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3
Character

Show me a character without anxieties
and I will show you a boring book.

—MARGARET ATWOOD

From popular fiction and drama, both classic and contemporary, we are acquainted
with many stereotyped characters. Called stock characters, they are often known by
some outstanding trait or traits: the bragging soldier of Greek and Roman comedy, the
Prince Charming of fairy tales, the mad scientist of horror movies, the fearlessly reckless
police detective of urban action films, the greedy explorer of Tarzan films, the brilliant
but alcoholic brain surgeon of medical thrillers on television. Stock characters are es-
pecially convenient for writers of commercial fiction: they require little detailed por-
traiture, for we already know them well. Most writers of the literary story, however,
attempt to create characters who strike us not as stereotypes but as unique individu-
als. Although stock characters tend to have single dominant virtues and vices, char-
acters in the finest contemporary short stories tend to have many facets, like people
we meet.

A character, then, is presumably an imagined person who inhabits a story—
although that simple definition may admit to a few exceptions. In George Stewart’s
novel Storm, the protagonist is the wind; in Richard Adams’s Watership Down, the
main characters are rabbits. But usually we recognize, in the main characters of a
story, human personalities that become familiar to us. If the story seems “true to life,”
we generally find that its characters act in a reasonably consistent manner and that
the author has provided them with motivation: sufficient reason to behave as they
do. Should a character behave in a sudden and unexpected way, seeming to deny
what we have been told about his or her nature or personality, we trust that there was
a reason for this behavior and that sooner or later we will discover it. This is not to
claim that all authors insist that their characters behave with absolute consistency,
for (as we shall see later in this chapter) some contemporary stories feature characters
who sometimes act without apparent reason. Nor can we say that, in good fiction,
characters never change or develop. In A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens tells how
Ebenezer Scrooge, a tightfisted miser, reforms overnight, suddenly gives to the poor,
and endeavors to assist his clerk’s struggling family. But Dickens amply demonstrates
why Scrooge had such a change of heart: four ghostly visitors, stirring kind memories
the old miser had forgotten and also warning him of the probable consequences of his
habits, provide the character (and hence the story) with adequate motivation.
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To borrow the useful terms of the English novelist E. M. Forster, characters may
seem flat or round, depending on whether a writer sketches or sculpts them. A flat
character has only one outstanding trait or feature, or at most a few distinguishing
marks: for example, the familiar stock character of the mad scientist, with his lust for
absolute power and his crazily gleaming eyes. Flat characters, however, need not be
stock characters: in all of literature there is probably only one Tiny Tim, though his
functions in A Christmas Carol are mainly to invoke blessings and to remind others of
their Christian duties. Some writers, notably Balzac, who peopled his many novels
with hosts of characters, try to distinguish the flat ones by giving each a single odd
physical feature or mannerism—a nervous twitch, a piercing gaze, an obsessive fond-
ness for oysters. Round characters, however, present us with more facets—that is,
their authors portray them in greater depth and in more generous detail. Such a
round character may appear to us only as he appears to the other characters in the
story. If their views of him differ, we will see him from more than one side. In other
stories, we enter a character’s mind and come to know him through his own
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions. By the time we finish reading James Baldwin’s
“Sonny’s Blues” (in Chapter 2), we are well acquainted with the central characters
and find them amply three-dimensional.

Flat characters tend to stay the same throughout a story, but round characters of-
ten change—learn or become enlightened, grow or deteriorate. In William Faulkner’s
“Barn Burning” (Chapter 5), the boy Sarty Snopes, driven to defy his proud and vio-
lent father, becomes at the story’s end more knowing and more mature. (Some critics
call a fixed character static; a changing one, dynamic.) This is not to damn a flat char-
acter as an inferior work of art. In most fiction—even the greatest—minor characters
tend to be flat instead of round. Why? Rounding them would cost time and space; and
so enlarged, they might only distract us from the main characters.

“A character, first of all, is the noise of his name,” according to novelist William
Gass.1 Names, chosen artfully, can indicate natures. A simple illustration is the com-
pletely virtuous Squire Allworthy, the foster father in Tom Jones by Henry Fielding.
Subtler, perhaps, is the custom of giving a character a name that makes an allusion: a
reference to some famous person, place, or thing in history, in other fiction, or in ac-
tuality. For his central characters in Moby-Dick, Herman Melville chose names from
the Old Testament, calling his tragic and domineering Ahab after a biblical tyrant
who came to a bad end, and his wandering narrator Ishmael after a biblical outcast.
Whether or not it includes an allusion, a good name often reveals the character of
the character. Charles Dickens, a vigorous and richly suggestive christener, named a
charming confidence man Mr. Jingle (suggesting something jingly, light, and superfi-
cially pleasant), named a couple of shyster lawyers Dodgson and Fogg (suggesting
dodging evasiveness and foglike obfuscation), and named two heartless educators,
who grimly drill their schoolchildren in “hard facts,” Gradgind and M’Choakum-
child. Henry James, who so loved names that he kept lists of them for characters he
might someday conceive, chose for a sensitive, cultured gentleman the name of Lam-
bert Strether; for a down-to-earth, benevolent individual, the name of Mrs. Bread.
(But James may have wished to indicate that names cannot be identified with people
absolutely, in giving the fragile, considerate heroine of The Spoils of Poynton the
harsh-sounding name of Fleda Vetch.)

1“The Concept of Character in Fiction,” Fiction and the Figures of Life (New York: Knopf, 1970).
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Instead of a hero, many a recent novel has featured an antihero: a protagonist
conspicuously lacking in one or more of the usual attributes of a traditional hero
(bravery, skill, idealism, sense of purpose). The antihero is an ordinary, unglorious
citizen of the modern world, usually drawn (according to Sean O’Faolain) as some-
one “groping, puzzled, cross, mocking, frustrated, and isolated.”2 (Obviously, there
are antiheroines, too: Ellen, for instance, is the aimlessly drifting central character of
Edna O’Brien’s novel August Is a Wicked Month.) If epic poets once drew their heroes
as decisive leaders of their people, embodying their people’s highest ideals, antiheroes
tend to be loners, without perfections, just barely able to survive. Antiheroes lack
“character,” as defined by psychologist Anthony Quinton to mean a person’s conduct
or “persistence and consistency in seeking to realize his long-term aims.”3 A gulf sep-
arates Leopold Bloom, antihero of James Joyce’s novel Ulysses, from the hero of the
Greek Odyssey. In Homer’s epic, Ulysses wanders the Mediterranean, battling mon-
sters and overcoming enchantments. In Joyce’s novel, Bloom wanders the littered
streets of Dublin, peddling advertising space. Meursault, the title character of Albert
Camus’s novel The Stranger, is so alienated from his own life that he is unmoved at
the news of his mother’s death.

Evidently, not only fashions in heroes but also attitudes toward human nature
have undergone change. In the eighteenth century, Scottish philosopher David Hume
argued that the nature of an individual is relatively fixed and unalterable. Hume men-
tioned, however, a few exceptions: “A person of an obliging disposition gives a peev-
ish answer; but he has the toothache or has not dined. A stupid fellow discovers an
obvious alacrity in his carriage; but he has met with a sudden piece of good fortune.”
For a long time after Hume, novelists and short-story writers seem to have assumed
that characters nearly always behave in a predictable fashion and that their actions
ought to be consistent with their personalities. Now and again, a writer differed: Jane
Austen in Pride and Prejudice has her protagonist Elizabeth Bennet remark to the citi-
fied Mr. Darcy, who fears that life in the country cannot be amusing, “But people
themselves alter so much, that there is something to be observed in them forever.”

Many contemporary writers of fiction would deny even that people have definite
selves to alter. Following Sigmund Freud and other modern psychologists, they 
assume that a large part of human behavior is shaped in the unconscious—that, for
instance, a person might fear horses, not because of a basically timid nature, but 
because of unconscious memories of having been nearly trampled by a horse when a
child. To some writers it now appears that what Hume called a “disposition” (what
we call a “personality”) is more vulnerable to change from such causes as age, disease,
neurosis, psychic shock, or brainwashing than was once believed. Hence, some char-
acters in modern fiction appear to be shifting bundles of impulses. “You mustn’t look
in my novel for the old stable ego of character,” wrote D. H. Lawrence to a friend
about The Rainbow; and in that novel and others Lawrence demonstrated his view of
individuals as bits of one vast Life Force, spurred to act by incomprehensible passions
and urges—the “dark gods” in them. The idea of the gratuitous act, a deed without
cause or motive, is explored in André Gide’s novel Lafcadio’s Adventures, in which
an ordinary young man without homicidal tendencies abruptly and for no reason
pushes a stranger from a speeding train. The usual limits of character are playfully
violated by Virginia Woolf in Orlando, a novel whose protagonist, defying time, lives

2The Vanishing Hero (Boston: Little, 1957).
3“The Continuity of Persons,” Times Literary Supplement, 27 July 1973.
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right on from Elizabethan days into the present, changing in midstory from a man
into a woman. Characterization, as practiced by nineteenth-century novelists, almost
entirely disappears in Franz Kafka’s The Castle, whose protagonist has no home, no
family, no definite appearance—not even a name, just the initial K. Characters are
things of the past, insists the contemporary French novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet.
Still, many writers of fiction go on portraying them.

Katherine Anne Porter

The Jilting of Granny Weatherall 1930

Katherine Anne Porter (1890–1980) was born
in Indian Creek, Texas. Her mother died when
she was two, and Porter was raised by a grand-
mother who surrounded the growing girl with books.
At sixteen she ran away from school and soon mar-
ried a railway clerk in Louisiana. Three years later,
she divorced her husband and began supporting 
herself as a reporter in Chicago, Denver, and Fort
Worth, and sometimes as an actress and ballad
singer while traveling through the South. Sojourns in
Europe and in Mexico supplied her with material
for some of her finest stories. Her brilliant, sen-
sitive short fiction, first collected in Flowering
Judas (1930), won her a high reputation. Her
one novel, Ship of Fools (1962), with which she
had struggled for twenty years, received harsh
critical notices, but proved a commercial suc-
cess. Made into a movie, it ended Porter’s lifelong struggle to earn a living. In 1965 her
Collected Stories received a Pulitzer Prize and a National Book Award.

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER
(© Jill Krementz, Inc.)

She flicked her wrist neatly out of Doctor Harry’s pudgy careful fingers and
pulled the sheet up to her chin. The brat ought to be in knee breeches. Doctoring
around the country with spectacles on his nose! “Get along now, take your school-
books and go. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

Doctor Harry spread a warm paw like a cushion on her forehead where the
forked green vein danced and made her eyelids twitch. “Now, now, be a good girl,
and we’ll have you up in no time.”

“That’s no way to speak to a woman nearly eighty years old just because she’s
down. I’d have you respect your elders, young man.”

“Well, Missy, excuse me.” Doctor Harry patted her cheek. “But I’ve got to warn
you, haven’t I? You’re a marvel, but you must be careful or you’re going to be good
and sorry.”

5“Don’t tell me what I’m going to be. I’m on my feet now, morally speaking. It’s
Cornelia. I had to go to bed to get rid of her.”

Her bones felt loose, and floated around in her skin, and Doctor Harry floated like
a balloon around the foot of the bed. He floated and pulled down his waistcoat and
swung his glasses on a cord. “Well, stay where you are, it certainly can’t hurt you.”

MLL

MLL
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“Get along and doctor your sick,” said Granny Weatherall. “Leave a well
woman alone. I’ll call for you when I want you. . . . Where were you forty years ago
when I pulled through milk-leg and double pneumonia? You weren’t even born.
Don’t let Cornelia lead you on,” she shouted, because Doctor Harry appeared to
float up to the ceiling and out. “I pay my own bills, and I don’t throw my money
away on nonsense!”

She meant to wave good-by, but it was too much trouble. Her eyes closed of
themselves, it was like a dark curtain drawn around the bed. The pillow rose and
floated under her, pleasant as a hammock in a light wind. She listened to the leaves
rustling outside the window. No, somebody was swishing newspapers: no, Cornelia
and Doctor Harry were whispering together. She leaped broad awake, thinking they
whispered in her ear.

“She was never like this, never like this!” “Well, what can we expect?” “Yes,
eighty years old. . . .”

10Well, and what if she was? She still had ears. It was like Cornelia to whisper
around doors. She always kept things secret in such a public way. She was always be-
ing tactful and kind. Cornelia was dutiful; that was the trouble with her. Dutiful and
good: “So good and dutiful,” said Granny, “that I’d like to spank her.” She saw herself
spanking Cornelia and making a fine job of it.

“What’d you say, Mother?”
Granny felt her face tying up in hard knots.
“Can’t a body think, I’d like to know?”
“I thought you might want something.”

15“I do. I want a lot of things. First off, go away and don’t whisper.”
She lay and drowsed, hoping in her sleep that the children would keep out and

let her rest a minute. It had been a long day. Not that she was tired. It was always
pleasant to snatch a minute now and then. There was always so much to be done, let
me see: tomorrow.

Tomorrow was far away and there was nothing to trouble about. Things were fin-
ished somehow when the time came; thank God there was always a little margin over
for peace: then a person could spread out the plan of life and tuck in the edges or-
derly. It was good to have everything clean and folded away, with the hair brushes
and tonic bottles sitting straight on the white embroidered linen: the day started
without fuss and the pantry shelves laid out with rows of jelly glasses and brown jugs
and white stone-china jars with blue whirligigs and words painted on them: coffee,
tea, sugar, ginger, cinnamon, allspice: and the bronze clock with the lion on top
nicely dusted off. The dust that lion could collect in twenty-four hours! The box in
the attic with all those letters tied up, well, she’d have to go through that tomorrow.
All those letters—George’s letters and John’s letters and her letters to them both—
lying around for the children to find afterwards made her uneasy. Yes, that would be
tomorrow’s business. No use to let them know how silly she had been once.

While she was rummaging around she found death in her mind and it felt
clammy and unfamiliar. She had spent so much time preparing for death there was
no need for bringing it up again. Let it take care of itself now. When she was sixty she
had felt very old, finished, and went around making farewell trips to see her children
and grandchildren, with a secret in her mind: This is the very last of your mother,
children! Then she made her will and came down with a long fever. That was all just
a notion like a lot of other things, but it was lucky too, for she had once for all got
over the idea of dying for a long time. Now she couldn’t be worried. She hoped she
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had better sense now. Her father had lived to be one hundred and two years old and
had drunk a noggin of strong hot toddy on his last birthday. He told the reporters it
was his daily habit, and he owed his long life to it. He had made quite a scandal and
was very pleased about it. She believed she’d just plague Cornelia a little.

“Cornelia! Cornelia!” No footsteps, but a sudden hand on her cheek. “Bless you,
where have you been?”

20“Here, Mother.”
“Well, Cornelia, I want a noggin of hot toddy.”
“Are you cold, darling?”
“I’m chilly, Cornelia. Lying in bed stops the circulation. I must have told you

that a thousand times.”
Well, she could just hear Cornelia telling her husband that Mother was getting a

little childish and they’d have to humor her. The thing that most annoyed her was
that Cornelia thought she was deaf, dumb, and blind. Little hasty glances and tiny
gestures tossed around her and over her head saying, “Don’t cross her, let her have
her way, she’s eighty years old,” and she sitting there as if she lived in a thin glass
cage. Sometimes Granny almost made up her mind to pack up and move back to her
own house where nobody could remind her every minute that she was old. Wait,
wait, Cornelia, till your own children whisper behind your back!

25In her day she had kept a better house and had got more work done. She wasn’t
too old yet for Lydia to be driving eighty miles for advice when one of the children
jumped the track, and Jimmy still dropped in and talked things over: “Now, Mammy,
you’ve a good business head, I want to know what you think of this? . . .” Old. Cornelia
couldn’t change the furniture around without asking. Little things, little things!
They had been so sweet when they were little. Granny wished the old days were back
again with the children young and everything to be done over. It had been a hard
pull, but not too much for her. When she thought of all the food she had cooked, and
all the clothes she had cut and sewed, and all the gardens she had made—well, the
children showed it. There they were, made out of her, and they couldn’t get away
from that. Sometimes she wanted to see John again and point to them and say, Well,
I didn’t do so badly, did I? But that would have to wait. That was for tomorrow. She
used to think of him as a man, but now all the children were older than their father,
and he would be a child beside her if she saw him now. It seemed strange and there
was something wrong in the idea. Why, he couldn’t possibly recognize her. She had
fenced in a hundred acres once, digging the post holes herself and clamping the wires
with just a negro boy to help. That changed a woman. John would be looking for a
young woman with the peaked Spanish comb in her hair and the painted fan. Dig-
ging post holes changed a woman. Riding country roads in the winter when women
had their babies was another thing: sitting up nights with sick horses and sick negroes
and sick children and hardly ever losing one. John, I hardly ever lost one of them!
John would see that in a minute, that would be something he could understand, she
wouldn’t have to explain anything!

It made her feel like rolling up her sleeves and putting the whole place to rights
again. No matter if Cornelia was determined to be everywhere at once, there were a
great many things left undone on this place. She would start tomorrow and do them.
It was good to be strong enough for everything, even if all you made melted and
changed and slipped under your hands, so that by the time you finished you almost
forgot what you were working for. What was it I set out to do? she asked herself in-
tently, but she could not remember. A fog rose over the valley, she saw it marching
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across the creek swallowing the trees and moving up the hill like an army of ghosts.
Soon it would be at the near edge of the orchard, and then it was time to go in and
light the lamps. Come in, children, don’t stay out in the night air.

Lighting the lamps had been beautiful. The children huddled up to her and
breathed like little calves waiting at the bars in the twilight. Their eyes followed the
match and watched the flame rise and settle in a blue curve, then they moved away
from her. The lamp was lit, they didn’t have to be scared and hang on to mother any
more. Never, never, never more. God, for all my life I thank Thee. Without Thee,
my God, I could never have done it. Hail, Mary, full of grace.

I want you to pick all the fruit this year and see that nothing is wasted. There’s
always someone who can use it. Don’t let good things rot for want of using. You waste
life when you waste good food. Don’t let things get lost. It’s bitter to lose things.
Now, don’t let me get to thinking, not when I am tired and taking a little nap before
supper. . . .

The pillow rose about her shoulders and pressed against her heart and the mem-
ory was being squeezed out of it: oh, push down the pillow, somebody: it would
smother her if she tried to hold it. Such a fresh breeze blowing and such a green day
with no threats in it. But he had not come, just the same. What does a woman do
when she has put on the white veil and set out the white cake for a man and he doesn’t
come? She tried to remember. No, I swear he never harmed me but in that. He never
harmed me but in that . . . and what if he did? There was the day, the day, but a whirl
of dark smoke rose and covered it, crept up and over into the bright field where
everything was planted so carefully in orderly rows. That was hell, she knew hell
when she saw it. For sixty years she had prayed against remembering him and against
losing her soul in the deep pit of hell, and now the two things were mingled in one
and the thought of him was a smoky cloud from hell that moved and crept in her
head when she had just got rid of Doctor Harry and was trying to rest a minute.
Wounded vanity, Ellen, said a sharp voice in the top of her mind. Don’t let your
wounded vanity get the upper hand of you. Plenty of girls get jilted. You were jilted,
weren’t you? Then stand up to it. Her eyelids wavered and let in streamers of blue-
gray light like tissue paper over her eyes. She must get up and pull the shades down or
she’d never sleep. She was in bed again and the shades were not down. How could
that happen? Better turn over, hide from the light, sleeping in the light gave you
nightmares. “Mother, how do you feel now?” and a stinging wetness on her forehead.
But I don’t like having my face washed in cold water!

30Hapsy? George? Lydia? Jimmy? No, Cornelia, and her features were swollen and
full of little puddles. “They’re coming, darling, they’ll all be here soon.” Go wash your
face, child, you look funny.

Instead of obeying, Cornelia knelt down and put her head on the pillow. She
seemed to be talking but there was no sound. “Well, are you tongue-tied? Whose
birthday is it? Are you going to give a party?”

Cornelia’s mouth moved urgently in strange shapes. “Don’t do that, you bother
me, daughter.”

“Oh, no, Mother. Oh, no. . . .”
Nonsense. It was strange about children. They disputed your every word. “No

what, Cornelia?”
35“Here’s Doctor Harry.”

“I won’t see that boy again. He just left three minutes ago.”
“That was this morning, Mother. It’s night now. Here’s the nurse.”
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“This is Doctor Harry, Mrs. Weatherall. I never saw you look so young and
happy!”

“Ah, I’ll never be young again—but I’d be happy if they’d let me lie in peace and
get rested.”

40She thought she spoke up loudly, but no one answered. A warm weight on her
forehead, a warm bracelet on her wrist, and a breeze went on whispering, trying to
tell her something. A shuffle of leaves in the everlasting hand of God. He blew on
them and they danced and rattled. “Mother, don’t mind, we’re going to give you a lit-
tle hypodermic.” “Look here, daughter, how do ants get in this bed? I saw sugar ants
yesterday.” Did you send for Hapsy too?

It was Hapsy she really wanted. She had to go a long way back through a great
many rooms to find Hapsy standing with a baby on her arm. She seemed to herself to
be Hapsy also, and the baby on Hapsy’s arm was Hapsy and himself and herself, all at
once, and there was no surprise in the meeting. Then Hapsy melted from within and
turned flimsy as gray gauze and the baby was a gauzy shadow, and Hapsy came up
close and said, “I thought you’d never come,” and looked at her very searchingly and
said, “You haven’t changed a bit!” They leaned forward to kiss, when Cornelia began
whispering from a long way off, “Oh, is there anything you want to tell me? Is there
anything I can do for you?”

Yes, she had changed her mind after sixty years and she would like to see
George. I want you to find George. Find him and be sure to tell him I forgot him. I
want him to know I had my husband just the same and my children and my house
like any other woman. A good house too and a good husband that I loved and fine
children out of him. Better than I hoped for even. Tell him I was given back every-
thing he took away and more. Oh, no, oh, God, no, there was something else besides
the house and the man and the children. Oh, surely they were not all? What was it?
Something not given back. . . . Her breath crowded down under her ribs and grew
into a monstrous frightening shape with cutting edges; it bored up into her head, and
the agony was unbelievable: Yes, John, get the Doctor now, no more talk, my time
has come.

When this one was born it should be the last. The last. It should have been born
first, for it was the one she had truly wanted. Everything came in good time. Nothing
left out, left over. She was strong, in three days she would be as well as ever. Better. A
woman needed milk in her to have her full health.

“Mother, do you hear me?”
45“I’ve been telling you—”

“Mother, Father Connolly’s here.”
“I went to Holy Communion only last week. Tell him I’m not so sinful as all

that.”
“Father just wants to speak to you.”
He could speak as much as he pleased. It was like him to drop in and inquire

about her soul as if it were a teething baby, and then stay on for a cup of tea and a
round of cards and gossip. He always had a funny story of some sort, usually about an
Irishman who made his little mistakes and confessed them, and the point lay in some
absurd thing he would blurt out in the confessional showing his struggles between na-
tive piety and original sin. Granny felt easy about her soul. Cornelia, where are your
manners? Give Father Connolly a chair. She had her secret comfortable understand-
ing with a few favorite saints who cleared a straight road to God for her. All as surely
signed and sealed as the papers for the new Forty Acres. Forever . . . heirs and assigns
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forever. Since the day the wedding cake was not cut, but thrown out and wasted. The
whole bottom dropped out of the world, and there she was blind and sweating with
nothing under her feet and the walls falling away. His hand had caught her under the
breast, she had not fallen, there was the freshly polished floor with the green rug on
it, just as before. He had cursed like a sailor’s parrot and said, “I’ll kill him for you.”
Don’t lay a hand on him, for my sake leave something to God. “Now, Ellen, you must
believe what I tell you. . . .”

50So there was nothing, nothing to worry about any more, except sometimes in the
night one of the children screamed in a nightmare, and they both hustled out shaking
and hunting for the matches and calling, “There, wait a minute, here we are!” John,
get the doctor now, Hapsy’s time has come. But there was Hapsy standing by the bed
in a white cap. “Cornelia, tell Hapsy to take off her cap. I can’t see her plain.”

Her eyes opened very wide and the room stood out like a picture she had seen
somewhere. Dark colors with the shadows rising towards the ceiling in long an-
gles. The tall black dresser gleamed with nothing on it but John’s picture, en-
larged from a little one, with John’s eyes very black when they should have been
blue. You never saw him, so how do you know how he looked? But the man in-
sisted the copy was perfect, it was very rich and handsome. For a picture, yes, but
it’s not my husband. The table by the bed had a linen cover and a candle and a
crucifix. The light was blue from Cornelia’s silk lampshades. No sort of light at all,
just frippery. You had to live forty years with kerosene lamps to appreciate honest
electricity. She felt very strong and she saw Doctor Harry with a rosy nimbus
around him.

“You look like a saint, Doctor Harry, and I vow that’s as near as you’ll ever come
to it.”

“She’s saying something.”
“I heard you, Cornelia. What’s all this carrying-on?”

55“Father Connolly’s saying—”
Cornelia’s voice staggered and bumped like a cart in a bad road. It rounded cor-

ners and turned back again and arrived nowhere. Granny stepped up in the cart very
lightly and reached for the reins, but a man sat beside her and she knew him by his
hands, driving the cart. She did not look in his face, for she knew without seeing, but
looked instead down the road where the trees leaned over and bowed to each other
and a thousand birds were singing a Mass. She felt like singing too, but she put her
hand in the bosom of her dress and pulled out a rosary, and Father Connolly mur-
mured Latin in a very solemn voice and tickled her feet. My God, will you stop that
nonsense? I’m a married woman. What if he did run away and leave me to face the
priest by myself? I found another a whole world better. I wouldn’t have exchanged
my husband for anybody except St. Michael himself, and you may tell him that for
me with a thank you in the bargain.

Light flashed on her closed eyelids, and a deep roaring shook her. Cornelia, is
that lightning? I hear thunder. There’s going to be a storm. Close all the windows.
Call the children in. . . . “Mother, here we are, all of us.” “Is that you, Hapsy?” “Oh,
no, I’m Lydia. We drove as fast as we could.” Their faces drifted above her, drifted
away. The rosary fell out of her hands and Lydia put it back. Jimmy tried to help,
their hands fumbled together, and Granny closed two fingers around Jimmy’s thumb.
Beads wouldn’t do, it must be something alive. She was so amazed her thoughts ran
round and round. So, my dear Lord, this is my death and I wasn’t even thinking
about it. My children have come to see me die. But I can’t, it’s not time. Oh, I always
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hated surprises. I wanted to give Cornelia the amethyst set—Cornelia, you’re to have
the amethyst set, but Hapsy’s to wear it when she wants, and, Doctor Harry, do shut
up. Nobody sent for you. Oh, my dear Lord, do wait a minute. I meant to do some-
thing about the Forty Acres, Jimmy doesn’t need it and Lydia will later on, with that
worthless husband of hers. I meant to finish the altar cloth and send six bottles of
wine to Sister Borgia for her dyspepsia. I want to send six bottles of wine to Sister
Borgia, Father Connolly, now don’t let me forget.

Cornelia’s voice made short turns and tilted over and crashed, “Oh, Mother, oh,
Mother, oh, Mother. . . .”

“I’m not going, Cornelia. I’m taken by surprise. I can’t go.”
60You’ll see Hapsy again. What about her? “I thought you’d never come.” Granny

made a long journey outward, looking for Hapsy. What if I don’t find her? What
then? Her heart sank down and down, there was no bottom to death, she couldn’t
come to the end of it. The blue light from Cornelia’s lampshade drew into a tiny
point in the center of her brain, it flickered and winked like an eye, quietly it flut-
tered and dwindled. Granny lay curled down within herself, amazed and watchful,
staring at the point of light that was herself; her body was now only a deeper mass of
shadow in an endless darkness and this darkness would curl around the light and
swallow it up. God, give a sign!

For the second time there was no sign. Again no bridegroom and the priest in
the house. She could not remember any other sorrow because this grief wiped them
all away. Oh, no, there’s nothing more cruel than this—I’ll never forgive it. She
stretched herself with a deep breath and blew out the light.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. In the very first paragraph, what does the writer tell us about Ellen (Granny) Weatherall?
2. What does the name of Weatherall have to do with Granny’s nature (or her life story)?

What other traits or qualities do you find in her?
3. “Her bones felt loose, and floated around in her skin, and Doctor Harry floated like a 

balloon” (paragraph 6). What do you understand from this statement? By what other 
remarks does the writer indicate Granny’s condition? In paragraph 56, why does Father
Connolly tickle Granny’s feet? At what other moments in the story does she fail to 
understand what is happening, or confuse the present with the past?

4. Exactly what happened to Ellen Weatherall sixty years earlier? What effects did this
event have on her?

5. In paragraph 49, whom do you guess to be the man who “cursed like a sailor’s parrot”? In
paragraph 56, whom do you assume to be the man driving the cart? Is the fact that these
persons are not clearly labeled and identified a failure on the author’s part?

6. What is stream of consciousness? Would you call “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” a
stream of consciousness story? Refer to the story in your reply.

7. Sum up the character of the daughter Cornelia.
8. Why doesn’t Granny’s last child Hapsy come to her mother’s deathbed?
9. Would you call the character of Doctor Harry “flat” or “round”? Why is his flatness (or

roundness) appropriate to the story?
10. How is this the story of another “jilting”? What is similar between that fateful day of sixty

years ago (described in paragraphs 29, 49, and 61) and the moment when Granny is 
dying? This time, who is the “bridegroom” not in the house?

11. “This is the story of an eighty-year-old woman lying in bed, getting groggy, and dying. I
can’t see why it should interest anybody.” How would you answer this critic?
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Katherine Mansfield

Miss Brill 1922

Katherine Mansfield Beauchamp (1888–1923), who
shortened her byline, was born into a sedate Victorian
family in New Zealand, daughter of a successful busi-
nessman. At fifteen, she emigrated to England to attend
school and did not ever permanently return Down Un-
der. In 1918, after a time of wild-oat sowing in bo-
hemian London, she married the journalist and critic
John Middleton Murry. All at once, Mansfield found
herself struggling to define her sexual identity, to earn a
living by her pen, to endure World War I (in which her
brother was killed in action), and to survive the ravages
of tuberculosis. She died at thirty-four, in France, at a
spiritualist commune where she had sought to regain her
health. Mansfield wrote no novels, but during her brief
career concentrated on the short story, in which form of
art she has few peers. Bliss (1920) and The Garden-
Party and Other Stories (1922) were greeted with an acclaim that has continued; her col-
lected short stories were published in 1937. Some of her stories celebrate life, others wryly
poke fun at it. Many reveal, in ordinary lives, small incidents that open like doorways into
significances.

KATHERINE MANSFIELD

Although it was so brilliantly fine—the blue sky powdered with gold and great
spots of light like white wine splashed over the Jardins Publiques—Miss Brill was glad
that she had decided on her fur. The air was motionless, but when you opened your
mouth there was just a faint chill, like a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip,
and now and again a leaf came drifting—from nowhere, from the sky. Miss Brill put
up her hand and touched her fur. Dear little thing! It was nice to feel it again. She
had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the moth-powder, given it a
good brush, and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes. “What has been hap-
pening to me?” said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her
again from the red eider-down! . . . But the nose, which was of some black composi-
tion, wasn’t at all firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind—a little dab
of black sealing-wax when the time came—when it was absolutely necessary. . . . Little
rogue! Yes, she really felt like that about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left
ear. She could have taken it off and laid it on her lap and stroked it. She felt a tin-
gling in her hands and arms, but that came from walking, she supposed. And when
she breathed, something light and sad—no, not sad, exactly—something gentle
seemed to move in her bosom.

There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last Sunday.
And the band sounded louder and gayer. That was because the Season had begun.
For although the band played all year round on Sundays, out of season it was never
the same. It was like some one playing with only the family to listen; it didn’t care
how it played if there weren’t any strangers present. Wasn’t the conductor wearing a
new coat, too? She was sure it was new. He scraped with his foot and flapped his arms
like a rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the green rotunda blew out

MLL
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their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came a little “flutey” bit—very
pretty!—a little chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she
lifted her head and smiled.

Only two people shared her “special” seat: a fine old man in a velvet coat, his
hands clasped over a huge carved walking-stick, and a big old woman, sitting upright,
with a roll of knitting on her embroidered apron. They did not speak. This was disap-
pointing, for Miss Brill always looked forward to the conversation. She had become
really quite expert, she thought, at listening as though she didn’t listen, at sitting in
other people’s lives just for a minute while they talked round her.

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon. Last Sunday,
too, hadn’t been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a
dreadful Panama hat and she button boots. And she’d gone on the whole time about
how she ought to wear spectacles; she knew she needed them; but that it was no good
getting any; they’d be sure to break and they’d never keep on. And he’d been so pa-
tient. He’d suggested everything—gold rims, the kind that curved round your ears,
little pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please her. “They’ll always be sliding
down my nose!” Miss Brill wanted to shake her.

5The old people sat on the bench, still as statues. Never mind, there was always
the crowd to watch. To and fro, in front of the flower-beds and the band rotunda, the
couples and groups paraded, stopped to talk, to greet, to buy a handful of flowers from
the old beggar who had his tray fixed to the railings. Little children ran among them,
swooping and laughing; little boys with big white silk bows under their chins, little
girls, little French dolls, dressed up in velvet and lace. And sometimes a tiny stag-
gerer came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, stared, as
suddenly sat down “flop,” until its small high-stepping mother, like a young hen,
rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but
they were nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, and—Miss Brill had often
noticed—there was something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent,
nearly all old, and from the way they stared they looked as though they’d just come
from dark little rooms or even—even cupboards!

Behind the rotunda the slender trees with yellow leaves down drooping, and
through them just a line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with gold-veined clouds.

Tum-tum-tum tiddle-um! tiddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew the band.
Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met them, and

they laughed and paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two peasant women with funny
straw hats passed, gravely, leading beautiful smoke-colored donkeys. A cold, pale nun
hurried by. A beautiful woman came along and dropped her bunch of violets, and a
little boy ran after to hand them to her, and she took them and threw them away as if
they’d been poisoned. Dear me! Miss Brill didn’t know whether to admire that or
not! And now an ermine toque and a gentleman in grey met just in front of her. He
was tall, stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she’d bought when her
hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eyes, was the same
color as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips,
was a tiny yellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him—delighted! She rather
thought they were going to meet that afternoon. She described where she’d been—
everywhere, here, there, along by the sea. The day was so charming—didn’t he agree?
And wouldn’t he, perhaps? . . . But he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly
breathed a great deep puff into her face, and, even while she was still talking and
laughing, flicked the match away and walked on. The ermine toque was alone; she
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smiled more brightly than ever. But even the band seemed to know what she was
feeling and played more softly, played tenderly, and the drum beat, “The Brute! The
Brute!” over and over. What would she do? What was going to happen now? But as
Miss Brill wondered, the ermine toque turned, raised her hand as though she’d seen
some one else, much nicer, just over there, and pattered away. And the band
changed again and played more quickly, more gaily than ever, and the old couple on
Miss Brill’s seat got up and marched away, and such a funny old man with long
whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked over by four
girls walking abreast.

Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting here,
watching it all! It was like a play. It was exactly like a play. Who could believe the
sky at the back wasn’t painted? But it wasn’t till a little brown dog trotted on solemn
and then slowly trotted off, like a little “theatre” dog, a little dog that had been
drugged, that Miss Brill discovered what it was that made it so exciting. They were all
on the stage. They weren’t only the audience, not only looking on; they were acting.
Even she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody would have noticed
if she hadn’t been there; she was part of the performance after all. How strange she’d
never thought of it like that before! And yet it explained why she made such a point
of starting from home at just the same time each week—so as not to be late for the
performance—and it also explained why she had quite a queer, shy feeling at telling
her English pupils how she spent her Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Miss Brill
nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. She thought of the old invalid gentle-
man to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons a week while he slept in the
garden. She had got quite used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, the hollowed
eyes, the open mouth and the high pinched nose. If he’d been dead she mightn’t
have noticed for weeks; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenly he knew he was
having the paper read to him by an actress! “An actress!” The old head lifted; two
points of light quivered in the old eyes. “An actress—are ye?” And Miss Brill
smoothed the newspaper as though it were the manuscript of her part and said gently:
“Yes, I have been an actress for a long time.”

10The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what they played
was warm, sunny, yet there was just a faint chill—a something, what was it?—not sad-
ness—no, not sadness—a something that made you want to sing. The tune lifted,
lifted, the light shone; and it seemed to Miss Brill that in another moment all of them,
all the whole company, would begin singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who
were moving together, they would begin, and the men’s voices, very resolute and
brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others on the benches—
they would come in with a kind of accompaniment—something low, that scarcely
rose or fell, something so beautiful—moving . . . And Miss Brill’s eyes filled with tears
and she looked smiling at all the other members of the company. Yes, we understand,
we understand, she thought—though what they understood she didn’t know.

Just at that moment a boy and a girl came and sat down where the old couple
had been. They were beautifully dressed; they were in love. The hero and heroine, of
course, just arrived from his father’s yacht. And still soundlessly singing, still with
that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared to listen.

“No, not now,” said the girl. “Not here, I can’t.”
“But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked the boy.

“Why does she come here at all—who wants her? Why doesn’t she keep her silly old
mug at home?”
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“It’s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It’s exactly like a fried whiting.”
15“Ah, be off with you!” said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: “Tell me, my 

petite chérie—”
“No, not here,” said the girl. “Not yet.”

On her way home she usually bought a slice of honeycake at the baker’s. It was
her Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her slice, sometimes not. It made
a great difference. If there was an almond it was like carrying home a tiny pres-
ent—a surprise—something that might very well not have been there. She hurried
on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way.

But to-day she passed the baker’s boy, climbed the stairs, went into the little
dark room—her room like a cupboard—and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat
there for a long time. The box that the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped
the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, laid it inside. But when she put the lid
on she thought she heard something crying.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. What details provide insight into Miss Brill’s character and lifestyle?
2. What point of view is used in “Miss Brill”? How does this method improve the story?
3. Where and in what season does the story take place? Would the effect be the same if the

story were set, say, in a remote Alaskan village in the winter?
4. What draws Miss Brill to the park every Sunday? What is the nature of the startling reve-

lation that delights her on the day the story takes place?
5. Miss Brill’s sense of herself is at least partly based on her attitudes toward others. Give in-

stances of this tendency, showing also how it is connected with her drastic change of mood.
6. What explanations might there be for Miss Brill’s thinking, in the last line of the story,

that she “heard something crying”?

Tobias Wolff

The Rich Brother 1985

Tobias Wolff was born in Birmingham, Alabama,
in 1945, the son of an aerospace engineer and a wait-
ress and secretary. Following his parents’ divorce, To-
bias moved with his mother to Washington State
while his older brother, Geoffrey, remained with
their father (a pathological liar who was the subject
of Geoffrey Wolff’s acclaimed memoir The Duke
of Deception). Tobias Wolff’s own memoir, This
Boy’s Life (1989), describes, among other things,
his tense relationship with his abusive stepfather; it
was the basis for the 1993 film starring Robert De
Niro and Leonardo DiCaprio. In 1964 Wolff
joined the Army, where he spent four years, in-
cluding a year in Vietnam as a Special Forces lan-
guage expert. This experience is recounted in a sec-
ond memoir, In Pharaoh’s Army: Memories TOBIAS WOLFF
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of the Lost War (1994). After his military service, he earned a bachelor’s degree at Oxford
University and a master’s at Stanford University, where he currently teaches in the creative writ-
ing program. Wolff is the author of five volumes of fiction, the novella The Barracks Thief
(1984, PEN/Faulkner Award), the novel Old School (2003), and three volumes of short sto-
ries, In the Garden of the North American Martyrs (1981), Back in the World (1985),
and The Night in Question (1996).

Acknowledging Raymond Carver (his onetime faculty colleague at Syracuse Univer-
sity) and Flannery O’Connor as influences, Wolff writes stories that, in the words of one
critic, create a “sometimes comic, always compassionate world of ordinary people who suf-
fer twentieth-century martyrdoms of growing up, growing old, loving and lacking love, living
with parents and lovers and wives and their own weaknesses.” He himself has said: “All my
stories are in one way or another autobiographical. Sometimes they’re autobiographical in
the actual events which they describe, sometimes more in their depiction of a particular char-
acter. In fact, you could say that all of my characters are reflections of myself, in that I share
their wish to count for something and their almost complete confusion as to how this is sup-
posed to be done.” Wolff lives in Northern California.

Perfect Masters: in Hindu mysticism, God-realized souls who work to help others toward the 
realization of God. ashram: secluded place where a community of Hindus lead lives of sim-
plicity and meditation. Mission District: run-down and, at one time, dangerous section of San 
Francisco.

There were two brothers, Pete and Donald.
Pete, the older brother, was in real estate. He and his wife had a Century 21 fran-

chise in Santa Cruz. Pete worked hard and made a lot of money, but not any more
than he thought he deserved. He had two daughters, a sailboat, a house from which
he could see a thin slice of the ocean, and friends doing well enough in their own
lives not to wish bad luck on him. Donald, the younger brother, was still single. He
lived alone, painted houses when he found the work, and got deeper in debt to Pete
when he didn’t.

No one would have taken them for brothers. Where Pete was stout and hearty
and at home in the world, Donald was bony, grave, and obsessed with the fate of his
soul. Over the years Donald had worn the images of two different Perfect Masters°
around his neck. Out of devotion to the second of these he entered an ashram° in
Berkeley, where he nearly died of undiagnosed hepatitis. By the time Pete finished
paying the medical bills Donald had become a Christian. He drifted from church to
church, then joined a pentecostal community that met somewhere in the Mission
District° to sing in tongues and swap prophecies.

Pete couldn’t make sense of it. Their parents were both dead, but while they
were alive neither of them had found it necessary to believe in anything. They man-
aged to be decent people without making fools of themselves, and Pete had the same
ambition. He thought that the whole thing was an excuse for Donald to take himself
seriously.

5The trouble was that Donald couldn’t content himself with worrying about his
own soul. He had to worry about everyone else’s, and especially Pete’s. He handed
down his judgments in ways that he seemed to consider subtle: through significant 
silence, innuendo, looks of mild despair that said, Brother, what have you come to?
What Pete had come to, as far as he could tell, was prosperity. That was the real issue
between them. Pete prospered and Donald did not prosper.
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*

At the age of forty Pete took up sky diving. He made his first jump with two
friends who’d started only a few months earlier and were already doing stunts. He
never would have used the word mystical, but that was how Pete felt about the expe-
rience. Later he made the mistake of trying to describe it to Donald, who kept asking
how much it cost and then acted appalled when Pete told him.

“At least I’m trying something new,” Pete said. “At least I’m breaking the pattern.”
Not long after that conversation Donald also broke the pattern, by going to live

on a farm outside Paso Robles. The farm was owned by several members of Donald’s
community, who had bought it and moved there with the idea of forming a family of
faith. That was how Donald explained it in the first letter he sent. Every week Pete
heard how happy Donald was, how “in the Lord.” He told Pete that he was praying
for him, he and the rest of Pete’s brothers and sisters on the farm.

“I only have one brother,” Pete wanted to answer, “and that’s enough.” But he
kept this thought to himself.

10In November the letters stopped. Pete didn’t worry about this at first, but when
he called Donald at Thanksgiving Donald was grim. He tried to sound upbeat but he
didn’t try hard enough to make it convincing. “Now listen,” Pete said, “you don’t
have to stay in that place if you don’t want to.”

“I’ll be all right,” Donald answered.
“That’s not the point. Being all right is not the point. If you don’t like what’s go-

ing on up there, then get out.”
“I’m all right,” Donald said again, more firmly. “I’m doing fine.”
But he called Pete a week later and said that he was quitting the farm. When

Pete asked him where he intended to go, Donald admitted that he had no plan. His
car had been repossessed just before he left the city, and he was flat broke.

15“I guess you’ll have to stay with us,” Pete said.
Donald put up a show of resistance. Then he gave in. “Just until I get my feet on

the ground,” he said.
“Right,” Pete said. “Check out your options.” He told Donald he’d send him

money for a bus ticket, but as they were about to hang up Pete changed his mind. He
knew that Donald would try hitchhiking to save the fare. Pete didn’t want him out
on the road all alone where some head case would pick him up, where anything could
happen to him.

“Better yet,” he said, “I’ll come and get you.”
“You don’t have to do that. I didn’t expect you to do that,” Donald said. He

added, “It’s a pretty long drive.”
20“Just tell me how to get there.”

But Donald wouldn’t give him directions. He said that the farm was too depressing,
that Pete wouldn’t like it. Instead, he insisted on meeting Pete at a service station
called Jonathan’s Mechanical Emporium.

“You must be kidding,” Pete said.
“It’s close to the highway,” Donald said. “I didn’t name it.”
“That’s one for the collection,” Pete said.

25The day before he left to bring Donald home, Pete received a letter from a man
who described himself as “head of household” at the farm where Donald had been
living. From this letter Pete learned that Donald had not quit the farm, but had
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been asked to leave. The letter was written on the back of a mimeographed survey
form asking people to record their response to a ceremony of some kind. The last
question said:

What did you feel during the liturgy?

a) Being
b) Becoming
c) Being and Becoming
d) None of the Above
e) All of the Above

Pete tried to forget the letter. But of course he couldn’t. Each time he thought of
it he felt crowded and breathless, a feeling that came over him again when he drove
into the service station and saw Donald sitting against a wall with his head on his
knees. It was late afternoon. A paper cup tumbled slowly past Donald’s feet, pushed
by the damp wind.

Pete honked and Donald raised his head. He smiled at Pete, then stood and
stretched. His arms were long and thin and white. He wore a red bandanna across his
forehead, a T-shirt with a couple of words on the front. Pete couldn’t read them be-
cause the letters were inverted.

“Grow up,” Pete yelled. “Get a Mercedes.”
Donald came up to the window. He bent down and said, “Thanks for coming.

You must be totally whipped.”
30“I’ll make it.” Pete pointed at Donald’s T-shirt. “What’s that supposed to say?”

Donald looked down at his shirt front. “Try God. I guess I put it on backwards.
Pete, could I borrow a couple of dollars? I owe these people for coffee and sandwiches.”

Pete took five twenties from his wallet and held them out the window.
Donald stepped back as if horrified. “I don’t need that much.”
“I can’t keep track of all these nickels and dimes,” Pete said. “Just pay me back

when your ship comes in.” He waved the bills impatiently. “Go on—take it.”
35“Only for now.” Donald took the money and went into the service station office.

He came out carrying two orange sodas, one of which he gave to Pete as he got into
the car. “My treat,” he said.

“No bags?”
“Wow, thanks for reminding me.” Donald balanced his drink on the dash-

board, but the slight rocking of the car as he got out tipped it onto the passenger’s
seat, where half its contents foamed over before Pete could snatch it up again.
Donald looked on while Pete held the bottle out the window, soda running down
his fingers.

“Wipe it up,” Pete told him. “Quick!”
“With what?”

40Pete stared at Donald. “That shirt. Use the shirt.”
Donald pulled a long face but did as he was told, his pale skin puckering against

the wind.
“Great, just great,” Pete said. “We haven’t even left the gas station yet.”
Afterwards, on the highway, Donald said, “This is a new car, isn’t it?”
“Yes. This is a new car.”

45“Is that why you’re so upset about the seat?”
“Forget it, okay? Let’s just forget about it.”
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“I said I was sorry.”
Pete said, “I just wish you’d be more careful. These seats are made of leather. That

stain won’t come out, not to mention the smell. I don’t see why I can’t have leather
seats that smell like leather instead of orange pop.”

“What was wrong with the other car?”
50Pete glanced over at Donald. Donald had raised the hood of the blue sweatshirt

he’d put on. The peaked hood above his gaunt, watchful face gave him the look of an
inquisitor.

“There wasn’t anything wrong with it,” Pete said. “I just happened to like this one
better.”

Donald nodded.
There was a long silence between them as Pete drove on and the day darkened to-

ward evening. On either side of the road lay stubble-covered fields. A line of low hills
ran along the horizon, topped here and there with trees black against the grey sky. In
the approaching line of cars a driver turned on his headlights. Pete did the same.

“So what happened?” he asked. “Farm life not your bag?”
55Donald took some time to answer, and at last he said, simply, “It was my fault.”

“What was your fault?”
“The whole thing. Don’t play dumb, Pete. I know they wrote to you.” Donald

looked at Pete, then stared out the windshield again.
“I’m not playing dumb.”
Donald shrugged.

60“All I really know is they asked you to leave,” Pete went on. “I don’t know any of
the particulars.”

“I blew it,” Donald said. “Believe me, you don’t want to hear the gory details.”
“Sure I do,” Pete said. He added, “Everybody likes the gory details.”
“You mean everybody likes to hear how someone messed up.”
“Right,” Pete said. “That’s the way it is here on Spaceship Earth.”

65Donald bent one knee onto the front seat and leaned against the door so that he
was facing Pete instead of the windshield. Pete was aware of Donald’s scrutiny. He
waited. Night was coming on in a rush now, filling the hollows of the land. Donald’s
long cheeks and deep-set eyes were dark with shadow. His brow was white. “Do you
ever dream about me?” Donald asked.

“Do I ever dream about you? What kind of a question is that? Of course I don’t
dream about you,” Pete said, untruthfully.

“What do you dream about?”
“Sex and money. Mostly money. A nightmare is when I dream I don’t have any.”
“You’re just making that up,” Donald said.

70Pete smiled.
“Sometimes I wake up at night,” Donald went on, “and I can tell you’re dreaming

about me.”
“We were talking about the farm,” Pete said. “Let’s finish that conversation and

then we can talk about our various out-of-body experiences and the interesting things
we did during previous incarnations.”

For a moment Donald looked like a grinning skull; then he turned serious again.
“There’s not much to tell,” he said. “I just didn’t do anything right.”

“That’s a little vague,” Pete said.
75“Well, like the groceries. Whenever it was my turn to get the groceries I’d blow it

somehow. I’d bring the groceries home and half of them would be missing, or I’d have
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all the wrong things, the wrong kind of flour or the wrong kind of chocolate or what-
ever. One time I gave them away. It’s not funny, Pete.”

Pete said, “Who did you give the groceries to?”
“Just some people I picked up on the way home. Some fieldworkers. They had

about eight kids with them and they didn’t even speak English—just nodded their
heads. Still, I shouldn’t have given away the groceries. Not all of them, anyway. I re-
ally learned my lesson about that. You have to be practical. You have to be fair to
yourself.” Donald leaned forward, and Pete could sense his excitement. “There’s noth-
ing actually wrong with being in business,” he said. “As long as you’re fair to other
people you can still be fair to yourself. I’m thinking of going into business, Pete.”

“We’ll talk about it,” Pete said. “So, that’s the story? There isn’t any more to it
than that?”

“What did they tell you?” Donald asked.
80“Nothing.”

“They must have told you something.”
Pete shook his head.
“They didn’t tell you about the fire?” When Pete shook his head again Donald re-

garded him for a time, then folded his arms across his chest and slumped back into the
corner. “Everybody had to take turns cooking dinner. I usually did tuna casserole or
spaghetti with garlic bread. But this one night I thought I’d do something different,
something really interesting.” Donald looked sharply at Pete. “It’s all a big laugh to
you, isn’t it?”

“I’m sorry,” Pete said.
85“You don’t know when to quit. You just keep hitting away.”

“Tell me about the fire, Donald.”
Donald kept watching him. “You have this compulsion to make me look foolish.”
“Come off it, Donald. Don’t make a big thing out of this.”
“I know why you do it. It’s because you don’t have any purpose in life. You’re

afraid to relate to people who do, so you make fun of them.”
90“Relate,” Pete said.

“You’re basically a very frightened individual,” Donald said. “Very threatened.
You’ve always been like that. Do you remember when you used to try to kill me?”

“I don’t have any compulsion to make you look foolish, Donald—you do it your-
self. You’re doing it right now.”

“You can’t tell me you don’t remember,” Donald said. “It was after my operation.
You remember that.”

“Sort of.” Pete shrugged. “Not really.”
95“Oh yes,” Donald said. “Do you want to see the scar?”

“I remember you had an operation. I don’t remember the specifics, that’s all. And
I sure as hell don’t remember trying to kill you.”

“Oh yes,” Donald repeated, maddeningly. “You bet your life you did. All the time.
The thing was, I couldn’t have anything happen to me where they sewed me up be-
cause then my intestines would come apart again and poison me. That was a big issue,
Pete. Mom was always in a state about me climbing trees and so on. And you used to
hit me there every chance you got.”

“Mom was in a state every time you burped,” Pete said. “I don’t know. Maybe I
bumped into you accidentally once or twice. I never did it deliberately.”

“Every chance you got,” Donald said. “Like when the folks went out at night and
left you to baby-sit. I’d hear them say good night, and then I’d hear the car start up,
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and when they were gone I’d lie there and listen. After a while I would hear you com-
ing down the hall, and I would close my eyes and pretend to be asleep. There were
nights when you would stand outside the door, just stand there, and then go away
again. But most nights you’d open the door and I would hear you in the room with
me, breathing. You’d come over and sit next to me on the bed—you remember, Pete,
you have to—you’d sit next to me on the bed and pull the sheets back. If I was on my
stomach you’d roll me over. Then you would lift up my pajama shirt and start hitting
me on my stitches. You’d hit me as hard as you could, over and over. I was afraid that
you’d get mad if you knew I was awake. Is that strange or what? I was afraid that you’d
get mad if you found out that I knew you were trying to kill me.” Donald laughed.
“Come on, you can’t tell me you don’t remember that.”

100“It might have happened once or twice. Kids do those things. I can’t get all ex-
cited about something I maybe did twenty-five years ago.”

“No maybe about it. You did it.”
Pete said, “You’re wearing me out with this stuff. We’ve got a long drive ahead of

us and if you don’t back off pretty soon we aren’t going to make it. You aren’t, anyway.”
Donald turned away.
“I’m doing my best,” Pete said. The self-pity in his own voice made the words

sound like a lie. But they weren’t a lie! He was doing his best.
105The car topped a rise. In the distance Pete saw a cluster of lights that blinked out

when he started downhill. There was no moon. The sky was low and black.
“Come to think of it,” Pete said, “I did have a dream about you the other night.”

Then he added, impatiently, as if Donald were badgering him, “A couple of other
nights, too. I’m getting hungry,” he said.

“The same dream?”
“Different dreams. I only remember one of them. There was something wrong

with me, and you were helping out. Taking care of me. Just the two of us. I don’t
know where everyone else was supposed to be.”

Pete left it at that. He didn’t tell Donald that in this dream he was blind.
110“I wonder if that was when I woke up,” Donald said. He added, “I’m sorry I got into

that thing about my scar. I keep trying to forget it but I guess I never will. Not really. It
was pretty strange, having someone around all the time who wanted to get rid of me.”

“Kid stuff,” Pete said. “Ancient history.”
They ate dinner at a Denny’s on the other side of King City. As Pete was paying

the check he heard a man behind him say, “Excuse me, but I wonder if I might ask
which way you’re going?” and Donald answer, “Santa Cruz.”

“Perfect,” the man said.
Pete could see him in the fish-eye mirror above the cash register: a red blazer

with some kind of crest on the pocket, little black moustache, glossy black hair
combed down on his forehead like a Roman emperor’s. A rug, Pete thought. Defi-
nitely a rug.

115Pete got his change and turned. “Why is that perfect?” he asked.
The man looked at Pete. He had a soft, ruddy face that was doing its best to ex-

press pleasant surprise, as if this new wrinkle were all he could have wished for, but
the eyes behind the aviator glasses showed signs of regret. His lips were moist and
shiny. “I take it you’re together,” he said.

“You got it,” Pete told him.
“All the better, then,” the man went on. “It so happens I’m going to Santa Cruz

myself. Had a spot of car trouble down the road. The old Caddy let me down.”
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“What kind of trouble?” Pete asked.
120“Engine trouble,” the man said. “I’m afraid it’s a bit urgent. My daughter is sick.

Urgently sick. I’ve got a telegram here.” He patted the breast pocket of his blazer.
Before Pete could say anything Donald got into the act again. “No problem,”

Donald said. “We’ve got tons of room.”
“Not that much room,” Pete said.
Donald nodded. “I’ll put my things in the trunk.”
“The trunk’s full,” Pete told him.

125“It so happens I’m traveling light,” the man said. “This leg of the trip anyway. In
fact, I don’t have any luggage at this particular time.”

Pete said, “Left it in the old Caddy, did you?”
“Exactly,” the man said.
“No problem,” Donald repeated. He walked outside and the man went with him.

Together they strolled across the parking lot, Pete following at a distance. When
they reached Pete’s car Donald raised his face to the sky, and the man did the same.
They stood there looking up. “Dark night,” Donald said.

“Stygian,” the man said.
130Pete still had it in his mind to brush him off, but he didn’t do that. Instead he

unlocked the door for him. He wanted to see what would happen. It was an adven-
ture, but not a dangerous adventure. The man might steal Pete’s ashtrays but he
wouldn’t kill him. If Pete got killed on the road it would be by some spiritual person
in a sweatsuit, someone with his eyes on the far horizon and a wet Try God T-shirt in
his duffel bag.

As soon as they left the parking lot the man lit a cigar. He blew a cloud of smoke
over Pete’s shoulder and sighed with pleasure. “Put it out,” Pete told him.

“Of course,” the man said. Pete looked in the rearview mirror and saw the man
take another long puff before dropping the cigar out the window. “Forgive me,” he
said. “I should have asked. Name’s Webster, by the way.”

Donald turned and looked back at him. “First name or last?”
The man hesitated. “Last,” he said finally.

135“I know a Webster,” Donald said. “Mick Webster.”
“There are many of us,” Webster said.
“Big fellow, wooden leg,” Pete said.
Donald gave Pete a look.
Webster shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. Still, I wouldn’t deny the connection.

Might be one of the cousinry.”
140“What’s your daughter got?” Pete asked.

“That isn’t clear,” Webster answered. “It appears to be a female complaint of
some nature. Then again it may be tropical.” He was quiet for a moment, and added:
“If indeed it is tropical, I will have to assume some of the blame myself. It was my
own vaulting ambition that first led us to the tropics and kept us in the tropics all
those many years, exposed to every evil. Truly I have much to answer for. I left my
wife there.”

Donald said quietly, “You mean she died?”
“I buried her with these hands. The earth will be repaid, gold for gold.”
“Which tropics?” Pete asked.

145“The tropics of Peru.”
“What part of Peru are they in?”
“The lowlands,” Webster said.
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“What’s it like down there? In the lowlands.”
“Another world,” Webster said. His tone was sepulchral. “A world better imag-

ined than described.”
150“Far out,” Pete said.

The three men rode in silence for a time. A line of trucks went past in the other
direction, trailers festooned with running lights, engines roaring.

“Yes,” Webster said at last, “I have much to answer for.”
Pete smiled at Donald, but Donald had turned in his seat again and was gazing at

Webster. “I’m sorry about your wife,” Donald said.
“What did she die of?” Pete asked.

155“A wasting illness,” Webster said. “The doctors have no name for it, but I do.”
He leaned forward and said, fiercely, “Greed. My greed, not hers. She wanted no part
of it.”

Pete bit his lip. Webster was a find and Pete didn’t want to scare him off by hoot-
ing at him. In a voice low and innocent of knowingness, he asked, “What took you
there?”

“It’s difficult for me to talk about.”
“Try,” Pete told him.
“A cigar would make it easier.”

160Donald turned to Pete and said, “It’s okay with me.”
“All right,” Pete said. “Go ahead. Just keep the window rolled down.”
“Much obliged.” A match flared. There were eager sucking sounds.
“Let’s hear it,” Pete said.
“I am by training an engineer,” Webster began. “My work has exposed me to all

but one of the continents, to desert and alp and forest, to every terrain and season of
the earth. Some years ago I was hired by the Peruvian government to search for tung-
sten in the tropics. My wife and daughter accompanied me. We were the only white
people for a thousand miles in any direction, and we had no choice but to live as the
Indians lived—to share their food and drink and even their culture.”

165Pete said, “You knew the lingo, did you?”
“We picked it up.” The ember of the cigar bobbed up and down. “We were used

to learning as necessity decreed. At any rate, it became evident after a couple of years
that there was no tungsten to be found. My wife had fallen ill and was pleading to be
taken home. But I was deaf to her pleas, because by then I was on the trail of another
metal—a metal far more valuable than tungsten.”

“Let me guess,” Pete said. “Gold?”
Donald looked at Pete, then back at Webster.
“Gold,” Webster said. “A vein of gold greater than the Mother Lode itself. After

I found the first traces of it nothing could tear me away from my search—not the
sickness of my wife or anything else. I was determined to uncover the vein, and so I
did—but not before I laid my wife to rest. As I say, the earth will be repaid.”

170Webster was quiet. Then he said, “But life must go on. In the years since my
wife’s death I have been making the arrangements necessary to open the mine. I
could have done it immediately, of course, enriching myself beyond measure, but I
knew what that would mean—the exploitation of our beloved Indians, the brutal de-
struction of their environment. I felt I had too much to atone for already.” Webster
paused, and when he spoke again his voice was dull and rushed, as if he had used up
all the interest he had in his own words. “Instead I drew up a program for returning
the bulk of the wealth to the Indians themselves. A kind of trust fund. The interest
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alone will allow them to secure their ancient lands and rights in perpetuity. At the
same time, our investors will be rewarded a thousandfold. Two-thousandfold. Every-
one will prosper together.”

“That’s great,” said Donald. “That’s the way it ought to be.”
Pete said, “I’m willing to bet that you just happen to have a few shares left. Am I

right?”
Webster made no reply.
“Well?” Pete knew that Webster was on to him now, but he didn’t care. The

story had bored him. He’d expected something different, something original, and
Webster had let him down. He hadn’t even tried. Pete felt sour and stale. His eyes
burned from cigar smoke and the high beams of road-hogging truckers. “Douse the
stogie,” he said to Webster. “I told you to keep the window down.”

175“Got a little nippy back here.”
Donald said, “Hey, Pete. Lighten up.”
“Douse it!”
Webster sighed. He got rid of the cigar.
“I’m a wreck,” Pete said to Donald. “You want to drive for a while?”

180Donald nodded.
Pete pulled over and they changed places.
Webster kept his counsel in the back seat. Donald hummed while he drove, until

Pete told him to stop. Then everything was quiet.

Donald was humming again when Pete woke up. Pete stared sullenly at the road,
at the white lines sliding past the car. After a few moments of this he turned and said,
“How long have I been out?”

Donald glanced at him. “Twenty, twenty-five minutes.”
185Pete looked behind him and saw that Webster was gone. “Where’s our friend?”

“You just missed him. He got out in Soledad.° He told me to say thanks and
good-bye.”

“Soledad? What about his sick daughter? How did he explain her away?”
“He has a brother living there. He’s going to borrow a car from him and drive the

rest of the way in the morning.”
“I’ll bet his brother’s living there,” Pete said. “Doing fifty concurrent life sentences.

His brother and his sister and his mom and his dad.”
190“I kind of liked him,” Donald said.

“I’m sure you did,” Pete said wearily.
“He was interesting. He’s been places.”
“His cigars had been places, I’ll give you that.”
“Come on, Pete.”

195“Come on yourself. What a phony.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Sure I do.”
“How? How do you know?”
Pete stretched. “Brother, there are some things you’re just born knowing. What’s

the gas situation?”
200“We’re a little low.”

“Then why didn’t you get some more?”

Soledad: city in central California, site of a state prison.
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“I wish you wouldn’t snap at me like that,” Donald said.
“Then why don’t you use your head? What if we run out?”
“We’ll make it,” Donald said. “I’m pretty sure we’ve got enough to make it. You

didn’t have to be so rude to him,” Donald added.
205Pete took a deep breath. “I don’t feel like running out of gas tonight, okay?”

Donald pulled in at the next station they came to and filled the tank while Pete
went to the men’s room. When Pete came back, Donald was sitting in the passenger’s
seat. The attendant came up to the driver’s window as Pete got in behind the wheel.
He bent down and said, “Twelve fifty-five.”

“You heard the man,” Pete said to Donald.
Donald looked straight ahead. He didn’t move.
“Cough up,” Pete said. “This trip’s on you.”

210“I can’t.”
“Sure you can. Break out that wad.”
Donald glanced up at the attendant, then at Pete. “Please,” he said. “Pete, I

don’t have it anymore.”
Pete took this in. He nodded, and paid the attendant.
Donald began to speak when they left the station but Pete cut him off. He said,

“I don’t want to hear from you right now. You just keep quiet or I swear to God I
won’t be responsible.”

215They left the fields and entered a tunnel of tall trees. The trees went on and on.
“Let me get this straight,” Pete said at last. “You don’t have the money I gave you.”

“You treated him like a bug or something,” Donald said.
“You don’t have the money,” Pete said again.
Donald shook his head.
“Since I bought dinner, and since we didn’t stop anywhere in between, I assume

you gave it to Webster. Is that right? Is that what you did with it?”
220“Yes.”

Pete looked at Donald. His face was dark under the hood but he still managed to
convey a sense of remove, as if none of this had anything to do with him.

“Why?” Pete asked. “Why did you give it to him?” When Donald didn’t answer,
Pete said, “A hundred dollars. Gone. Just like that. I worked for that money, Donald.”

“I know, I know,” Donald said.
“You don’t know! How could you? You get money by holding out your hand.”

225“I work too,” Donald said.
“You work too. Don’t kid yourself, brother.”
Donald leaned toward Pete, about to say something, but Pete cut him off again.
“You’re not the only one on the payroll, Donald. I don’t think you understand

that. I have a family.”
“Pete, I’ll pay you back.”

230“Like hell you will. A hundred dollars!” Pete hit the steering wheel with the palm
of his hand. “Just because you think I hurt some goofball’s feelings. Jesus, Donald.”

“That’s not the reason,” Donald said. “And I didn’t just give him the money.”
“What do you call it, then? What do you call what you did?”
“I invested it. I wanted a share, Pete.” When Pete looked over at him Donald

nodded and said again, “I wanted a share.”
Pete said, “I take it you’re referring to the gold mine in Peru.”

235“Yes,” Donald said.
“You believe that such a gold mine exists?”
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Donald looked at Pete, and Pete could see him just beginning to catch on. “You’ll
believe anything,” Pete said. “Won’t you? You really will believe anything at all.”

“I’m sorry,” Donald said, and turned away.
Pete drove on between the trees and considered the truth of what he had just said—

that Donald would believe anything at all. And it came to him that it would be just like
this unfair life for Donald to come out ahead in the end, by believing in some outrageous
promise that would turn out to be true and that he, Pete, would reject out of hand be-
cause he was too wised up to listen to anybody’s pitch anymore except for laughs. What
a joke. What a joke if there really was a blessing to be had, and the blessing didn’t come
to the one who deserved it, the one who did all the work, but to the other.

240And as if this had already happened Pete felt a shadow move upon him, darken-
ing his thoughts. After a time he said, “I can see where all this is going, Donald.”

“I’ll pay you back,” Donald said.
“No,” Pete said. “You won’t pay me back. You can’t. You don’t know how. All

you’ve ever done is take. All your life.”
Donald shook his head.
“I see exactly where this is going,” Pete went on. “You can’t work, you can’t take

care of yourself, you believe anything anyone tells you. I’m stuck with you, aren’t I?”
He looked over at Donald. “I’ve got you on my hands for good.”

245Donald pressed his fingers against the dashboard as if to brace himself. “I’ll get
out,” he said.

Pete kept driving.
“Let me out,” Donald said. “I mean it, Pete.”
“Do you?”
Donald hesitated. “Yes,” he said.

250“Be sure,” Pete told him. “This is it. This is for keeps.”
“I mean it.”
“All right. You made the choice.” Pete braked the car sharply and swung it to

the shoulder of the road. He turned off the engine and got out. Trees loomed on both
sides, shutting out the sky. The air was cold and musty. Pete took Donald’s duffel bag
from the back seat and set it down behind the car. He stood there, facing Donald in
the red glow of the taillights. “It’s better this way,” Pete said.

Donald just looked at him.
“Better for you,” Pete said.

255Donald hugged himself. He was shaking. “You don’t have to say all that,” he told
Pete. “I don’t blame you.”

“Blame me? What the hell are you talking about? Blame me for what?”
“For anything,” Donald said.
“I want to know what you mean by blame me.”
“Nothing. Nothing, Pete. You’d better get going. God bless you.”

260“That’s it,” Pete said. He dropped to one knee, searching the packed dirt with his
hands. He didn’t know what he was looking for, his hands would know when they
found it.

Donald touched Pete’s shoulder. “You’d better go,” he said.
Somewhere in the trees Pete heard a branch snap. He stood up. He looked at Don-

ald, then went back to the car and drove away. He drove fast, hunched over the wheel,
conscious of the way he was hunched and the shallowness of his breathing, refusing to
look in the mirror above his head until there was nothing behind him but darkness.

Then he said, “A hundred dollars,” as if there were someone to hear.
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The trees gave way to fields. Metal fences ran beside the road, plastered with
windblown scraps of paper. Tule fog hung above the ditches, spilling into the road,
dimming the ghostly halogen lights that burned in the yards of the farms Pete passed.
The fog left beads of water rolling up the windshield.

265Pete rummaged among his cassettes. He found Pachelbel’s Canon° and pushed it
into the tape deck. When the violins began to play he leaned back and assumed an
attentive expression as if he were really listening to them. He smiled to himself like a
man at liberty to enjoy music, a man who has finished his work and settled his debts,
done all things meet and due.

And in this way, smiling, nodding to the music, he went another mile or so and
pretended that he was not already slowing down, that he was not going to turn back,
that he would be able to drive on like this, alone, and have the right answer when his
wife stood before him in the doorway of his home and asked, Where is he? Where is
your brother?

Pachelbel’s Canon: musical composition by Johann Pachelbel (1653–1706); it became widely
known through its use in the film Ordinary People (1980).

Q U E S T I O N S

1. Are the brothers in the story developing characters or static ones? Does either of them
undergo a change, or do we simply learn more about their established personalities as the
story proceeds?

2. What point of view does Wolff employ in this story? Do Pete’s perceptions of Donald
seem fundamentally sound to you, or is it necessary to go beyond them for a more objec-
tive appraisal?

3. Donald tells Pete that “you don’t have any purpose in life. You’re afraid to relate to people
who do, so you make fun of them” (paragraph 89). “You’re basically a very frightened in-
dividual” (paragraph 91). Do you agree with this analysis or not? Explain.

4. Do you believe Donald’s claim that Pete tried to kill him when they were children? Why
or why not?

5. In one of Pete’s dreams he is blind and dependent on Donald to take care of him. Does
Pete really need Donald? If so, for what?

6. Near the end of the story, Pete wants to know what Donald means when he says “I don’t
blame you.” What do you think he means?

7. Could this story have been called “My Brother’s Keeper”? Explain.

Raymond Carver

Cathedral 1983

Born in Clatskanie, Oregon, Raymond Carver (1938–1988) moved at three with his par-
ents to Yakima, Washington, where his father found employment as a sawmill worker. In
his early years Carver worked briefly at a lumber mill and at other unskilled jobs, including a
stint as a tulip-picker. Married with two children before he was twenty, he experienced blue-
collar desperation on terms more intimate than have most American writers, though he once
quipped that, until he read critics’ reactions to his works, he never realized that the charac-
ters in his stories “were so bad off.” Carver attended several universities, including Chico
State College, where he studied with novelist John Gardner, and Humboldt State College
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(now California State University, Humboldt), where he earned a degree in 1963. He briefly
attended the Writers’ Workshop of the University of Iowa, but pressured by the need to sup-
port his family, he returned to California, working for three years as a hospital custodian be-
fore finding a job editing textbooks. In 1967 he met Gordon Lish, the influential editor who
would publish several of his stories in Esquire, and had one of his early stories selected for
publication in The Best American Short Stories of 1967. Under Lish’s demanding tute-
lage, Carver learned to strip his fiction of everything but the essentials. Through the early
1970s, though plagued with bankruptcies, increasing dependency on alcohol, and marital
problems, Carver began teaching in various one-year appointments at several universities.

Carver’s publishing career began with a collection of poems, Near Klamath (1968).
His collections of short stories include Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? (1977), What
We Talk About When We Talk About Love (1981), Cathedral (1983), and Where
I’m Calling From (1988), which contained new and selected work. The compression of
language he learned as a poet may in part account for the lean quality of his prose, what has
been termed “minimalist,” a term Carver himself did not like, complaining that the term
“smacks of smallness of vision and execution.” In his last decade Carver taught creative
writing at Syracuse University, living with the poet Tess Gallagher, whom he married in
1988. His receipt of the Mildred and Harold Strauss Living Award in 1983 finally allowed
him to devote his full time to writing. He divided his remaining years between Syracuse and
Port Angeles, Washington. Carver’s personal victory in 1977 over decades of alcoholism
underscored the many professional triumphs of his final decade. He once said, “If you want
the truth, I’m prouder of that, that I quit drinking, than I am of anything in my life.” His
reputation as a master craftsman of the contemporary short story was still growing at the end
of his life, which ended prematurely after a struggle with lung cancer.

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 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.

That summer in Seattle she had needed a job. She didn’t have any money. The
man she was going to marry at the end of the summer was in officers’ training school.
He didn’t have any money, either. But she was in love with the guy, and he was in
love with her, etc. She’d seen something in the paper: HELP WANTED—Reading to
Blind Man, and a telephone number. She phoned and went over, was hired on the
spot. She’d worked with this blind man all summer. She read stuff to him, case stud-
ies, 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 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.
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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 when 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’t understand po-
etry. 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. I’m saying that at the end of the summer she let
the blind man run his hands over her face, said good-bye to him, married her child-
hood etc., who was now a commissioned officer, and she moved away from Seattle.
But 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 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 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 about what it was
like to be an Air Force officer’s wife. The poem wasn’t finished yet. She was still
writing 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 Sacra-
mento, 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 capsules in the medicine chest
and washed them down with a bottle of gin. Then she got into a hot bath and
passed out.

5But 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 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’d listen 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
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, I heard my own name in the mouth of this stranger, this blind man I didn’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, something, and we didn’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 draining

board doing scalloped potatoes. She put down the knife she was using and turned
around.
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“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.
10“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!”
I didn’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.
“Are you crazy?” my wife said. “Have you just flipped or something?” 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,” I said.
15Right 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.
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 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 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 cancer in her glands. After they had been
inseparable for eight years—my wife’s word, inseparable—Beulah’s health went into a
rapid decline. She died in a Seattle hospital room, the blind man sitting beside the
bed and holding on to her hand. They’d married, lived and worked together, slept to-
gether—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 under-
standing. 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. 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 differ-
ence 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—I’m 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 a 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 a drink and
watching the TV when I heard the car pull into the drive. I got up 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 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
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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 meet Robert. Robert, this is my husband. I’ve told
you all about him.” She was beaming. She had this blind man by his coat sleeve.

20The 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 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, about the scenic ride
along the Hudson. How going to New York, you should sit on the right-hand side of
the train, and coming from New York, the left-hand side.

25“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 I
look distinguished, my dear?” the blind man said to my wife.

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

30My wife finally took her eyes off the blind man and looked at me. I had the feel-
ing she didn’t like what she saw. I shrugged.

I’ve 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 light-brown shirt, a tie, a sports
coat. Spiffy. He also had this full beard. But he didn’t use a cane and he didn’t wear
dark glasses. I’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 looked close, there was something different about them. Too much white in the
iris, for one thing, and the pupils seemed to move around in the sockets without his
knowing it 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.

I said, “Let me get you a drink. What’s your pleasure? We have a little of every-
thing. It’s one of our pastimes.”

“Bub, I’m a Scotch man myself,” he said fast enough in this big voice.
“Right,” I said. Bub! “Sure you are. I knew it.”

35He let his fingers touch his suitcase, which was sitting alongside the sofa. He was
taking his bearings. I didn’t blame him for that.

“I’ll move that up to your room,” my wife said.
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“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.

40“I 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, I drink water. When I drink whiskey, I drink whiskey.”
My wife laughed. The blind man brought his hand up under his beard. He lifted his
beard slowly and let it drop.

I 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.

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 this blind man smoked his ciga-
rette 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 Robert’s plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes, green beans. I buttered
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.

45We 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 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 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 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 recently 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 conversations 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 time to time, he’d turn his blind face to-
ward me, put his hand under his beard, ask me something. How long had I been in
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my present position? (Three years.) Did I 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 turn-
ing it on, I turn on the color set. It’s funny, don’t you think?”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I had absolutely nothing to say to that. No
opinion. So I watched the news program and tried to listen to what the announcer
was saying.

50“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 this 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 stretched. She said, “I
think I’ll go upstairs and put on my robe. I think I’ll change into something else.
Robert, you make yourself comfortable,” she said.

“I’m comfortable,” the blind man said.
55“I want you to feel comfortable in this house,” she said.

“I 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 she was going to
come back. I thought she might have gone to bed. I wished she’d come back down-
stairs. I didn’t want to be left alone with a blind man. I asked him if he wanted an-
other 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.

“I’ll try some with you,” he said.
“Damm right,” I said. “That’s the stuff.”

60“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.
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.

65My 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 yet.”

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

“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. That dinner did me in. I shouldn’t have eaten so much.”
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70“It was the strawberry pie,” the blind man said. “That’s what did it,” he said, and
he laughed his big laugh. Then he shook his head.

“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 bed is

made up when you feel like going to bed, Robert. I know you must have had a long
day. When you’re ready to go to bed, say so.” She pulled his arm. “Robert?”

75He came to and said, “I’ve had a real nice time. This beats tapes, doesn’t it?”
I said, “Coming at you,” and I put the number between his fingers. He inhaled,

held the smoke, and then let it go. It was like he’d been doing it since he was nine
years old.

“Thanks, bub,” he said. “But I think this is all for me. I think I’m beginning to
feel it,” he said. He held the burning roach out for my wife.

“Same here,” she said. “Ditto. Me, too.” She took the roach and passed it to me.
“I may just sit here for a while between you two guys with my eyes closed. But don’t
let me bother you, okay? Either one of you. If it bothers you, say so. Otherwise, I may
just sit here with my 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 next to our room at the top of the
stairs. We’ll show you up when you’re ready. You wake me up now, you guys, if I fall
asleep.” She said that and then she closed her eyes and went to sleep.

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 slipped away from her legs, ex-
posing 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.

80“You say when you want some strawberry pie,” I said.
“I will,” he said.
I said, “Are you tired? Do you want me to take you up to your bed? Are you ready

to hit the hay?”
“Not yet,” he said. “No, I’ll stay up with you, bub. If that’s all right. I’ll stay up

until you’re ready to turn in. We haven’t had a chance to talk. Know what I mean? I
feel like me and her monopolized the evening.” He lifted his beard 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.”
85And I guess I was. Every night I smoked dope and stayed up as long as I could be-

fore I fell asleep. My wife and I hardly ever went to bed at the same time. When I did
go to sleep, I had these dreams. Sometimes I’d wake up from one of them, my heart
going crazy.

Something about the church and the Middle Ages was on the TV. Not your run-
of-the-mill TV fare. I wanted to watch something else. I turned to the other chan-
nels. But there was nothing on them, either. So I turned back to the first channel and
apologized.

“Bub, it’s all right,” the blind man said. “It’s fine with me. Whatever you want to
watch is okay. I’m always learning something. Learning never ends. It won’t hurt me
to learn something tonight. I got ears,” he said.

We didn’t say anything for a time. He was leaning forward with his head turned
at me, his right ear aimed in the direction of the set. Very disconcerting. Now and

KENN.032x_ch03.p074-112  9/20/06  1:12 PM  Page 106



Raymond Carver 107

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 thinking about something he was hear-
ing on the television.

On the screen, a group of men wearing cowls was being set upon and tormented
by men dressed in skeleton costumes and men dressed as devils. The men dressed as
devils wore devil masks, horns, and long tails. This pageant was part of a procession.
The Englishman who was narrating the thing said it took place in Spain once a year.
I tried to explain to the blind man what was happening.

90“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 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 the cathedrals. 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 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 re-

member. “You’re asking me are those frescoes?” I said. “That’s a good question. I
don’t know.”

95The 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 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 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. “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 com-
pletion 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 I know. What I just said. What I heard him
say. But maybe you could describe one to me? I wish you’d do it. I’d like that. If you
want to know, I really 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 in-
sane guy who said I had to do it or else.

I stared some more at the cathedral before the picture flipped off into the coun-
tryside. There was no use. I turned to the blind man and said, “To begin with, they’re
very tall.” I was looking around the room for clues. “They reach way up. Up and up.
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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 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,” I said.

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

100“I’m not doing so good, am I?” I said.
He stopped nodding and leaned forward on the edge of the sofa. As he listened 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 en-
courage me. I tried to think what else to say. “They’re really big,” I said. “They’re massive.
They’re built of stone. Marble, too, sometimes. In those olden days, 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 question, yes or no.
I’m 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 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.
105“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.”
110It 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 me a favor? I
got an idea. Why don’t you find us some heavy paper? And a pen. We’ll do some-
thing. 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 bot-
tom of the bag. I emptied the bag and shook it. I 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.

KENN.032x_ch03.p074-112  9/20/06  1:12 PM  Page 108



Raymond Carver 109

115“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’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 I began. First I drew a box that 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, 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 could-
n’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 fin-
gers over the paper, all over what I had drawn, and he nodded.

120“Doing fine,” the blind man said.
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.
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?”

125My wife said, “What’s going on? Robert, 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.
I did it. I closed them just like he said.
“Are they closed?” he said. “Don’t fudge.”
“They’re closed,” I said.

130“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?”

135My 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.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. What details in “Cathedral” make clear the narrator’s initial attitude toward blind peo-
ple? What hints does the author give about the reasons for this attitude? At what point in
the story do the narrator’s preconceptions about blind people start to change?

2. For what reason does the wife keep asking Robert if he’d like to go to bed (paragraphs
74–78)? What motivates the narrator to make the same suggestion in paragraph 82?
What effect does Robert’s reply have on the narrator?
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3. What makes the narrator start explaining what he’s seeing on television?
4. How does the point of view contribute to the effectiveness of the story?
5. At the end, the narrator has an epiphany. How would you describe it?
6. Would you describe the narrator as an antihero? Use specific details from the story to

back up your response.
7. Is the wife a flat or a round character? What about Robert? Support your conclusion about

each of them.
8. In a good story, a character doesn’t suddenly become a completely different sort of person.

Find details early in the story that show the narrator’s more sensitive side and thus help to
make his development credible and persuasive.

W R I T I N G  E F F E C T I V E LY

W R I T E R S  O N  W R I T I N G

Raymond Carver

Commonplace but Precise Language 1983

It’s possible, in a poem or short story, to write
about commonplace things and objects using
commonplace but precise language, and to
endow those things—a chair, a window cur-
tain, a fork, a stone, a woman’s earring—with
immense, even startling power. It is possible to
write a line of seemingly innocuous dialogue
and have it send a chill along the reader’s
spine—the source of artistic delight, as
Nabokov would have it. That’s the kind of
writing that most interests me. I hate
sloppy or haphazard writing whether it flies
under the banner of experimentation or
else is just clumsily rendered realism. In
Isaac Babel’s wonderful short story, “Guy de
Maupassant,” the narrator has this to say about the writing of fiction: “No iron can
pierce the heart with such force as a period put just at the right place.” This too
ought to go on a three-by-five.

Evan Connell said once that he knew he was finished with a short story when he
found himself going through it and taking out commas and then going through the
story again and putting commas back in the same places. I like that way of working
on something. I respect that kind of care for what is being done. That’s all we have,
finally, the words, and they had better be the right ones, with the punctuation in the
right places so that they can best say what they are meant to say. If the words are
heavy with the writer’s own unbridled emotions, or if they are imprecise and inaccu-
rate for some reason—if the words are in any way blurred—the reader’s eyes will slide
right over them and nothing will be achieved.

From “On Writing”

RAYMOND CARVER
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W R I T I N G  A B O U T  C H A R A C T E R

How Character Creates Action
Although readers usually consider plot the central element of fiction, writers usually
remark that stories begin with characters. They imagine a person in loving detail and
then wait to see what that character will do. “By the time I write a story,” said
Katherine Anne Porter, “my people are up and alive and walking around and taking
things into their own hands.” A story’s action usually grows out of the personality of
its protagonist and the situation he or she faces. As critic Phyllis Bottome observed,
“If a writer is true to his characters, they will give him his plot.”

Not all characters are created equal. A sure sign of a skilled writer is the ability
to create memorable characters. A great writer like Jane Austen or Charles Dickens
can create characters so vivid and compelling that readers almost have the illusion
the figures are real people.

In writing about the protagonist (or any other figure) in a story, begin by study-
ing his or her personality. What makes this individual different from the other 
characters in the story? Note that the way characters speak can immediately reveal
important things about their personalities, beliefs, and behavior. A single line of 
dialogue can tell the audience a great deal, as in an old film in which the comedian
W. C. Fields confides, “A woman drove me to drink and I never even had the cour-
tesy to thank her.”

C H E C K L I S T

Writing About Character
� Who is the main character or protagonist of the story?
� Make a quick list of the character’s physical, mental, moral, or behavioral

traits. Which of these characteristics seem especially significant to the ac-
tion of the story?

� Does the main character have an antagonist in the story? How do they differ?
� Does the way the protagonist speaks reveal anything about his or her character?
� If the story is told in the first person, what is revealed about how the protag-

onist views his or her surroundings?
� What is the character’s primary motivation? Does this motivation seem as

reasonable to you as it does to the protagonist? If not, what is suggested by
this unreasonableness?

� Does the protagonist fully understand his or her motivations?
� In what ways is the protagonist changed or tested by the events of the story?

W R I T I N G  A S S I G N M E N T  O N  C H A R A C T E R

Choose a story with a dynamic protagonist. (See the beginning of this chapter for a discussion
of dynamic characters.) Write an essay exploring how that character evolves over the course of
the story, providing evidence from the story to back up your argument. Some good story
choices might be Faulkner’s “Barn Burning,” Carver’s “Cathedral,” Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues,”
or Wolff ’s “The Rich Brother.”
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M O R E  T O P I C S  F O R  W R I T I N G

1. Using a story from this book, write a short essay that explains why a protagonist takes a
crucial life-changing action. What motivates this character to do something that seems
bold or surprising? You might consider:

• What motivates the narrator to overcome his instinctive antipathy to the blind man in
“Cathedral”?

• What motivates the older brother to write to Sonny during his incarceration in
“Sonny’s Blues”?

• Why doesn’t Miss Brill buy her usual slice of honeycake on her way home at the end of
“Miss Brill”?

2. Choose a minor character from any of the stories in this book, and write briefly on what
the story reveals about that person, reading closely for even the smallest of details. Is he or
she a stock character? Why or why not? (See the beginning of this chapter for a discussion
of stock characters.)

3. Choose a story in which the main character has an obvious antagonist, such as “Cathe-
dral,” “Sonny’s Blues,” or “The Rich Brother.” What role does this second character play
in bringing the protagonist to a new awareness of life?

4. Choose a dynamic character from one of the stories you’ve read so far. Write a brief essay
on how the events in the story relate to your chosen character’s strengths or shortcom-
ings. (See the beginning of this chapter for a discussion of dynamic characters.)

5. Choose a favorite character from a television show you watch regularly. What details are
provided (either in the show’s dialogue or in its visuals) to communicate the personality
of this character? Would you say this person is a stock character or a rounded one? Write
a brief essay making a case for your position.

6. Browse through magazines and newspapers to find a picture of a person you can’t identify.
Cut out the picture. Create a character based on the picture. As many writers do, make a
list of characteristics, from the large (her life’s ambition) to the small (his favorite break-
fast cereal). As you build your list, make sure your details add up to a rounded character.
(See the beginning of this chapter for a discussion of rounded versus flat characters.)

7. Choose a stock character from one of the stories you have read from this book, and
write your own short story with that character as a protagonist. Turn your stock char-
acter into a rounded one by imagining the details of his or her life more fully. (Again,
be sure to look at the beginning of this chapter for a description of what makes a char-
acter rounded or flat.)
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