VER
NEIGHBORS

WILL YOU Pl
BE QUIET, PL;j

The Stories of Raymond Carver

)
>

RSS!
=
9300,
€S
0Q9

B ill and Arlene Miller were a
happy couple. But now and then they felt they alone
among their circle had been passed by somehow, leaving
Bill to attend to his bookkeeping duties and Arlene oc-
cupied with secretarial chores. They talked about it
sometimes, mostly in comparison with the lives of their
neighbors, Harriet and Jim Stone. It seemed to the Mil-
lers that the Stones lived a fuller and brighter life. The
Stones were always going out for dinner, or entertaining
at home, or traveling about the country somewhere in

I)\ AYR/I()N D (;A RVEI{ CO'I;IIZZC[SIZ)I;Zsli?vé:in;zr::srfl;e hall from the Millers. Jim

, was a salesman for a machine-parts firm and often man-
¢ aged to combine business with pleasure trips, and on
" this occasion the Stones would be away for ten days, first
to Cheyenne, then on to St. Louis to visit relatives. In
their absence, the Millers would look after the Stones’
apartment, feed Kitty, and water the plants.

Bill and Jim shook hands beside the car. Harriet and
Arlene held each other by the elbows and kissed lightly
on the lips.

“Have fun,” Bill said to Harriet.

Arlene nodded.

MeGRAW-HILL B( JOK COMPANY hjin;dwinked at her. “Bye, Arlene. Take good care of
1 the old man.”
New York St. Louis San Francisco . “I will,” Arlene said.
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“Have fun,” Bill said.
“You bet,” Jim said, clipping Bill lightly on the arm.
“And thanks again, you guys.”

The Stones waved as they drove away, and the Millers
waved too.

“Well, I wish it was us,” Bill said.

“God knows, we could use a vacation,” Arlene said.
She took his arm and put it around her waist as they
climbed the stairs to their apartmert

Afier dinner Arlene said, “Don’t forget. Kitty gets
liver flavor the first night.” She stood in the kitchen
doorway folding the handmade tablecloth that Harriet
had bought for her last year in Santa Fe.

Bill took a deep breath as he entered the
apartment. The air was already heavy and it was vagueiy
sweet. The sunburst clock over the television said half
past eight. He remembered when Harriet had come
home with the clock, how she had crossed the hall to
show it to Arlene, cradling the brass case in her arms
and talking to it through the tissue paper as if it were an
infant.

Kitty rubbed her face against his slippers and then
turned onto her side, but jumped up quickly as Bill
moved to the kitchen and selected one of the stacked
cans from the gleaming drainboard. Leaving the cat to
pick at her food, he headed for the bathroom. He
looked at himself in the mirror and then closed his eyes
and then looked again. He opened the medicine chest.
He found a container of pills and read the label—
Harriet Stone. One each day as directed—and slipped it
into his pocket. He went back to the kitchen, drew a
pitcher of water, and returned to the living room. He
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finished watering, set the pitcher on the rug, and
opened the liquor cabinet. He reached in back for the
bottle of Chivas Regal. He took two drinks from the bot-
tle, wiped his lips on his sleeve, and replaced the bottle
in the cabinet.

Kitty was on the couch sleeping. He switched off the
Ifghts slowly closing and checking the door. He had the
G}H‘Ag he had left bOi"i\,uuug
“Whaf kept you?” Ar ene said. She sat with her leg:
turned under her, watching television.

“’\Iothng Playing with Kitty,” he said, and went over
to her and touched her breasts.

“Let’s go to bed, honey,” he said.

—
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The next day Bill took only ten minutes of the
twenty-minute break allotted for the afternoon and left
at fifteen minutes before five. He parked the car in the
lot just as Arlene hopped down from the bus. He waited
until she entered the building, then ran up the stairs to
catch her as she stepped out of the elevator.

“Billl God, you scared me. You're early,” she said.

He shrugged. “Nothing to do at work,” he said.

She let him use her key to open the door. He looked at
the door across the hall before following her inside.

“Let’s go to bed,” he said.

“Now?” She laughed. “What's gotten into you?”

“Nothing. Take your dress off.” He grabbed for her
awkwardly, and she said, “Good God, Bill.”

He unfastened his belt.

Later they sent out for Chinese food, and when it
arrived they ate hungrily, without speaking, and lis-
tened to records.

“Let’s not forget to feed Kitty,” she said.
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“I was Just thinking about that,” he said. “I'll go right
over.’

He selected a can of fish flavor for the cat, then filled
the pitcher and went to water. When he returned to the
kitchen, the cat was scratching in her box. She looked at
him steadily before she turned back to the litter. He

opened all the cupboards and examined the canned
goods, the cereals, the packaged foods, the cocktail and

wine glasses, the china, the pots and pans. He opened
the refrigerator. He sniffed some celery, took two bites
‘of cheddar cheese, and chewed on an apple as he walked
into the bedroom. The bed seemed enormous, with a
fluffy white bedspread draped to the floor. He pulled
out a nightstand drawer, found a half—empty package
of cigarets and stuffed them into his poc zet. Then he
stepped to the closet and was opening it when the knock
sounded at the front door.

He stopped by the bathroom and flushed the toilet on
his way.

“What's been keeping you?” Arlene said. “You've
been over here more than an hour.”

‘Have I really?” he said.

“Yes, you have,” she said.

“I had to go to the toilet,” he said.

“You have your own toilet,” she said.

“I couldn’t wait,” he said.

That night they made love again.

pidd

In the morning he had Arlene call in for him. He
showered, dressed, and made a light breakfast. He tried
to start a book. He went out for a walk and felt better.
But after a while, hands still in his pockets, he returned
to the apartment. He stopped at the Stones’ door on the
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chance he might hear the cat moving about. Then he let
himself in at his own door and went to the kitchen for
the key.

Inside it seemed cooler than his apartment, and
darker too. He wondered if the plants had something to
do with the temperature of the air. He looked out the
window, and then he moved slowly through each room
considering everything that fell under his gaze, careful-
ly, one object at a time. He saw ashtrays, items of furni-
ture, kitchen utensils, the clock. He saw everything. At
last he entered the bedroom, and the cat appeared at his
feet. He stroked her once, carried her into the bath-
room, and shut the door.

He lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He
lay for a while with his eyes closed, and then he moved
his hand under his belt. He tried to recall what day it
was. He tried to remember when the Stones were due
back, and then he wondered if they would ever return.
He could not remember their faces or the way they
talked and dressed. He sighed and with effort rolled off
the bed to lean over the dresser and look at himself in
the mirror.

He opened the closet and selected a Hawaiian shirt.
He looked until he found Bermudas, neatly pressed and
hanging over a pair of brown twill slacks. He shed his
own clotnes and slipped into the shorts and the shirt. He
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looked in the mirro
and poured himself a drink and sipped it on his way
back to the bedroom. He put on a blue shirt, a dark suit,
a blue and white tie, black wing-tip shoes. The glass was
empty and he went for another drink.

In the bedroom again, he sat on a chair, crossed his
legs, and smiled, observing himself in the mirror. The
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telephone rang twice and fell silent. He finished the drink
and took off the suit. He rummaged through the top
drawers until he found a pair of panties and a brassiere.
He stepped into the panties and fastened the brassiere,
then looked through the closet for an outfit. He puton a
black and white checkered skirt and tried to zip it up. He
put on a burgundy blouse that buttoned up the front.
He considered her shoes, but understood they would
not fit. For a long time he looked out the living-
room window from behind the curtain. Then he re-
turned to the bedroom and put everything away.

He was not hungry. She did not eat much, either.
They looked at each other shyly and smiled. She got up
from the table and checked that the key was on the shelf
and then she quickly cleared the dishes.

He stood in the kitchen doorway and smoked a cigaret
and watched her pick up the key.

“Make yourself comfortable while I go across the
hall,” she said. “Read the paper or something.” She
closed her fingers over the key. He was, she said, looking
tired.

He tried to concentrate on the news. He read the
paper and turned on the television. Finally he went a-
cross the hall. The door was locked.

“It's me. Are you still there, honey?” he called.

After a time the lock released and Arlene stepped
outside and shut the door. “Was I gone so long?” she
said.

“Well, you were,” he said.

“Was I?” she said. “I guess I must have been playing
with Kitty.”
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He studied her, and she looked away, her hand still
resting on the doorknob.

“It’s funny,” she said. “You know—to go in someone’s
place like that.”

He nodded, took her hand from the knob, and
guided her toward their own door. He let them into
their apartment.

“Ités funny,” he said.

He noticed white lint clinging to the back of her sweat-
er, and the color was high in her cheeks. He began kiss-
ing her on the neck and hair and she turned and kissed
him back.

“Oh, damn,” she said. “Damn, damn,” she sang, girl-
ishly clapping her hands. “I just remembered. I really
and truly forgot to do what I went over there to do. I
didn’t feed Kitty or do any watering.” She looked at him.
“Isn’t that stupid?”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Just a minute. I'll get my
cigarets and go back with you.” s

She waited until he had closed and locked their door,
and then she took his arm at the muscle and said, “I
guess I should tell you. I found some pictures.”

He stopped in the middle of the hall. “What kind of
pictures?”

“You can see for yourself,” she said, and she watched
him.

“No kidding " He grinned. “Where?”

“In a dr awer, > she S.’:‘uu

“No kidding,” he said.

And then she said, “Maybe they won’t come back,”
and was at once astonished at her words.

“It could happen,” he said. “Anything could happen.”
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“Or maybe they’ll come back and . ..” but she did not
finish.

They held hands for the short walk across the hall,
and when he spoke she could barely hear his voice.

“The key,” he said. “Give it to me.”

“What?” she said. She gazed at the door.

“The key,” he said. “You have the key.”

“My God,” she said, “I left the key inside.”

He tried the knob. It was locked. Then she tried the
knob. It would not turn. Her lips were parted, and her
breathing was hard, expectant. He opened his arms and
she moved into them.

“Don’t worry,” he said into her ear. “For God’s sake,
don’t worry.”

They stayed there. They held each other. They
leaned into the door as if against a wind, and braced
themselves.

-\ ‘Ie’d finished supper and I'd
been at the kitchen table with the light out for the last
hour, watching. If he was going to do it tonight, it was
time, past time. I hadn’t seen him in three nights. But
tonight the bedroom shade was up over there and the
light burning.

I had a feeling tonight.

Then I saw him. He opened the screen and walked
out onto his back porch wearing a T-shirt and some-
thing like Bermuda shorts or a swimsuit. He looked
around once and hopped off the porch into the shadows
and began to move along the side of the house. He was
fast. If I hadn’t been watching, I wouldn’t have seen
him. He stopped in front of the lighted window and
looked in.

“Vern,” I called. “Vern, hurry up! He’s out there.
You'd better hurry!”

Vern was in the living room reading his paper with
the TV going. I heard him throw down the paper.

“Don’t let him see you!” Vern said. “Don’t get up too
close to the window!”

Vern always says that: Don’t get up
little embarrassed about watching, I
he enjoys it. He's said so.

“He can't see us with the light out.” It's what I always
say. This has been going on for three months. Since
September 3. to be exact. Anyway, that’s the first night I
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You could write a story about this
ashtray, for example, and a man and a
woman. But the man and woman are
always the two poles of your story.
The North Pole and the South. Every
story has these two poles—he and she.

A. P. Chekov

They're alone at the kitchen table in her friend’s
apartment. They'll be alone for another hour, and then
her friend will be back. Outside, it’s raining—

the rain coming down like needles, melting last week’s
snow. They're smoking and using the ashtray .. . Maybe
just one of them is smoking . . . He's smoking! Never
mind. Anyway, the ashtray is filling up with

cigarettes and ashes.

She’s ready to break into tears at any minute.

To plead with him, in fact, though she’s proud
and has never asked for anything in her life.

He sees what's coming, recognizes the signs—

a catch in her voice as she brings her fingers

to her locket, the one her mother left her.

He pushes back his chair, gets up, goes over to
the window . . . He wishes it were tomorrow and he
were at the races. He wishes he was out walking,
using his umbrella . . . He strokes his mustache
and wishes he were anywhere except here. Bu

he doesn’t have any choice in the matter. He's got
to put a good face on this for everybody’s sake.
God knows, he never meant for things to come

to this. But it’s sink or swim now. A wrong

move and he stands to lose her friend, too.

14

Her breathing slows. She watches him but
doesn’t say anything. She knows, or thinks she
knows, where this is leading. She passes a hand
over her eyes, leans forward and puts her head

in her hands. She’s done this a few times

before, but has no idea it’s something

that drives him wild. He looks away and grinds
his teeth. He lights a cigarette, shakes out

the match, stands a minute longer at the window.

Then walks back to the table and sits
down with a sigh. He drops the match in the ashtray.
She reaches for his hand, and he lets her
take it. Why not? Where's the harm?
et her. His mind’s made up. She covers his
fingers with kisses, tears fall onto his wrist.

He draws on his cigarette and looks at her

as a man would look indifferently on

acloud, a tree, or a field of oats at sunset.

He narrows his eyes against the smoke. From time
to time he uses the ashtray as he waits

for her to finish weeping.

5




LOCKING YOURSELF OUT,
THEN TRYING TO GET BACK IN

You simply go out and shut the door
without thinking. And when you look back
at what you've done

it’s too late. If this sounds

like the story of a life, okay.

It was raining. The neighbors who had

a key were away. I tried and tried

the lower windows. Stared

inside at the sofa, plants, the table

and chairs, the stereo set-up.

My coffee cup and ashtray waited for me
on the glass-topped table, and my heart
went out to them. I said, Hello, friends,
or something like that. After all,

this wasn'’t so bad.

Worse things had happened. This

was even a little funny. I found the ladder.
Took that and leaned it against the house.
Then climbed in the rain to the deck,
swung myself over the railing

and tried the door. Which was locked,

of course. But I'looked in just the same

at my desk, some papers, and my chair.

This was the window on the other side

DS il

of the desk where I'd raise my eyes
and stare out when I sat at that desk.
This is not like downstairs, I thought.

This is something else.

And it was something to look in like that, unseen,
from the deck. To be there, inside, and not be there.
Idon’t even think I can talk about it.

I brought my face close to the glass

and imagined myself inside,

sitting at the desk. Looking up

from my work now and again.

Thinking about some other place

and some other time.

The people I had loved then.

I stood there for a minute in the rain.
Considering myself to be the luckiest of men.
Even though a wave of grief passed through me.
Even though I felt violently ashamed

of the injury I'd done back then.

I bashed that beautiful window.

And stepped back in.




ANOTHER MYSTERY

That time 1 tagged along with my dad to the dry cleaners—
What'd I know then about Death? Dad comes out carrying

a black suit in a plastic bag. Hangs it up behind the back seat
of the old coupe and says, “This is the suit your grandpa

in the road, my fingers crimped on the wire hanger. Then
tore a hole through the plastic to the other side. Took one of
the empty sleeves between my fingers and held it—

the rough, palpable fabric.

is going to leave the world in.” What on earth
could he be talking about? I wondered.
I touched the plastic, the slippery lapel of that coat

I reached through to the other side.

LCalal Lediti Sl

that was going away, along with my grandpa. Those days it was
just another mystery.

Then there was a long interval, a time in which relatives departed
this way and that, left and right. Then it was my dad’s turn.

I sat and watched him rise up in his own smoke. He didn’t own
a suit. So they dressed him gruesomely

in a cheap sports coat and tie,

for the occasion. Wired his lips

into a smile as if he wanted to reassure us, Don't worry, it’s

not as bad as it looks. But we knew better. He was dead,

wasn’t he? What else could go wrong? (His eyelids

were sewn closed, too, so he wouldn’t have to witness

the frightful exhibit.) I touched
his hand. Cold. The cheek where a little stubble had
broken through along the jaw. Cold.

Today I reeled this clutter up from the depths.

Just an hour or so ago when I picked up my own suit

from the dry cleaners and hung it carefully behind the back seat.
I drove it home, opened the car door and

lifted it out into sunlight. I stood there a minute

[48] [49]




neither of us smiling, just shaky

and not ourselves. Then her smile and my arm going

around her hips as we walk into the next corridor

needing the light. And outside then, in the open, needing more.

WHAT THE DOCTOR SAID

T T Bl e e e g e e e e -

He said it doesn’t look good

he said it looks bad in fact real bad
he said I counted thirty-two of them on one lung before
I quit counting them

I said P'm glad I wouldn’t want to know

about any more being there than that

he said are you a religious man do you kneel down

in forest groves and let yourself ask for help

when you come to a waterfall

mist blowing against your face and arms

do you stop and ask for understanding at those moments
I said not yet but I intend to start today

he said I'm real sorry he said

I wish I had some other kind of news to give you

I said Amen and he said something else

I didn’t catch and not knowing what else to do

and not wanting him to have to repeat it

and me to have to fully digest it

I just looked at him

for 2 minute and he looked back it was then

I jumped up and shook hands with this man who’d Jjust given me
something no one else on earth had ever given me

I'may even have thanked him habit being so strong




