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RAYMOND CARVER (1938-1988) grew up in a logging town in Oregon,
where his father worked int @ sawmill and his mother held odd jobs. After graduating
yo0l, Carver married at the age of nineteen and had two children. Working
ard to support kis wife and family, he managed to enroll briefly in 1958 as a student
gt Chico State Cotlege in California, where he ook a creative writing course from a
then wntknown Young novelist named John Gardner. Carver remembered that he
decided to fry to become a writer because he liked to read pulp novels and tmagezines
ahout hunting and fishing. e credited Gardner for giving him a sirong sense of
direckion as @ writer: # A writer’s values and craft. This 18 what the man taught and
what he stood for, and this is what I've kept by me in the years since that brief but
all-importart time.”

I 1963 Carver received kis B.A. degree from Humboldt Slate College in
northern California. The following year he studied writing at the University of Towa.

But the 1960s were difficult for him and his wife.

[ learned a long time ago when my kids were little and we had no money,
and we were working our hearts out and weren’t getiing anywhere, even
though we were giving it our best, my wife and I, that there were more
important things than writing a poem or @ Story. That was a very hard
realization for me to come fo. But i came to me, and I had to accept it or die.
Getting milk and food on the table, getting the rent paid, if a choice had to
be made, then I had to forgo writing.

Carver’s desire to be a writer was so strong that he kept on writing long after
the “cold facts” of his life told him he ought to quit. His first collection of stories, Will
You Please Be Quiet, Please? was nominated for a National Book Award in 1376.
Four more collections of stories followed, along with five books of poetry, before his
death from lung cancer.

Critics have noted that the rapid evolution of Carver’s style causes his fiction
to full into three distinct periods. The tentative writing in his first book of stories —
many of which he subsequently revised and republished — was followed by a paring
doum of his prose. This resulted in the hard-edged, detached minimalist style of his
middle period, exemplified by the stories in his collection What We Talk About
When We Talk About Love (1981). In juis final period Carver developed a more
expansive style, as in the collection Cathedral (1983) and the new stories in his last
collection, Where I'm Calling From: New and Selected Stories (1988), from
which “Errand” is taken.

Influenced by the cadence of Ernest Hemingway's sentences, Carver also be-

lieved in simplicity. He wrote:

It's possible, in a poem or a short story, to write about commonplace things
and objects using commonplace but precise language, and fo endow those
things — a chair, a window curtain, a fork, a stone, @ woman's enrring —
with immense, even startling power. . . . If the wards are heauy with the
writer’s own unbridled emotions, or if they are imprecise and inaccurete for
some other reason — if the words are in ary way blurred — the reader’s eyes
will slide right over them and nothing will be achieved. The rerder’s own
artistic sense will simply not be engaged.

RELATED COMMENTARIES: See Cuseboo.k on Raymond Carver, pages 1523—
1540, including Raymond Carver’s "On Writing,” page 1524; “Creative Writing
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101,” puge 1528; “The Ashtray,” page 1531; “On “Efrand,’” page 1532; Henri

Troyat's “From Chekhov,” page 1534; Tom Jenks's “The Origin of ‘Cathedral,”” page -
1537; Arthur M. Saltzman’s “A Reading of "What We Talk -About When We Tulk.

About Love,”” page 1539.
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: Cathedml

This blmd man, an old fnend 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‘_j ;
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. T 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 [ looked forward to.

That summer in Seattle she had needed a job. She didn't have arly":

money. The man she was going to marry at the end of the summer was i1k

officers’ training school. He didn’t have any money, either. But she was inlove '

with the guy, and he was in love with her, etc. She'd seen something in the

paper: HELP WANTED — Reading fo 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 studies, reports, that sort .

of thing. She helped him organize his little office in the county social-service
department. They’d become good friends, my wife and the blind man. How
do I know these things? She told me. And she told me something else. On

her last day in the office, the blind man asked if he could touch her face. Shé
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.

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 te]l her”
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that.:Maybe 1 just don't understand poetry. I admit it's not the first thing I
reach for when I pick up something fo read. :
vayl

1ye ]

 iAnyway, this man who'd first enjoyed her favors, the officer-to-be, he’'d
. béeri-her -childhood, sweetheart. So okay. I'm saying that at the end of the
summier she let the blind man run his hands over her face, said goodbye to
him, married her childhood etc,:who was now a commissioned officer, and
shiesmoved 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
hex: temsend ‘him a tape and tell him -about her life: She did this. She sent the
tape.On the tape; she told the blind man about her. husband and about their
life together in the military. She told the blind man she loved her husband
‘butshe:didn’t like it where they lived and she didn‘t like it that he was a part
“of theédtnilitary-industrial thing. She told the blind man she’d wriiten a poem
and hre 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
stillbriting it: The blind ‘man made.a tape. He sent her the tape. She. made a
tapeThis went. on for years. My wifes officer was posted to one base and
-then another. She sent tapes from Moody AFB, McGuire, McConnell, and
finally Travis, near Sacramento, where one night she got to feeling lonely and -
.cuf- 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.

- 7% But:instead of dying, she got sick. She threw up. Her ofﬁcer — Why
‘shouldihe have a name? he- -was the childhood sweetheart, and what more
“does heswant?'— came home from somewhere, found her, and called-the
ambtlance: In ime, she put it all on a tape and sent the tape to the blind man,
Oversthie -yéars, 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 retreation: On one tape, she told the blind man she’d decided to live away
from‘het: officer for a time. On another tape, she told him about her divorce.
* Sheand: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
_hearithe latest tape from the blind man. This was a year ago. [ 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
‘nto theplayer 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 maiith-of this stranger, this blind man I.didn’t even know! And then this:
“Froti-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 wab just as well. I'd heard all I wanted to. -

"2 iNow this same blind man was coming to sleep in my house. :

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

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

I don't have any blind friends,” 1 said.

“You don't have any friends,” she said. “Period. Besides,” she said,
“goddamn it, his wife’s just died! Don’t you understand that? The man’s lost
his wife!”

I didn't answer, She’d told me a little about the blind man’s wife. Her
name was Beulah. Beulah! Thai’s a name for & colored woman.

“Was his wife Negro?” I asked.

“Are you crazy?” my wife said. “Have you just flipped or something?”
She picked up a potato. Isaw it hit the floor, then roll under the stove. “What's
wrong with you?” she said. “Are you drunk?”

“T'm just asking,” I said.

Right then my wife filled me in with more detail than I cared to know.
I miade 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 surmmer after my wife

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

themselves a church wedding. Tt 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
+- 7 the minister’s wife. But it was a church wedding just the same. It was
what Be b had wanted, he’d said. But even then Beulah must have been
carrying the cancer in her glands. After they had been ingeparable 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 together — had sex, sure - and then the blind man had to bury her. All
this without his having ever seen what the goddamned woman looked like.
It was beyond my understanding, ITearing this, I felt sorry for the blind man
for a little bit. And then I found myself thinking what a pitiful jife 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 some-
thing better. Someone who could wear makeup or not — what difference to
him? She could, if she wanted, wear green eye-shadow around one eye, a
straight pin in her nostril, yellow slacks and purple shoes, no matter. And
then to slip off into death, the blind man’s hand on her hand, his blind eyes
streaming, tears — I'm imagining now -— her last thought maybe this: that he
never even knew what she locked like, and she on an express to the grave.
Robert was left with a small insurance policy and half of a twenty-peso
Mexican coin, The other half of the coin went into the box with her. Pathetic.

So when the time rolied around, my wife went to the depot to pick him
up. With nothing to do but wait — sure, [ blamed him for that — I ' was having
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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.

1 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 back seat
and dragged out a suitcase. My wife took his arm, shut the car door, and,
talking all the way, moved him down the drive and then up the steps to the
front porch. T turned off the TV, [ 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. ’

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

1 took it. He squeezed hard, held my hand, and then he let it go.

1 feel like we've already met,” he poomed.

o ikewise,” T said. I didn’t know what else to say. Then I said, “Wel-
come. I've heard a lot about you.” We began to move then, a litile 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 waich 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 t0 New York, you should sit on
the right-hand side of the train, and coming from New York, the left-hand side.

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

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

“T just asked,” I said.

“Right side,” the blind man said. “I hadr'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
T've been told, anyway. Dol 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.” '

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

T'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, [ wished he had a pair. At first
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glance, his eyes looked like anyone else’s eyes. But if you look 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 kéep in one place. But it
was only an effort, for that eye was on the roam without his knowing it or
wanting it to be.

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

“Bub, I'm a Scotch man myself,” he said fast enough in this big voice.

“Right,” 1 said. Bub! “Sure you are, I knew it.”

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

“T]l move that up to your room,” my wife said.

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

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

“Very little,” he said.

“1 knew it,” I said.

He said, “Tust a tad. The Irish actor, Barry Fitzgerald? 'm like that fellow.
When ! 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.

up.

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. :

T 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 peeple. But this
blind man smoked his cigarette down to the nubbin and then lit another one.
This blind man filled his ashtray and my wife emptied it.

When we sat down at the table for dinner, we had another drink. My
wife heaped Robert’s plate with cube steak, scalloped poiatoes, green beans.
T 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 locked at me, her mouth agape. “Pray the
phone won't ring and the food doesn’t get cold,” I said.

We dug in. We ate everything there was to eat on the table. We ate like
there was no tomorrow. We didn't talk, We ate. We scarfed. We grazed that
table. We were into serious eating. The blind man had right away located his
foods, he knew just where everything was on his plate. I watched with
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
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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. T 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, T just listened. Now and then I joined in. I didnt
want him to think I'd left the room, and 1 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, ] waited in vain to hear my name on my wife's sweet
lips: “And then my dear husband came into my life” — something like that.
But [ heard nothing of the sort. More talk of Robert. Robert had done a little
of everything, it seemed, a regular blind jack-of-all-trades. But most recenily
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 Tahitl, He said
he'd have a lot of friends there if he ever wanted to go visit those places. From
time to Hme, he'd turn his blind face toward me, put his hand under his beard,
ask me something. How long had I been in my present position? (Three
years.) Did I like my work? (I didn't.) Was [ 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, [ have two TVs. I have a color set and a
black-and-white thing, an old relic. s funny, but if T turn the TV on, and I'm
always turning it on, I turn on the color set. It's funny, don’t you think?”

I didn’t know what to say to that. [ had absolutely nothing to say to
that. No opinions. So 1 watched the news program and tried to listen to what
the announcer was saying. :

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

“We traded up a while ago,” I said.

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

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

“T'm comfortable,” the blind man said.

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

1 am comfortable,” the blind man said.
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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 didw't
know if she was going to come back. thought she might have gone to bed,
1 wished she’d come back downstairs. T didn’t want to be left alone with a
blind man, I asked him if he wanted another drink, and he said sure. Then I
asked if he wanted to smoke some dope with me. I said T
number. [ hadn’t, but I planned to do so in about two shakes,

“T'll try some with you,” he said,

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

I got our drinks and sat down on the sofa with him. Then T rolled us
two fat mumbers. 1lit 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

d just rolled a

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

“What do I smell?” she said,

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

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

He said, “1 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
can reason with,” I said. “It doesn’t mess you up.”

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

My vfe sat on the sofa between the blind man and me. I passed her
the number. She tock 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.Tshouldn't have
eaten so much.”

“It was the strawberry pie,” the blind mnan 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 s0.” She puliled his.
arm. “Robert?”

He came to and szid, “T've had a real nice time. This beats tapes, doesn’t

s dope you

it?”

I said. “Coming at you,” and I put the number between his fingers. He
inhaled, held the smoke, and then let it £0. It was Iike 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 ¥m
beginning to feel it,” he said. He held the burning reach.out for my wife.

“Same here,” she said. “‘Ditto. Me, too.” She took the roach and passed
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i o just sit here for a while between you two guys with my. eyes
1t1;c5)elzll.e]'3u£ gz?;t] let me bother you, okay? Bither one of you. If 'it bot%xers you,
:a so. Otherwise, I may just sit here with my eyes closed untit }(ou Te drealilly
toygo to bed,” she said. “Your bed’s made up, Robert, when you're ready. ! s
right next to our room at the top of the stairs. We'll sh?w you 1-.1‘p When zriot;ll re
ready. You wake me up now, you guys, if I fall asleep.” She said that and then
ent to sleep.

ohe d;ifednziiseg:z;;iv:nded. I gof up and changed the channel. I sat back
down on the sofa. | wished my wife hadn’t pooped out. Her head laybaclﬁ)scs1
the back of the sofa, her mouth open. she’d- turned so that her r; e a}a)e
slipped away from her legs, exposing a juicy thigh. T rc?ached to draw; t;r 1;; "
back over her, and it was then that T glanced at the blind man. What the !
1 flipped the robe open again. o aid

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

T will,” id.

Iiz;rcli]}’";:es;u tired? Do you want me to take you up to your bed?

to hit the hay?” SR . ’

e Y?’;Iia}i};u he said. ”1\%’0’ I'll stay up with you, bub. If that's all rlgll:z.1 r
stay up until you're ready to twrn in. We haven't had a cha.nce”to talllici.;t . ?ﬁv;
what I mean? I feel like me and her monopolized the evening. He lifte
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. .

And T guess I was, Every night [ smoked dope and stayed up as O?Ig
as I could before I fell asleep. My wife and I hardly ever went. to be'd at atk e
same time. When I did go to sleep, I had these dreams, Sometimes I'd wake

m, my heart going crazy.
¥ ﬁc;;thftfgﬂiout tljfle churgh ax%d t;ZeY Middle Ages "was on the TV. Not
your run-of-the-mill TV fare. I wanted to watch some.thmg else. I turned to
the other channels. But there was nothing on them, either. So 1 urned back
i ' d apologized. :

° the”fgjz:?::n a(l?l1 :il;ht,’?theg‘;z]jnd man said. “It's fine .with me. Wtever
you want to watch is okay. I'm always learning something. ‘]:.earmI'\g never
ends, Tt won't hurt me to learn something tonight. T got ears,” he said.

We didn’t say anything for a time. He was l_eanix}g forward with his
head turned at me, his right ear aimed in the direction of the set. Verzlr
disconcerting. Now and then his eyelids d.rooped.and- then they snapgi
open again. Now and then he put his fingers into his beard an'd‘ tugged, like
he was thinking about something he was hearing on the teliewsmn. 4

On the screen, a group of men wearing cowls was being set upon ;rlas
tormented by men dressed in skeleton costumes and men dressed as de hls
The men dressed as devils wore devil masks, homs, and long taﬂ.s. T}rh
pageant was part of a procession. The Englishma.n who was narrfhhn%]mg
thing said it took place in Spain once a year. [ tried io explain to the :

happening.
e ‘X;IEZIZZSI,IS,"%PE saidg. T know about skeletons,” he said, and he nodded.

The TV showed this one cathedral. Then there was a long, slow look at
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anc-)ther one. Finally, the picture switched to the famous one in Paxis, with it
flying buttresses and its spires reaching up to the clouds, The camexja 'u]ll ]
away to show the whole of the cathedral rising above the skyline puted
There were fimes when the Englishman who was tel]ing. the thin,
would shut up, wouid simply let the camera move around over the catheg-
dral.s. Or else the camera would tour the countryside, men in fields walkin.
beh%nd’ oxen. I waited as long as I could. Then I felt 1 had to say somethin, i
I said, “They're showing the outside of this cathedral now. Gargoyles Littlg‘
§tames carved to lock like monsters. Now I guess they'te in Ital %(eZh t-h .
in Ital’y’. There’s paintings on the walls of this one church.” g e
. Are those fresco paintings, bub?” he asked, and he sipped from his
I reached for my glass. But it was e i
could- remember. “You're asking me are tho:?:i"-rtzsiozgf It:a.]i:gn}’%bte’r e
question. I don’t know.” - rersagend
The camera moved to a cathedral outside Lishon e di i
Portuguese cathedral compared with the French a.'{[)'ld' it:i:;ﬁ vir:riciso?t;hae
geat. Butd t?ey‘ ;ver; there. Mostly the interior stuff. Then something occurrec;
me, and I said, “Something has occurred to me. Do you have any id
a cathedral is? What they look like, that is? Do vou fo ? ! omebony
says cathedral to you, do you have any notionywhat ]tl}?;;’fleet'allliiionfl:);z
Do you know the difference between that and a Baptist church, sa E’ I
He let the smoke dribble from his moath. “I know the téokylr-l.undr d
of workers fifty or a hundred years to build,” he said. 1 jusyf heard th -
say that, of course..I know generations of the same families Workec;2 ;?132
cathedral. I heard hn:n say that too. The men who began their life's work on
them, they never lived ic see the completion of their work, In that wise, bub,
they’ze no different from the rest of us, right?” He Laughec;l Then his Er ]?d r
f:lroo;‘ze:d aga-i.n. Iﬁs- head nodded. He seemed to be snoozir;g. Maybe ;);ewa:
ll.lq::\m..asgmmg hm}self in Portugal. The TV was showing another cathedral now.
N b?ir;lz was in G_emlany. The Englishman’s voice droned on. “Cathedrals,”
e man said. He sat up and rolled his head back and forth. “If
want the truth, bub, that's about all T know. What T just said What Ih o
him say. But maybe you could describe omne to me? T wish ou"d do it I’deajﬂ1
that. If you want to know, I really don't have a good idea%:’ o fd e
beet Itst?irecirlg;rq :t the shot of t?ne cathedral on the TV. How could I even
thrgm o describe .lt' But say. my life depended on it. Say my life was bein,
z=_-::1tIen:;dr bg an insane guy who said I had to do it or else. s
stared some more at the cathedral before the picture fli i
‘tjhe ‘cou.r}trymde. There was no use. I turned to the b}.ilixd man aI;F; ia?cflf ]’I“;‘g
egin with, they're very tall.” I was looking around the room for clues “:I'he
;each way up. Up and up. Toward the sky. They're so big, some of the;n they
ave to have these supports. To help hold them up, so to speak. i‘hes}r;
s};:llzportsbare called T’Juttresses.. They remind me of viaducts, for some reason
B VL{]:?; de 371;3‘:1;1 cion t é-(I'.lOW viaduets, either? Sometimes the cathedrals havé
o, ;Zvafd_ into the front. Sometimes lords and ladies. Don't ask

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

- #pm pot doing so good, am [ 1 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 tryng to encourage me. 1 tried to think what else to
say. “They're really big,” 1 satd. “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,”
1 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 religions? You don’t mind my asking?”

1 shook my head. He couldn’t see that, though. A wink is the same as
a nod io a blind man. 1 guess 1 don't believe in it. In anything. Sometimes
it's hard. You know what I'm saying?”

#cire I do,” he said.

“Right,” I said. .

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

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

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

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

Tt was then that the blind man cleared his throat. He brought something
up. He took a handkerchief from his back pocket. Then he said, ~1 get it, bub.
It's okay. It happens. Don't worTy about it he said. “Hey, listen to me. Will
you do me a favor? I got an idea. Why don’t you find us some heavy paper?
And a pen. We'll do something. We'll draw one together. Get us a pen and
some heavy paper. Go on, bub, get the stuff,” he said. .

So I went upstairs. My legs felt like they didn’t have any sirength in
them. They felt like they did after T'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 [ tried to think where to look for the kind of paper he was talking about.

Downstairs, in the kitchen, T found a shopping bag with onion skins in
the bottom of the bag,. T emptied the bag and shook it. I brought it info the
living yoom 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.:
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#All Tight,” 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 T 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, T
drew spires. Crazy.

“Gwell” he said, “Terrific. You're doing fine,” he said.

“Never thought anything like this could happen in your lifetime, did
you, bub? Well, its a strange life, we all know that. Go on now. Keep it up.”

I put in windows with arches. I drew flying buttresses. I hung great

doors. I couldn’t stop. The TV station went off the air. I put down the pen -

and closed and opened my fingers. The blind man felt round over the paper.
He moved the tips of his fingers over the paper, all over what I had drawn,
and he nodded.

“Doing fine,” the blind man said.

I took up the pen again, and he found my hand. I kept at it. 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 ‘

work. 27 on it. Press hard,” he said to me. “That's right. That’s good,” he said.
“Sure. You got it 7 [ 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 cld arm?” he said.
“Put some people in there now. What's a cathedral without people?”

My 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
o me. '

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

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

“They're closed,” I said.

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

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

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

But T had my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a little
longer. I thought it was something T ought to do. -

“Well?” he said. “Are you looking?”

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

“Tt’s really something,” I said. 19811
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Errand

Chekhov. On the evening of March 22, 1897, he went to dinner in
Moscow with his friend and confidant Alexei Suvorin. This Suvorin was a
very rich newspaper and book publisher, a reactionary, a self-made man
whose father was a private at the battle of Borodino. Like Chekhov, he was
the grandson of a serf. They had that in common: each had peasant’s blood
in his veins. Otherwise, politically and temperamentally, they were miles
apart. Nevertheless, Suvorin was one of Chekhov's few intimates, and Chek-
hov enjoyed his company.

Naturally, they went to the best restaurant in the city, a former town
house called the Hermitage — a place where it could take hours, half the night
even, to get through a ten-course meal that would, of course, inchude several
wines, liqueurs, and coffee. Chekhov was jmpeccably dressed, as always —
a dark suit and waistcoat, his usual pince-nez. He looked that night very
much as he looks in the photographs taken of him during this period, He was
relaxed, jovial. He shook hands with the maitre d’, and with a glance took in
the large dining room. It was brilliantly illuminated by ornate chandeliers, the
tables occupied by elegantly dressed men and women. Waiters came and
went ceaselessly. He had just been seated across the table from Suvorin when
suddenly, without warning, blood began gushing from his mouth, Suvorin
and two waiters helped him to the gentlemen’s room and tried to stanch the
flow of blood with ice packs. Suvorin saw him back to his own hotel and had
a bed prepared for Chelhov in one of the rooms of the suite. Later, after
another hemorrhage, Chekhov allowed himself o be moved to a clinic that
specialized in the treatment of tuberculosis and related respiratory infections.
When Suvorin visited him there, Chekhov apologized for the “scandal” at the
restaurant three nights earlier but continued to insist there was nothing
seriously wrong. “He laughed and jested as usual,” Suvorin noted in his diary,
“while spitting blood into a large vessel.”

Maria Chekhov, his younger sister, visited Chekhov in the clinic during
the last days of March. The weather was miserable; a sleet storm was in
progress, and frozen heaps of snow lay everywhere. It was hard for her to
wave down a carriage to take her to the hospital. By the time she arrived she
was filled with dread and anxiety.

“Anton Pavlovich lay on his back,” Maria wrote in her Memoirs, "He
was not allowed to speak. After greeting him, I went over to the table to hide
my emotions.” There, among bottles of champagne, jars of caviar, bouquets
of flowers from well-wishers, she saw something that terrified her: a freehand
drawing, obviously done by a specialist in these matters, of Chekhov's lungs.
It was the kind of sketch a doctor often makes in order to show his patient
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