Ballad of the Sad Café

By Carson McCullers



Marvin Macy



Yet in spite of his well-known reputation he was the beloved of many
females in this region -- and there were at the time several young girls
who were clean-haired and soft-eyed, with tender sweet little buttocks
and charming ways. These gentle young girls he degraded and shamed.
Then finally, at the age of twenty-two, this Marvin Macy chose Miss
Amelia. That solitary, gangling, queer-eyed girl was the one he longed
for. Nor did he want her because of her money, but solely out of love.

And love changed Marvin Macy. Before the time when he loved Miss

Amelia it could be questioned if such a person had within him a heart
and soul (28).



The marriage



The rest of this affair can only be mentioned in bare outline. After this
first blow Miss Amelia hit him whenever he came within arm's reach of
her, and whenever he was drunk. At last she turned him off the premises
altogether, and he was forced to suffer publicly. During the day he hung
around just outside the boundary line of Miss Amelia's property and
sometimes with a drawn crazy look he would fetch his rifle and sit there
cleaning it, peering at Miss Amelia steadily. If she was afraid she did not
show it, but her face was sterner than ever, and often she spat on the
ground. His last foolish effort was to climb in the window of her store
one night and to sit there in the dark, for no purpose whatsoever, until
she came down the stairs next morning (32-33)




The reversal (Amelia and Lymon)



That was one of the ways in which she showed her love for him. He had her

confic

ence in the most delicate and vital matters. He alone knew where she

kept t

ne chart that showed where certain barrels of whisky were buried on a

piece of property near by. He alone had access to her bank-book and the key

to the cabinet of curios. He took money from the cash register, whole

handfuls of it, and appreciated the loud jingle it made inside his pockets. He

ownhed almost everything on the premises, for when he was cross Miss

Amelia would prowl about and find him some present -- so that now there

was hardly anything left close at hand to give him (37).



Miss Amelia and children



But Miss Amelia used a special method with children; she did

not like to see them hurt, struggling, and terrified (39).



The café |



He nosed around everywhere, knew the intimate business of
everybody, and trespassed every waking hour. Yet, queerly
enough, in spite of this it was the hunchback who was most
responsible for the great popularity of the café. Things were
never so gay as when he was around. When he walked into the
room there was always a quick feeling of tension, because with
this busybody about there was never any telling what might
descend on you, or what might suddenly be brought to happen
in the room. People are never so free with themselves and so
recklessly glad as when there is some possibility of commotion
or calamity ahead. So when the hunchback marched into the
café everyone looked around at him and there was a quick
outburst of talking and a drawing of corks (40).




The café Il (A note on its importance)



There is a deeper reason why the café was so precious to this town. And this
deeper reason has to do with a certain pride that had not hitherto been known in
these parts. To understand this new pride the cheapness of human life must be
kept in mind. There were always plenty of people clustered around a mill -- but it
was seldom that every family had enough meal, garments, and fat back to go the
rounds. Life could become one long dim scramble just to get the things needed to
keep alive. And the confusing point is this: All useful things have a price, and are
bought only with money, as that is the way the world is run. [...] But no value has
peen put on human life; it is given to us free and taken without being paid for.
What is it worth? If you look around, at times the value may seem to be little or
nothing at all. Often after you have sweated and tried and things are not better for

you, there comes a feeling deep down in the soul that you are not worth much
(55).

The café was a special benefit to bachelors, unfortunate people, and consumptives.




A disaster is lurking in the dark



The moonlight brightened the dusty road, and the dwarfed peach trees
were black and motionless: there was no breeze. The drowsy buzz of
swamp mosquitoes was like an echo of the silent night. The town
seemed dark, except far down the road to the right there was the flicker
of a lamp. Somewhere in the darkness a woman sang in a high wild
voice and the tune had no start and no finish and was made up of only
three notes which went on and on and on. The hunchback stood leaning
against the banister of the porch, looking down the empty road as

though hoping that someone would come along (41-42).



Miss Amelia is worried



During these weeks there was a quality about Miss Amelia that
many people noticed. She laughed often, with a deep ringing
laugh, and her whistling had a sassy, tuneful trickery. She was
forever trying out her strength, lifting up heavy objects, or
poking her tough biceps with her finger. One day she sat down
to her typewriter and wrote a story -- a story in which there
were foreigners, trap doors, and millions of dollars. Cousin
Lymon was with her always, traipsing along behind her coat-
tails, and when she watched him her face had a bright, soft look,
and when she spoke his name there lingered in her voice the

undertone of love (45).



Marvin Macy’s description



The man stood in the middle of the road and looked about him.
He was a tall man, with brown curly hair, and slow-moving,
deep-blue eyes. His lips were red and he smiled the lazy, half-
mouthed smile of the braggart. The man wore a red shirt, and a

wide belt of tooled leather; he carried a tin suitcase and a guitar

(47).



Lymon and Marvin



Cousin Lymon had a very peculiar accomplishment, which he
used whenever he wished to ingratiate himself with someone.
He would stand very still, and with just a little concentration, he
could wiggle his large pale ears with marvelous quickness and
ease. This trick he always used when he wanted to get
something special out of Miss Amelia, and to her it was
irresistible. Now as he stood there the hunchback's ears were
wiggling furiously on his head, but it was not Miss Amelia at
whom he was looking this time. The hunchback was smiling at
Marvin Macy with an entreaty that was near to desperation (49).



And Cousin Lymon, seeing that his accomplishment was getting

him nowhere, added new efforts of persuasion. He fluttered his

eyelids, so that they were like pale, trapped moths in his sockets.

He scraped his feet around on the ground, waved his hands

about, and finally began doing a little trotlike dance (49-50)



For since first setting eyes on Marvin Macy the hunchback was
possessed by an unnatural spirit. Every minute he wanted to be
following along behind this jailbird, and he was full of silly schemes to
attract attention to himself. Still Marvin Macy either treated him
hatefully or failed to notice him at all. [...]

"But why?" Miss Amelia would ask, staring at him with her crossed, gray
eyes, and her fists closed tight.

"Oh, Marvin Macy," groaned the hunchback, and the sound of the name
was enough to upset the rhythm of his sobs so that he hiccuped. "He
has been to Atlanta.” [...]

"He has been to the penitentiary,” said the hunchback, miserable with
longing (53).



So now if Miss Amelia had split open Marvin Macy's head with the ax on

the back porch no one would have been surprised. But she did nothing

of the kind (50).



Miss Amelia — Description IV



Now as she stood warming herself, her red dress was pulled up
quite high in the back so that a piece of her strong, hairy thigh

could be seen by anyone who cared to look at it (60).



Getting ready for the big fight



In fact from the outward point of view the odds were altogether
in his favor. Yet almost everybody in the town was betting on
Miss Amelia; scarcely a person would put up money on Marvin
Macy. [...]

And it was not only her talent as a boxer that had impressed
everyone -- she could demoralize her enemy by making
terrifying faces and fierce noises, so that even the spectators
were sometimes cowed. She was brave, she practiced faithfully
with her punching bag... (61)



The betrayal



Sometimes he followed in Miss Amelia's footsteps -- but these days it
was only in order to imitate her awkward long-legged walk; he crossed
his eyes and aped her gestures in a way that made her appear to be a
freak. There was something so terrible about this that even the silliest
customers of the café, such as Merlie Ryan, did not laugh. Only Marvin
Macy drew up the left corner of his mouth and chuckled. Miss Amelia,
when this happened, would be divided between two emotions. She
would look at the hunchback with a lost, dismal reproach -- then turn

toward Marvin Macy with her teeth clamped (61-62).



