.  That’s probably their 

major household expense, I would think. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, resigned.  His major substance that he abuses is alcohol, of course.  Well, 

let’s watch how Carver does this.  Listen to the tone. 
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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. 

Very laconic, very brief, very spare.  This blind man, he was on his way.  Sounds in 

some ways like somebody talking.  But later on you see the word “etc.,” et cetera.  This 

is written.  This guy has decided to sit down and write this out.  I think we’re supposed 

to see this as a written narration. 

 At any rate, his wife had known him in Seattle years ago.  First person.  Middle of 

the paragraph. 

I wasn’t enthusiastic about his visit.  He was no one I knew.  And his being 

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 something I 

looked forward to. 

I’m reading that with too much feeling.  I’m trying to see just how flat an affect you could 

get with that.  “A blind man in my house was not something I looked forward to.”  

Anyway. 

 He tells the story how his wife and this blind man, Robert, had become friends 

and he says,  

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 
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her face.  She agreed to this.  She told me he touched his fingers to every 

part of her face, her nose--even her neck!  She never forgot it.  She 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 

important had happened to her. 

Do you see how he’s characterizing her and himself?  Does this woman have a lot of 

opportunity to communicate?  We know that she was married to a — I believe an Air 

Force officer and that marriage ended, I suppose, after she attempted suicide.  But she 

didn’t die; she just got sick after she takes all the pills in the cabinet and washes ‘em 

down with a — what was it — a bottle of gin.  And certainly she doesn’t communicate 

much with her husband, but she writes two or three poems a year.  There are a lot of us 

who try to write two or three poems a year and it’s usually when something big has 

happened to us that we manage to go and try to do it. 

 He read one of her poems and it says, 

I can remember I didn’t think much of the poem.  Of course, I didn’t tell her 

that.  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. 

How often does he pick up something to read?  I don’t think he picks up many things to 

read.  What would you imagine his education is?  High school?  I think he’s a high 

school graduate.  He might’ve gone to community college for a semester, but he’s not 

really interested in matters of the intellect, I don’t think. Of course there’s irony in 

this in that the narrator says he doesn’t care for poetry and Raymond Carver himself 
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was a poet.  I brought you one of his poems today before we get through. 

 Well, so his wife and her old friend, Robert, had been sending tapes back and 

forth over these many years, communicating.  Middle of the next page: 

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?--come home from somewhere, found her, and called the 

ambulance. 

Don’t you love that?  Came home from somewhere.  Isn’t that the way people tell 

stories?  “Well, her husband” — yeah, who cares about him? — “came home from 

wherever he was, some far-off military place, and now this same blind man was coming 

to sleep in my house.” 

 First thing we see him say to his wife: “Maybe I could take him bowling.”  She 

says,   “If you love me, 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.” 

And then she goes on about the fact that the man’s wife has just died. 

 And he drops a potato.  She says, 

 “What’s the matter with you?  Are you drunk?” 

 “I’m just asking.” 

Right then my wife filled me in with more detail than I cared to know.  I 
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made a drink and sat at the kitchen table to listen.  

A kitchen table seems to be a good place for Raymond Carver for drinking to get done. 

 She tells a story of how the blind man’s wife died in a Seattle hospital room and 

he’s telling us: “. . . the blind man sitting beside the bed and holding on to her hand.”  

Now, suddenly this laconic man, this man of not much intellect or intellectual curiosity, 

says “I’m imagining now.”  Because he thinks about the relationship that the blind man 

had with his wife and all of a sudden we see that he’s capable of empathy, that he’s 

capable of imagining other people’s situations. 

  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 

understanding.  Hearing this, I felt sorry for the blind man for a little bit.  

And then I found myself thinking what a pitiful life this woman must have 

led.  Imagine a woman who could 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 smallest compliment from her beloved.   

That again makes me feel like this is written.  That while he’s imagining now — he says 

“I’m imagining now” — he reaches out and comes up with a word like “beloved,” which 

would never be a word I think that he would say. 

 Well, at any rate, his wife has gone to pick him up at the train.  “With nothing to 

do but wait--sure, I blamed him for that--I was having a drink and watching the TV” — I 

think that’s the third drink or third reference that we’ve had so far.  Well, here he 
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watches him pull up in the driveway.  “This blind man, feature this, he was wearing a full 

beard!  A beard on a blind man!  Too much, I say.”  I don’t know about you, but don’t 

you think a beard on a blind man makes a great deal of sense?  I can’t imagine shaving 

in the dark.  It would be ridiculous.  “‘I feel like we’ve already met,’ he boomed.”  So he’s 

a loud talker like Seinfeld used to talk about. 

 Well, he says “Which side of the train did you sit on, by the way?”  His wife 

shoots him a look.  “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.  I’ve never met, or personally 

known, anyone who was blind.”  That is genius.  That sentence is genius.  He could say, 

“I’ve never met anyone who was blind” or “I’ve never known anyone who was blind” or 

“Personally, I’ve never known anyone — I’ve never met or actually known anybody who 

was blind.”  It is absolutely wonderfully naive in real speech. 

 We find that Robert doesn’t wear sunglasses and the author — or the narrator 

wishes he did.  Of course, the first thing he says to Robert is, “Let me get you a drink.  

We have a little of everything.  It’s one of our pastimes.”  That and the tube.  So he 

mixes three big glasses of Scotch with a splash of water and they drink that and he talks 

about his trip.  And then it says, “We had another drink concerning that leg of the trip.”  

I’ve lost count by now.  I don’t know. 

 Then he thinks about the fact that Robert smokes. 

I 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 
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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. 

Have you ever heard that before about smoking and blindness?  I’ve heard it.  When we 

were all starting to smoke when we were 12 years old, it wasn’t any fun smoking in the 

dark ‘cause you couldn’t see the smoke.  I mean, it’s all — oh, never mind. 

 How about dinner.  Look what they’re having to eat.  Cube steak.  Do you know 

what cube steak is?  All right.  It’s that tenderized — I believe it’s round steak that’s 

tenderized.  It’s all bunched up and it’s full of gristle and fat, and its ooooooh.  Well, the 

way my mother used to fix it, yeah.  She’d dredge it in flour and probably some garlic 

salt or something like that, and saute it.  It was really, really, really not healthy.  

Scalloped potatoes, probably out of a box.  Oh, no.  She was washing potatoes.  She 

was making real potatoes when she’s cooking for Robert.  Green beans.  Now, is that 

an All-American dinner, middle-class dinner?  I think I had that once a week when I was 

growing up. 

 He butters up two slices of bread for the blind man.  “I said, ‘Here’s bread and 

butter for you.’” I don’t want to over-emphasize this sort of thing too much, but bread — 

breaking of bread shows up in Carver’s stories sometimes, and so here they are sharing 

bread. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He’s getting kind of interested in this situation, I guess.  Of course, he’s also had 

about five drinks, so I’m not sure. 

We had us two or three more drinks while they talked about the major 
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things that had come to pass for them in the 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. 

So he’s jealous, isn’t he?  He doesn’t care about that first husband.  You know, who 

cares about him?  He was a childhood or high school sweetheart, you know.  But, you 

know, he does seem to have a little bit of resentment there.  It’s very odd that people 

often are jealous of people that their lovers knew before they were ever in their own 

lives.  It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with you and yet there’s still that thing.  

But she has, over the years, besides writing her two or three poems, stayed in touch 

with this guy and shared her life with him. 

 Next page.  

From time 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 present position?  (Three 

years.)  Did I like my work?  (I didn’t.)  Was I going to stay with it?  (What were 

the options?) 

So he gets up and turns on the television which is a very polite thing to do when your 

guest is blind. 

 Three years.  He’s been in his present position three years.  We never know or 

hear the ages of these people, but how old do you think they are?  They must be in their 

thirties, if not their late thirties, because she met Robert something like 10 years before.  

So I would say they’re in their mid-thirties at least or getting close to forty.  How many 
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jobs has this guy had since they’ve been married?  He’s been in his present position for 

three years.  He either quit or was fire or missed work.   

 [Inaudible student response] 

Might’ve been.  Probably.  They often are in his stories.   

 Well, Robert thinks it’s funny that he likes to watch the color set.  Two-thirds 

down that page: “I asked him if he wanted another drink, and he said sure.”  He’s the 

perfect guest for our narrator.  I believe he’s nameless.  Do we ever hear his name?  I 

don’t think so.  

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. 

“I’ll try some with you, ‘ he said. 

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

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 

inhaled. 

“Hold it as long as you can,” I said.  I could tell he didn’t know the first 

thing. 

 Well, the wife comes downstairs and says, “What do I smell?”  And she says, 

“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 yet.” 

And the narrator says, 
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“This stuff is pretty mellow.  This stuff is mild.  It’s dope you can reason 

with.  It doesn’t mess you up.” 

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

I guess It’s a common thing among dopers to say, “I’m all right.  Doesn’t do anything to 

me.  I’m fine.” 

 Then his wife — she gets tired.  She says, “I shouldn’t be smoking this.  I can 

hardly keep my eyes open as it is.  That dinner did me in.  I shouldn’t have eaten so 

much.”  I would say you shouldn’t have had so much Scotch.  I don’t think it was the 

scalloped potatoes that have you snoozing on the sofa there.  Anyway, she says, “‘You 

wake me up now, you guys, if I fall asleep.’  She said that and then she closed her eyes 

and went to sleep.” 

 Well, he changes the channel and is sitting 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 had slipped away 

from her legs, exposing a juicy thigh.  I reached to draw her robe back 

over her, and it was then that I glanced at the blind man.  What the hell!  I 

flipped the robe open again. 

Isn’t that amazing? 

 Anyway, he tells him — and this is revealing.  He tells him — he says, “I’m glad 

for the company.”  Because if she’s lonely, so also is he lonely.  If he spends the 

evenings by himself, stoned, in front of a television set, that has got to be a very lonely 

life.  “And I guess I was.  Every night I smoked dope and stayed up as long as I could 
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before I fell asleep.  My wife and I hardly ever went to bed at the same time.” 

 Well, somehow they’ve got on an educational channel and a special on the 

church and the Middle Ages was on television.  And, of course, there’s an Englishman 

narrating it.  I like the fact that he notes that, that this is some kind of BBC program or at 

least he has these fruity tones that sound like an Englishman.  And Robert says, “Won’t 

hurt me to learn something.  I got ears.” 

 So finally he begins to describe what’s on the screen to him. 

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 I 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.  I tried to remember what I could 

remember.  “You’re asking me are those frescoes?” I said.  “That’s a good 

question.  I don’t know.” 

What kind of education does he have?  Not much of a cultural one. 

 And then, out of the blue, Robert asks him about his spirituality.  “Something’s 

occurred to me.  Do you have any” — oh, no.  He asks him.  That comes up later.  He 

says to Robert, “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 between that and a Baptist church, 

say?”  Can you hear the rhythms of marijuana in this man’s speech, in his repetition? 
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 And Robert tells him what he knows about cathedrals, top of the next page: “The 

men who began their life’s work on them, they never lived to see the completion of their 

work.”  Of course, the author — the author.  I keep doing that.  I shouldn’t do that.  The 

speaker had also just learned that from this documentary.  And Robert says, “In that 

wise, bub, they’re no different from the rest of us, right?”  And he laughed. 

 And then he says, “Maybe you could describe one to me?”   

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. 

That’s a really rational thought.  “Oh, all right.  This stuff won’t mess you up.”  “Just 

some crazy guys said I had to do it, man.” 

 Anyway, Robert asks him if he’s religious and the speaker says, 

I shook my head.  He couldn’t see that, though.  A wink is the same as a 

nod to a blind man.  “I guess I don’t believe in it.  In anything.  Sometimes 

it’s hard.  You know what I’m saying?” 

“Sure, I do,” he said. 

“Right,” I said. 

 So then Robert suggests that he draw it for him.  “Why don’t you find us some 

heavy paper?  And a pen.  We’ll do something.  We’ll draw one together.”  Well, he finds 

some ballpoints in a little basket on his wife’s table.  Of course, he doesn’t have a pen 

handy.  Apparently that doesn’t figure in his work or in his pastimes.  He’s not writing 

letters or keeping a diary, or anything like that.  “Downstairs, in the kitchen, I found a 
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shopping bag with onion skins in the bottom of the bag.  I emptied the bag and shook it.”  

Another instance of absolute brilliant realism.  I promise you, I promise you, most 

houses in this town have brown paper sacks in them and if you open ‘em up and look in 

there, there will be an onion skin, don’t you imagine?  No?  Well, I guess everybody 

wraps their onions now in plastic so they don’t do that. 

 Do you get the situation?  Can you see these two men, the blind man and our 

speaker, drawing on the coffee table? 

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’ll follow along 

with you.  It’ll be okay.  Just begin now like I’m telling you.  You’ll see.  

Draw,” the blind man said. 

So he does and he starts with a box that looks like a house.  I think all of us who are not 

artists will think about what kind of challenge it would be to have another man’s hand on 

your hand and you’re drawing on a paper sack a cathedral with the images changing on 

the television.  He says, “You’re doing fine.  Never thought anything like this could 

happen in your lifetime, did you, 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 station went off the air and he’s still working on his picture.  

“I took up the pen again, and he found my hand.  I kept at it.  I’m no artist.  But I kept 

drawing just the same. 

 Then his wife wakes up.  Now, can’t you imagine coming to into a scene like 

this?  And she says, “What’s going on?  What’re you doing?”  “I didn’t answer her.
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 The blind man said, “We’re drawing a cathedral.  Me and him are working on it.  

Press hard,” he said to me.”  That’s a terrific scene. 

 And then the ending is amazing.  He tells our speaker’s wife it’s all right and then 

tells the speaker, 

   “Close your eyes now,” the blind man said to me. 

I 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 I had my eyes closed.  I thought I’d keep them that way for a little 

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 I 

didn’t feel like I was inside anything. 

“It’s really something,” I said. 

 What do you do with the end of this?  What’s occurred here?  The editors go out 

of their way to say that Carver’s not writing empathetic stories and that there’s no great 

breakthrough or personality change necessarily in Carver’s stories.  I disagree with that. 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

 He has had something outside of himself.  He has seen the other.  He has — like 

the blind man says, “You don’t expect something like this to happen every day of your 

life,” and, no, certainly not.  He’s also looked at a cathedral for the first time in his life, 

really looked at it.  If you ever want to really look at something, try to draw it ‘cause then 

you’ll find that you’re seeing it for the very first time.  But to try to be like a man who 

cannot see, like the sightless man, when he says “I’ve never known, personally in my 

life as an individual, any blind people.”  Well, now he does.  And, in fact, he has become 

in his imagination almost identified with Robert.  Oh, I don’t like the word “bonded,” but 

these men had an experience here that is very unusual. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Exactly.  He’s seen more with Robert there than he’s ever seen with his own 

eyes.  And Robert loves his wife, or admires her, thinks a lot of her.  Admires her poems 

and likes her sensitivity and enjoys her insights and her life and is interested in it.  

Whereas the author — or the narrator has apparently not been so interested.  And so 

there’s that, too.  There are a lot of things going on in this. 

 Another thing about Carver is his stories do bear rereading.  Because, for one 

thing, it doesn’t depend on surprise.  It doesn’t depend on a twist.  It doesn’t depend on 

a sudden revelation, although that is a twist like the identity of who’s calling about the 

dead boy’s cake.  But mostly not. 

 I brought you this poem of Carver’s that I wanted you to experience.  Kind of as 

an antidote to all the alcohol that was going on there.  This is a poem called “Gravy.”  
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And it’s obviously autobiographical, although he uses third person in it.  It’s only about a 

2-minute poem so hang on and let me read it ‘cause I really don’t have much voice. 

“Gravy” 

  No other word will do for that’s what it was 

  Gravy. 

  Gravy these past ten years 

  Alive, sober, working, laughing, and being loved by a good woman. 

  Eleven years ago he was told he had six months to live 

At the rate he was going, 

  And he was going nowhere but down. 

  So he changed his ways somehow. 

  He quit drinking 

  And the rest, after that it was all gravy, every minute of it 

  Up to and including when he was told about 

    — well, some things that were breaking down  

  And building up inside his head. 

  “Don’t weep for me,” he said to his friends. 

  “I’m a lucky man.  I’ve had 10 years longer than I or anyone expected. 

  Pure gravy and don’t forget it.” 

 So at least Carver had that.  I’ll see you next time with Annie Dillard. 


