Ballad of the Sad Café

By Carson McCullers



Rumors and the good people



In the town there were even three good people, and they did not want
this crime [...]. These good people judged Miss Amelia in a different way
from what the others judged her. When a person is as contrary in every
single respect as she was and when the sins of a person have amounted
to such a point that they can hardly be remembered all at once -- then
this person plainly requires a special judgment. They remembered that
Miss Amelia had been born dark and somewhat queer of face, raised
motherless by her father who was a solitary man, that early in youth she
had grown to be six feet two inches tall which in itself is not natural for a
woman, and that her ways and habits of life were too peculiar ever to
reason about. Above all, they remembered her puzzling marriage, which
was the most unreasonable scandal ever to happen in this town.

So these good people felt toward her something near to pity (14).



Mass psychology



Some eight or ten men had convened on the porch of Miss Amelia's
store. They were silent and were indeed just waiting about. They
themselves did not know what they were waiting for, but it was this: in
times of tension, when some great action is impending, men gather and
wait in this way. And after a time there will come a moment when all
together they will act in unison, not from thought or from the will of any
one man, but as though their instincts had merged together so that the
decision belongs to no single one of them, but to the group as a whole.
At such a time, no individual hesitates. And whether the matter will be
settled peaceably, or whether the joint action will result in ransacking,
violence, and crime, depends on destiny. So the men waited soberly on
the porch of Miss Amelia's store, not one of them realizing what they
would do, but knowing inwardly that they must wait, and that the time
had almost come (15-16).



Miss Amelia and female patients



If a patient came with a female complaint she could do nothing.
Indeed at the mere mention of the words her face would slowly
darken with shame, and she would stand there craning her neck
against the collar of her shirt, or rubbing her swamp boots
together, for all the world like a great shamed, dumb-tongued

child (17).



Lymon’s transformation



The hunchback came down slowly with the proudness of one who owns
every plank of the floor beneath his feet. In the past days he had greatly
changed. For one thing he was clean beyond words. He still wore his
little coat, but it was brushed off and neatly mended. Beneath this was a
fresh red and black checkered shut belonging to Miss Amelia. He did not
wear trousers such as ordinary men are meant to wear, but a pair of
tight-fitting little knee-length breeches. On his skinny legs he wore black
stockings, and his shoes were of a special kind, being queerly shaped,
laced up over the ankles, and newly cleaned and polished with wax.
Around his neck, so that his large, pale ears were almost completely
covered, he wore a shawl of lime-green wool, the fringes of which
almost touched the floor (18).




Each night the hunchback came down the stairs with the air of
one who has a grand opinion of himself. He always smelled
slightly of turnip greens, as Miss Amelia rubbed him night and
morning with pot liquor to give him strength. She spoiled him to
a point beyond reason, but nothing seemed to strengthen him;
food only made his hump and his head grow larger while the

rest of him remained weakly and deformed (24).



For the hunchback was sickly at night and dreaded to lie looking
into the dark. He had a deep fear of death. And Miss Amelia
would not leave him by himself to suffer with this fright It may
even be reasoned that the growth of the café came about
mainly on this account; it was a thing that brought him company

and pleasure and that helped him through the night (25).



When the path leads through a bog or a stretch of blackened water see
Miss Amelia bend down to let Cousin Lymon scramble on her back -- and
see her wading forward with the hunchback settled on her shoulders,
clinging to her ears or to her broad forehead. Occasionally Miss Amelia
cranked up the Ford which she had bought and treated Cousin Lymon to
a picture-show in Cheehaw, or to some distant fair or cockfight; the

hunchback took a passionate delight in spectacles (25).



Miss Amelia’s lonesome look of the lover



There was in her expression pain, perplexity, and uncertain joy.
Her lips were not so firmly set as usual, and she swallowed
often. Her skin had paled and her large empty hands were

sweating. Her look that night, then, was the lonesome look of

the lover (23).



A note on the concept of love
To love or to be loved?



First of all, love is a joint experience between two persons -- but the fact
that it is a joint experience does not mean that it is a similar experience
to the two people involved. There are the lover and the beloved, but
these two come from different countries. Often the beloved is only a
stimulus for all the stored-up love which has lain quiet within the lover
for a long time hitherto. And somehow every lover knows this. He feels
in his soul that his love is a solitary thing. He comes to know a new,
strange loneliness and it is this knowledge which makes him suffer. So
there is only one thing for the lover to do. He must house his love within
himself as best he can; he must create for himself a whole new inward
world -- a world intense and strange, complete in himself. Let it be
added here that this lover about whom we speak need not necessarily
be a young man saving for a wedding ring -- this lover can be man,
woman, child, or indeed any human creature on this earth.



Now, the beloved can also be of any description. The most outlandish
people can be the stimulus for love. A man may be a doddering great-
grandfather and still love only a strange girl he saw in the streets of
Cheehaw one afternoon two decades past. The preacher may love a
fallen woman. The beloved may be treacherous, greasy-headed, and
given to evil habits. Yes, and the lover may see this as dearly as anyone
else -- but that does not affect the evolution of his love one whit. A most
mediocre person can be the object of a love which is wild, extravagant,
and beautiful as the poison lilies of the swamp. A good man may be the
stimulus for a love both violent and debased, or a jabbering madman
may bring about in the soul of someone a tender and simple idyll.
Therefore, the value and quality of any love is determined solely by the
lover himself.




It is for this reason that most of us would rather love than be loved.
Almost everyone wants to be the lover. And the curt truth is that, in a
deep secret way, the state of being be loved is intolerable to many. The
beloved fears and hates the lover, and with the best of reasons. For the
lover is forever trying to strip bare his beloved. The lover craves any
possible relation with the beloved, even if this experience can cause him

only pain (26-27).



