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“You Make a Better Door Than a Window” 
or  

“Gordon Lish: Fanboy” 
 

Texts invite the audience to play a part in the stories they are telling. For example, plays 

invite the audience to participate in the drama by knowing something that the characters do not; 

novels allow the reader to learn about themselves through identifying with a character. But what 

is special about short stories? Short stories are defined by their brief but immersive quality, the 

reader can finish a short story in one sitting. Short stories feature one afternoon, one character, 

one incident. The realm of a short story is small and populated with few characters. The form of 

a short story requires the reader to play a big part in the story’s creation, filling in the gaps of 

time prior to the story, and creating explanation where there is none. But most importantly, the 

reader understands that a short story is just a slice of life, and that there is a rest. Looking into a 

house through one window, we only see one room, but we know that other rooms exist. When 

the light is turned on in the room, the reader joins in and the plot moves along. Understanding 

this, the reader is able to use the reader’s imagination to continue the story off the page.  

However, as a writer Raymond Carver lacks interest in what the reader can bring to the 

story. In A Small, Good Thing,  Carver does not give his reader interpretive power, which is the 

way a reader plays a part in a story. We are told exactly how his characters, Ann and Howard, 

feel, exactly what they are thinking, exactly where they want to go, and exactly how they are 

planning on getting to their destination. Carver is completely in control of our interpretation. 

Carver achieves this by using extended paragraphs of description, especially when describing 

emotion, and very little dialogue. Description is generated by the writer and completely under the 
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writer’s control, whereas dialogue needs to sound as if it is generated by the characters the author 

has created and is therefore seems spontaneous and not entirely controllable. For example, when 

Ann gets lost in the hospital and has an intense emotional moment with another family in a 

similar position to herself, Carver spends an entire paragraph describing how Ann feels instead 

of letting the reader interpret his text and coming to the same conclusion:  

Ann saw the lips moving silently, making words. She had an urge to ask what those 

words were. She wanted to talk more with these people who were in the same kind of 

waiting she was in. She was afraid, and they were afraid. They had that in common. She 

would have liked to have said something else about the accident, told them more about 

Scotty, that it happened on the day of his birthday, Monday, and that he was still 

unconscious, (pg. 391).  

Now, let us turn to Lish’s version and see what he does. Comparing Lish’s against Carver’s we 

notice something important: where Carver does not extend an invitation, Lish extends an 

impossibly large invitation. Lish cut most of Carver’s description and called it The Bath.  Lish’s 

version is much more detached. He describes a horrifying event -- an eight-year-old boy getting 

hit by a car -- and an everyday event -- that child’s mother picking out his birthday cake -- in the 

same neutral language. Lish’s version requires the reader to supply all the emotion. Here is 

Lish’s version of the scene above: 

“My son was hit by a car,” the mother said. “But he’s going to be all right. He’s in shock 

now, but it might be some kind of coma too. That’s what worries us, the coma part. I’m 

going out for a little while. Maybe I’ll take a bath. But my husband is with him. He’s 
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watching. There’s a chance everything will change when I’m gone. My name is Ann 

Weiss,” (pg. 257).  

Now let’s compare the two versions in another light, stepping back to consider the ways in which 

texts invite readers to participate. In a play there are many interpreters -- the playwright, the 

director, the actors, and each night a different audience -- each bringing imagination to the work. 

The relationship between Lish, Carver, and the story is similarly complicated. Lish, as an editor, 

both read the original and assumed the director’s role. Not all directors stick to the text, some cut 

significant portions or rearrange. Indeed, the most apparent “directorial” decision Lish made was 

to eliminate scene-setting and description, and to include more dialogue. (Consider that in a play 

the plot is almost entirely carried through dialogue.) By doing this, Lish created a dialogue 

between his editing choices and Carver’s original story. Modern theater uses this same practice 

all the time, consider Phyllida Lloyd’s recreation -- made shorter, rearranged, recast, and reset -- 

of Shakespeare’s Tempest  in a contemporary women’s prison. Lloyd’s intention was clearly not 

to give a contemporary audience an equivalent experience to that of an Elizabethan audience in 

London. Instead, Lloyd’s was intention was to tell the story she wanted to tell using elements of 

Shakespeare.  

But what is different between Lloyd and Shakespeare and Lish and Carver? In theater, a 

given performance is ephemeral but the text is essentially permanent. But here, Lish’s version 

was published and superseded Carver’s text. We understand that neither man expected the reader 

in the real world to read both stories. But as a reader who has read both versions of the story, I 

can use one to complete the other. When I read Lish’s bare-bones version I find it impossible to 

understand how the disjointed pieces connect. Lish leaves big gaps for interpretation by the 
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reader between the vignettes of his story, but there is so much room for interpretation, I am 

overwhelmed. Reading Carver’s story, where there is no room for interpretation, I get lost in 

Carver’s endless descriptions. But by reading Carver’s story, I gain access to the missing pieces 

and I can understand the skeleton that is Lish’s story. Lish’s version is now my roadmap of all 

the major important events in Carver’s story. By commenting on Carver’s work, Lish was 

creating a direct conversation between his views as an editor and Carver as a writer. Entering 

into this conversation as a reader of both versions, I am able to have a conversation with both 

works and put the two stories into dialogue with each other as well as with me. 

Raymond Carver refuses to allow his readers to bring their own life experiences to the 

story. He refuses to let his readers interpret his characters through their own eyes, instead telling 

them exactly what each moment means. Did this influence Lish’s editorial strategy? Perhaps 

Carver’s decision to create no room for an interpretive reader made Lish feel so pushed out that 

the only way he could respond was to write his own version. Lish’s version seems cold and 

emotionless, does this imply that he was not moved by Carver’s story? Let’s turn to fanfiction 

for a possible answer. Fanfiction is a piece of fiction writing done by a fan to in response to a 

world or character that an author has created. Fanfiction often allows exploration of 

relationships, themes, or events that would not happen in the original. The intention of fanfiction 

is not to create something better than the original or to replace the original, but to further 

populate the world that has already been created. Fanfiction pieces stand on their own as 

complete stories, but it is impossible to untangle them from their source of inspiration. Perhaps 

Lish was so moved by Carver’s story that he responded by essentially writing a piece of 

fanfiction.  
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