
[image: cover]



[image: Brand Image for The Mortgaged Heart]






CARSON McCULLERS

The Mortgaged Heart


[image: Penguin Books logo]
PENGUIN BOOKS








Contents

Introduction by Margarita G. Smith

Short Stories

Editor’s Note

Early Stories

Sucker

Court in the West Eighties

Poldi

Breath from the Sky

The Orphanage

Instant of the Hour After

Like That

Wunderkind

The Aliens

Untitled Piece

Author’s Outline of ‘The Mute’ (The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter)

Later Stories

Correspondence

Art and Mr Mahoney

The Haunted Boy

Who Has Seen the Wind?

Essays and Articles

Editor’s Note

The War Years

Look Homeward, Americans

Night Watch Over Freedom

Brooklyn Is My Neighbourhood

We Carried Our Banners – We Were Pacifists, Too

Our Heads Are Bowed


Christmas

Home For Christmas

The Discovery of Christmas

A Hospital Christmas Eve

Writers and Writing

How I Began to Write

The Russian Realists and Southern Literature

Loneliness … an American Malady

The Vision Shared

Isak Dinesen: Winter’s Tales (book review)

Isak Dinesen: In Praise of Radiance

The Flowering Dream: Notes on Writing

Poetry

Editor’s Note

The Mortgaged Heart

When We Are Lost

The Dual Angel

Stone Is Not Stone

Saraband

Chronology
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The Mortgaged Heart



Carson McCullers was born at Columbus, Georgia, in 1917 and died in Nyack, New York, in 1967. Although her life was short, and beset by serious illness – she suffered three strokes before she was thirty – McCullers created a substantial and impressive body of work: four novels, a novella, two plays, twenty short stories, a book of children’s verse, numerous essays and poems. Richard Wright praised her ‘astonishing humanity’ while Gore Vidal described her writing as ‘one of the few satisfying achievements of our second-rate culture’.

McCullers was only twenty-three when, in 1940, she burst on to the New York literary scene with her first novel, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter. That was quickly followed by two further novels, Reflections in a Golden Eye (1941) and The Member of the Wedding (1946), and a novella, The Ballad of the Sad Café (1951) – all of which have been adapted as films. As a play, The Member of the Wedding was a huge success and in 1950 won the New York Drama Critics Award, and in 1957 another play, The Square Root of Wonderful, was staged on Broadway. In the last years of her life, McCullers wrote one final novel, Clock Without Hands (1961), and a volume of children’s verse, Sweet as a Pickle and Clean as a Pig (1964). After her death, McCullers’s early stories, essays and poems were collected by her sister in The Mortgaged Heart (1971), and an ‘unfinished autobiography’, Illumination and Night Glare was published in 1999.

McCullers’s achievement has been recognized worldwide. Edith Sitwell, John Houston and Henri Cartier Bresson were all fans, and V. S. Pritchett described her as an ‘incomparable storyteller’. William Trevor named The Heart is a Lonely Hunter as one of his ten desert-island novels: ‘I value her perceptions, the casting of her spell, what she says and how she says it, her own enduring heart.’








The dead demand a double vision. A furthered zone, Ghostly decision of apportionment. For the dead can claim The lover’s senses, the mortgaged heart.

– Carson McCullers, from
 The Mortgaged Heart






Portions of this book were originally published as follows:

‘The Russian Realists and Southern Literature’ in Decision, copyright 1941 by Decision, Inc.; ‘The Flowering Dream’ in Esquire; ‘The Haunted Boy’, ‘How I Began to Write’, ‘Our Heads Are Bowed’, ‘Home for Christmas’, ‘The Discovery of Christmas’, ‘Who Has Seen the Wind?’, ‘Art and Mr Mahoney’, ‘The Dual Angel’, and ‘Stone Is Not Stone’ in Mademoiselle; ‘A Hospital Christmas Eve’ in McCall’s; ‘Isak Dinesen: Winter’s Tales’ in The New Republic; ‘Correspondence’ in The New Yorker; ‘Sucker’ in Saturday Evening Post; ‘Isak Dinesen: In Praise of Radiance’ in Saturday Review; ‘The Vision Shared’ in Theatre Arts, copyright, 1950 by John D. MacArthur; ‘Loneliness – An American Malady’ in This Week, copyright – 1949 – New York Herald-Tribune, Inc.; ‘Look Homeward Americans’, ‘Night Watch Over Freedom’, ‘Brooklyn Is My Neighborhood’, and ‘We Carried Our Banners – We Were Pacifists Too’ in Vogue; ‘The Mortgaged Heart’ and ‘When We Are Lost’ in Voices, copyright 1952 by Harold Vinal. ‘Like That’, ‘Instant of the Hour After’, and ‘Breath from the Sky’ appeared in Redbook in October 1971 as excerpts from this volume.

The outline for ‘The Mute’ appeared in The Ballad of Carson McCullers by Oliver Evans, published in 1966 by Coward-McCann, copyright © 1965 by Peter Owen. The excerpt from an early, unpublished version of Tennessee Williams’s Introduction to Carson McCullers’s Reflections in a Golden Eye is published by permission of New Directions Publishing Corporation and Miss Audrey Wood, International Famous Agency, copyright © 1971 by Tennessee Williams. The editor is grateful to the estate of Sylvia Chatfield Bates for permission to reprint Miss Bates’s comments. And to Random House, Inc. for permission to reprint the passage from Out of Africa by Isak Dinesen, copyright 1938 by Random House, Inc.






Introduction



Of all the characters in the work of Carson McCullers, the one who seemed to her family and friends most like the author herself was Frankie Addams: the vulnerable, exasperating and endearing adolescent of The Member of the Wedding who was looking for the ‘we of me.’ However, Carson once said that she was or became in the process of writing all the characters in her work. This is probably true of most real writers who often with pain draw from their unconscious what the rest of us would just as soon keep hidden from ourselves and others. So accept the fact that Carson was not only Frankie Addams but J. T. Malone, Miss Amelia and Captain Penderton; but familiarity with the work that she was able to finish would be only a partial clue to who and what she was. This was not simply because she had not finished what she had to say, but that she was the artist, and as she often quoted, ‘Nothing human is alien to me.’

Before her death, I would have said that I knew Carson better than anyone did – that I knew her very well indeed. This would have been the truth as I saw it at the time, and at times I am still tempted to think that I knew her the best. After all, I knew her for forty-five years and lived with her off and on for much of that time. We shared the same heritage, the same parents, the same brother, the same room that looked out on the same holly tree and Japanese magnolia, and for the first twelve years of my life, the same mahogany bed. But we were sisters – sometimes intimate friends, sometimes enemies and at times strangers.

I remember very well the day that she told me – she did not ask me – that she had appointed me co-executor of her literary estate. I was annoyed. Unable to acknowledge her constant closeness to death, I resented her trying to force me to face it. Carson was there when I was born and would be there when I died. She had lived through enough close calls to prove to me that she was indestructible.

Her papers were no concern of mine when she was living and I had no idea what she had saved. I have been just as surprised by what is there as by what is not there. I can’t find any letters from our mother who wrote her every day they were separated, but all the valentines from a year were committed for keeping. So it would seem that these archives are partially due to accidental circumstance – dependent on Carson’s health and the whim of any part-time secretarial help she had from time to time. Those of us concerned with her estate hope that these files will go to a library before much longer and be made available for further study. Even then, scholars will find it difficult to distinguish the truth.

Carson saw her life one way and those intimate with her often perceived it differently. Intentionally or unintentionally, she added to the confusion about herself. An interviewer was more likely to be cannily interviewed than to extract an interview from her. Besides, she simply liked a good story and frequently embellished the more amusing ones of her life. The one person who singled out this quality in a particularly loving way was Tennessee Williams in his unpublished essay ‘Praise to Assenting Angels’:

The great generation of writers that emerged in the twenties, poets such as Eliot, Crane, Cummings and Wallace Stevens, prose-writers such as Faulkner, Hemingway, Fitzgerald and Katharine Anne Porter, has not been succeeded or supplemented by any new figures of corresponding stature with the sole exception of this prodigious young talent that first appeared in 1940 with the publication of her first novel, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. She was at that time a girl of twenty-two who had come to New York from Columbus, Georgia, to study music. According to the legends that surround her early period in the city, she first established her residence, quite unwittingly, in a house of prostitution, and she found the other tenants of the house friendly and sympathetic and had not the ghost of an idea of what illicit enterprise was going on there. One of the girls in this establishment became her particular friend and undertook to guide her about the town, which Carson McCullers found confusing quite imaginably, since even to this day she hesitates to cross an urban street unattended, preferably on both sides. However a misadventure befell her. Too much trust was confided in this mischievous guide, and while she was being shown the subway route to the Juilliard School of Music, the companion and all of her tuition money, which the companion had offered to keep for her, abruptly disappeared. Carson was abandoned penniless in the subway, and some people say it took her several weeks to find her way out, and when she did finally return to the light of day, it was in Brooklyn where she became enmeshed in a vaguely similar menage whose personnel ranged from W. H. Auden to Gypsy Rose Lee. At any rate, regardless of how much fantasy this legend may contain, the career of music was abandoned in favour of writing, and somewhere, sometime, in the dank and labyrinthine mysteries of the New York subway system, possibly between some chewing-gum vendor and some weight and character analysis given by a doll Gypsy, a bronze tablet should be erected in the memory of the mischievous comrade who made away with Carson’s money for the study of piano. To paraphrase a familiar cliché of screen publicity-writers, perhaps a great musician was lost but a greater writer was found …

The original intention of this volume was to include most of Carson’s previously published but uncollected work that otherwise would require assiduous research for an interested reader. But as I read through her papers, another concept for a collection evolved. Her papers included a good number of very early unpublished stories, most of them written before she was nineteen, in the late Sylvia Chatfield Bates’ evening class in writing at New York University. Several of them still had the teacher’s comment attached. My first reaction to this student material was that none of it should be published. After further reading I felt that all of it should eventually be published in a small edition by a university press. Now, four years after Carson’s death, I believe a few selected examples belong in this volume to round out the glimpse of Carson’s growth as a writer. I say ‘glimpse’ because although the total material in this volume spans over thirty years, for the most part it was culled from her least-known work. This book does not include all of her previously uncollected or unpublished work, but rather a selection chosen to illuminate in part the creative process and development of Carson McCullers. ‘Wunderkind’ is reprinted here, although it appeared earlier in The Ballad of the Sad Café collection, because it is her first published story – a milestone in any author’s life. The other early stories have either not been previously published or have never been collected in a Carson McCullers edition. The outline of ‘The Mute’ is included as another milestone in Carson’s period of development, particularly when we know it evolved as her first novel, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. As examples of her mature work, again I have chosen lesser-known stories in order to familiarize the reader with fresh material.

Many of the pieces in the Essays and Articles section were written on assignment or written after such promptings as unspecific as ‘Do you have any thoughts on Thanksgiving?’ given out by an editor who knew her work. These ‘assignments’ were welcome because Carson was in need of money and could take some quick time off from her fiction writing to take advantage of these suggestions. Although this kind of magazine journalism is not always her best work, a number of these pieces are included because they are little known and have never been collected.

Five of Carson’s poems, published in magazines or recorded, are here. Most of her unpublished poetry is in longhand, difficult to decipher accurately, and in some cases, unfinished or uncollated; therefore, none of these poems are included.

So this book is to give some idea of the early work of a writer and to illustrate, within the range of material chosen from her least-known work, the development of that talent. My hope is that Carson would have approved. I am plagued with doubt because I wonder why Carson did not collect some of this material while she was living since money was always a problem. Her expenses were excessive – doctors, nursing care, hospitals and an invalid’s more than ordinary necessities. However, writers usually think more about their current work and their future plans than about what has already been written and she may not have had the strength or the interest to put together such a book. In fact, she may have forgotten these early stories existed.

I have referred obliquely to Carson’s precarious health and her suffering and I do not plan to go into detail here. As a child she was always delicate and intermittently sick in bed, even though she played tennis, rode horseback and swam in between bouts of illness. As a young adult she began experiencing strokes and by the age of thirty-one her entire left side was paralysed. Subsequent strokes and operations limited her physical abilities even more. The myth of her typing novels with one finger probably started with her (in fact, it probably was true for a while), but for years before her death, she could not have sat at a desk or even typed in bed. Even so, writing was possible – sometimes in longhand, sometimes dictated in a voice that she hardly had the strength to project. It is a blessing in every way that, while very young, Carson gave up her design to be a concert pianist, a career which would have been impossible for her to pursue. (Of course, as any reader of Carson McCullers knows, she used her knowledge and love of music throughout her writing.) When we were children, she used to practise five hours a day. At the time, I did not think I was especially privileged to be awakened by a Bach fugue. The most graphic memory I have of those beautiful Bach-playing hands with long strong fingers was shortly before she died, when the sheets of her bed had to be changed and she was able with her good hand to pull herself over to one side of the bed. It was as if her last physical strength was still in that hand.

At the age of sixteen, Carson wrote her first novel (I think she called it A Reed of Pan – the manuscript no longer exists). I remember that she earned money to come to New York – her dream – by giving a series of lectures on music appreciation to a group of Mother’s friends. Once in the city she gave up music as a career and turned to her other talent – writing. She studied with Sylvia Chatfield Bates and later with Whit Burnett, who with Martha Foley edited the famous Story magazine. She continued writing up until the last and massive brain haemorrhage seven weeks before she died at fifty on 29 September 1967.

Carson’s life was tragic in so many ways that people who did not know her personally have heard of her courage but not of her ingenuousness, her folksy humour, her wit and kindness. No two of her friends can be in the same room for long before one of them begins ‘Remember the time that Carson …’ and off they go with countless stories.

I think now of a time when she wanted me to straighten out her library. This was many years ago but even at that period it was difficult for her to walk with a cane for more than a few steps and she wanted to be able to tell whoever happened to be taking care of her at the time exactly where to put his hands on the Rilke poems, Out of Africa, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and on and on; it soon became clear that all the books she had were essential to her. Two young girls had come to help with the physical labour of making our home-made version of a library. It was obvious that the girls had not read much and had never read Carson McCullers or heard of her. They just knew that she was a writer and one asked if she had really read all those books. I was busy trying to narrow down the absolutely essential books so that they would fit in one bookcase when I heard the same girl making more polite conversation by saying, ‘I never did understand why that lady let Beth die in Little Women.’ I didn’t want to look at Sister, but the reflex was too sudden and now, thank God, I often see her expression of that moment when I think of her, rather than the way she was those last weeks. Her smile was so sweet and bemused, and she answered gently, seriously, ‘Yes, I cried too.’

There were sorrows and tragedies in Carson’s life other than her physical illness: two stormy marriages to the same James Reeves McCullers, his death followed by that of our mother and that of a favourite aunt, and many other difficult times. But it is important to note that there were moments of joy and anticipation of joy. She had recognition from sources that pleased her and she enjoyed fame from the time she was twenty-three when The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter was published. There were standing ovations for the magical Broadway production of The Member of the Wedding. There were invitations to presidential inaugurations and teas with Edith Sitwell and Marilyn Monroe, and her long and constant friendship with Tennessee Williams. Stage-struck like Frankie, she enjoyed having her picture taken with John Huston when she visited him at his castle in Ireland. She had two works in progress before her death and movies of Reflections in a Golden Eye and The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter were in production. She had many friends who loved her, but more important a few whom she really loved.

She loved any kind of occasion, any to-do such as a party or Christmas, and she loved to plan for them. She was planning a party when she died. Other women might dread birthdays, but they were big events in her life. With her hair freshly washed, she would put on one of her best robes and wait for the telegrams, flowers, and – most important – the presents. In the South, if one had no intention of giving a birthday present or a Christmas present, a card was sent. Carson hated cards because it meant that the sender was not going to give her a present.


Well, there is much courage in this world and most of it we never see. Probably what is important here is not that Carson wrote with such incredible handicaps, but that what she wrote was beautiful and real to those of us who are willing to go with her to explore the human heart. What matters about this collection is not that it has been difficult for me but whether readers who admire her work will find it rewarding to discover these little-known writings.

I might like to think I knew Carson better than anyone did. But Tennessee Williams on his first meeting with her caught the real spirit of Carson and the Carson I like to remember. In the essay cited earlier, he wrote:

I should like to mention my first meeting with Carson McCullers. It occurred during the summer that I thought I was dying. I was performing a great many acts of piety that summer. I had rented a rather lopsided frame house on the island of Nantucket and had filled it with a remarkably random assortment of creatures animal and human. There was a young gentleman of Mexican-Indian extraction who was an angel of goodness except when he had a drink. The trouble was that he usually had a drink. Then there was a young lady studying for the opera and another young lady who painted various bits of refuse washed up by the sea. I remember they gave a rather cold and wet odour to the upper floor of the house where she arranged her still-lifes which she called arrangements. If the weather had been consistently bright and warm these arrangements would not have been so hard to take. But the weather was unrelentingly bleak so that the exceedingly dank climate of the arrangements did little to dispel my reflections upon things morbid. One night there was a great windstorm. Promptly as if they had been waiting all year to make this gesture, every window on the North side of the house crashed in, and we were at the mercy of the elements. The young lady who painted the wet arrangements, the opera singer and the naturally-good-humoured Mexican all were driven South to that side of the house where I was attempting to write a play that involved the Angel of Eternity. At that time a pregnant cat came into the building and gave birth to five or six kittens on the bed in our downstairs guest-room. It was about this time, immediately after the wind-storm and the invasion of cats, that Carson McCullers arrived to pay me a visit on the island, in response to the first fan-letter that I had ever written to a writer, written after I had read her latest book, The Member of the Wedding.


The same morning that Carson arrived the two other female visitors, if my memory serves me accurately, took their departure, the one with her portfolio of arias and the other with several cases of moist canvases and wet arrangements, neither of them thanking me too convincingly for the hospitality of the house and as they departed, casting glances of veiled compassion upon the brand new arrival.

Carson was not dismayed by the state of the house. She had been in odd places before. She took an immediate fancy to the elated young Mexican and displayed considerable fondness for the cats and insisted that she would be comfortable in the downstairs bedroom where they were boarding. Almost immediately the summer weather improved. The sun came out with an air of permanence, the wind shifted to the South and it was suddenly warm enough for bathing. At the same time, almost immediately after Carson and the sun appeared on the island, I relinquished the romantic notion that I was a dying artist. My various psychosomatic symptoms were forgotten. There was warmth and light in the house, the odour of good cooking and the nearly-forgotten sight of clean dishes and silver. Also there was some coherent talk for a change. Long evening conversations over hot rum and tea, the reading of poetry aloud, bicycle rides and wanderings along moonlit dunes, and one night there was a marvellous display of the Aurora Borealis, great quivering sheets of white radiance sweeping over the island and the ghostly white fishermen’s houses and fences. That night and that mysterious phenomenon of the sky will be always associated in my mind with the discovery of our friendship, or rather, more precisely, with the spirit of this new found friend, who seemed as curiously and beautifully unworldly as that night itself …

MARGARITA G. SMITH








Short Stories








Editor’s Note



During the compilation of this book, I have always called this first group of stories the ‘Carson Smith’ stories, since that is the by-line that appears on the majority of them. Much of this early material was written in 1935 and 1936 for Sylvia Chatfield Bates’ evening class at New York University when Carson was eighteen and nineteen. When the teacher’s comment was saved, I include it. Only two manuscripts had no by-line: ‘The Aliens’ and the one long untitled piece. Although I can be certain that both manuscripts pre-date The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, I can’t be sure whether they were written before or after her marriage to Reeves McCullers at nineteen. None of these early stories that remained unpublished at Carson’s death have been changed except for corrections of misspellings, typographical errors and some repetitions. Her own handwritten corrections on the original manuscripts have been followed as carefully as possible.

Although ‘Sucker’ was not published until 1963 in the Saturday Evening Post (since then it has been widely reprinted), the magazine carried a note from the author saying: ‘… I think it was my first short story; at least it was the first story I was proud to read to my family … I wrote it when I was seventeen, and my daddy had just given me my first typewriter. I remember writing the story in longhand, and then painfully typing it out …’

As the agent’s letter which we include here indicates, Carson believed enough in ‘Court in the West Eighties’ at the time she wrote it to have had it sent out when ‘Sucker’ was making the rounds. And although ‘Poldi’ is obviously part of the ‘court’, too, there is nothing in the files that would indicate that Carson made any effort to get this published. Instead, the young author lifted out a phrase that Miss Bates underlined and put it in ‘Wunderkind’, referring to notes of music falling over each other ‘like a handful of marbles dropped downstairs’. Attentive readers will see other such examples taken from her previously unpublished work.

Since Carson regarded ‘Sucker’ as her first real story and, indeed, does not seem to have submitted the majority of these early manuscripts, perhaps the remaining material (‘Poldi’, ‘Breath from the Sky’, ‘The Orphanage’, ‘Instant of the Hour After’, ‘The Aliens’ and the last untitled piece) should be referred to as ‘exercises’, in deference to the author. Whatever they are called, these examples of her early work are most interesting in their own right and are amazing for one so young.

‘Wunderkind’ was written in Miss Bates’s class. In her comment she suggested that Carson make specific revisions and then submit the story to the Story magazine contest of 1936. Carson heeded Miss Bates’s advice: it was published in Story’s December 1936 issue when Carson was nineteen. I include it here, even though it appeared in her collection The Ballad of the Sad Café, because it marks the beginning of her professional career. Although Story also bought ‘Like That’ the same year, it never appeared in the magazine and was recently discovered among the Story magazine archives at the Princeton University Library.

‘The Aliens’ and the untitled piece will be more interesting to the readers who know the author’s novels. Both reflect the South of the Thirties and Carson’s growing social consciousness. They take on even more importance when we see them suggesting later characters and themes. Although neither may have been intended as short stories (I have a feeling they were both early attempts at novels) I include them here because they seem to stand alone as stories. I suspect that ‘The Aliens’ came first. There were three different versions of this manuscript, but the version included here seems to me to be the most self-contained. Any attempts to continue with Felix Kerr were abandoned until Mr Minowitz appears in the untitled material.

Although a hint of the mute in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter is seen in the silent redhead in ‘Court in the West Eighties’, we know definitely that Mr Minowitz eventually becomes Mr Singer. Carson herself says, in ‘The Flowering Dream’ (p. 280 in this volume), ‘For a whole year I worked on The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter without understanding it at all. Each character was talking to a central character, but why, I didn’t know … I had been working for five hours and I went outside. Suddenly, as I walked across a road, it occurred to me that Harry Minowitz, the character all the other characters were talking to, was a different man, a deaf mute, and immediately the name was changed to John Singer …’ I have come to refer to this untitled piece as ‘a little bit of everything’ since it also seems to contain the beginnings of Mick in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and of Frankie in The Member of the Wedding.

I have tried to give some of the more obvious examples of the foreshadowing process that goes on in these early ‘exercises’ included in this section. Many more ‘exercises’ were found in Carson’s papers, but an effort has been made to pick those which prefigure later works and which are self-contained and un-fragmented. Ultimately, the choice from all this unpublished material was arbitrary because I chose what I really liked the best.

Since this volume is to show in part the growth of a writer, included here is the working outline of ‘The Mute’, previously published in Oliver Evans’ biography The Ballad of Carson McCullers. When Carson was living in the South, married to James Reeves McCullers, Sylvia Chatfield Bates wrote to her suggesting that if she were working on a long piece of fiction she should submit an outline to the Houghton Mifflin Fellowship Awards contest. She sent this outline along with a few chapters, and Houghton Mifflin published the novel as The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter in 1940. There is no accounting for the jump from the early searching and somewhat rambling material of ‘The Aliens’ and the untitled piece to the maturity of vision and execution seen in this outline where she focuses clearly on a major first novel. Since she did not entirely stick to the outline, it gives evidence of a further stage in her development.

With the publication of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, she became not simply a published writer, but a celebrated one at the age of twenty-three. Readers who may know very little else of Carson’s work have probably read one or two of her most famous and frequently anthologized short stories. From the stories published in Carson’s lifetime, those four included here under Later Stories are some that have not been as widely read. Although all of these had national magazine publication after Carson had become an established writer, three of them, ‘Correspondence’, ‘Who Has Seen the Wind?’ and ‘Art and Mr Mahoney’, were not included in The Ballad of the Sad Café and Collected Short Stories, which contains most of her best short stories.


At one time, Carson began adapting ‘Who Has Seen the Wind?’ for the theatre. This changed in the writing and became The Square Root of Wonderful. Although the original story has appeared in many anthologies, until now it has not appeared in a collection of Carson’s work. ‘The Haunted Boy’ was in later editions of her The Ballad of the Sad Café collection, but not the first edition, so possibly it has been missed by many of her readers.








Early Stories








Sucker



It was always like I had a room to myself. Sucker slept in my bed with me but that didn’t interfere with anything. The room was mine and I used it as I wanted to. Once I remember sawing a trap door in the floor. Last year when I was a sophomore in high school I tacked on my wall some pictures of girls from magazines and one of them was just in her underwear. My mother never bothered me because she had the younger kids to look after. And Sucker thought anything I did was always swell.

Whenever I would bring any of my friends back to my room all I had to do was just glance once at Sucker and he would get up from whatever he was busy with and maybe half smile at me, and leave without saying a word. He never brought kids back there. He’s twelve, four years younger than I am, and he always knew without me even telling him that I didn’t want kids that age meddling with my things.

Half the time I used to forget that Sucker isn’t my brother. He’s my first cousin but practically ever since I remember he’s been in our family. You see his folks were killed in a wreck when he was a baby. To me and my kid sisters he was like our brother.

Sucker used to always remember and believe every word I said. That’s how he got his nick-name. Once a couple of years ago I told him that if he’d jump off our garage with an umbrella it would act as a parachute and he wouldn’t fall hard. He did it and busted his knee. That’s just one instance. And the funny thing was that no matter how many times he got fooled he would still believe me. Not that he was dumb in other ways – it was just the way he acted with me. He would look at everything I did and quietly take it in.

There is one thing I have learned, but it makes me feel guilty and is hard to figure out. If a person admires you a lot you despise him and don’t care – and it is the person who doesn’t notice you that you are apt to admire. This is not easy to realize. Maybelle Watts, this senior at school, acted like she was the Queen of Sheba and even humiliated me. Yet at this same time I would have done anything in the world to get her attentions. All I could think about day and night was Maybelle until I was nearly crazy. When Sucker was a little kid and on up until the time he was twelve I guess I treated him as bad as Maybelle did me.

Now that Sucker has changed so much it is a little hard to remember him as he used to be. I never imagined anything would suddenly happen that would make us both very different. I never knew that in order to get what has happened straight in my mind I would want to think back on him as he used to be and compare and try to get things settled. If I could have seen ahead maybe I would have acted different.

I never noticed him much or thought about him and when you consider how long we have had the same room together it is funny the few things I remember. He used to talk to himself a lot when he’d think he was alone – all about him fighting gangsters and being on ranches and that sort of kid’s stuff. He’d get in the bathroom and stay as long as an hour and sometimes his voice would go up high and excited and you could hear him all over the house. Usually, though, he was very quiet. He didn’t have many boys in the neighbourhood to buddy with and his face had the look of a kid who is watching a game and waiting to be asked to play. He didn’t mind wearing the sweaters and coats that I outgrew, even if the sleeves did flop down too big and make his wrists look as thin and white as a little girl’s. That is how I remember him – getting a little bigger every year but still being the same. That was Sucker up until a few months ago when all this trouble began.

Maybelle was somehow mixed up in what happened so I guess I ought to start with her. Until I knew her I hadn’t given much time to girls. Last fall she sat next to me in General Science class and that was when I first began to notice her. Her hair is the brightest yellow I ever saw and occasionally she will wear it set into curls with some sort of gluey stuff. Her fingernails are pointed and manicured and painted a shiny red. All during class I used to watch Maybelle, nearly all the time except when I thought she was going to look my way or when the teacher called on me. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her hands, for one thing. They are very little and white except for that red stuff, and when she would turn the pages of her book she always licked her thumb and held out her little finger and turned very slowly. It is impossible to describe Maybelle. All the boys are crazy about her but she didn’t even notice me. For one thing she’s almost two years older than I am. Between periods I used to try and pass very close to her in the halls but she would hardly ever smile at me. All I could do was sit and look at her in class – and sometimes it was like the whole room could hear my heart beating and I wanted to holler or light out and run for Hell.

At night, in bed, I would imagine about Maybelle. Often this would keep me from sleeping until as late as one or two o’clock. Sometimes Sucker would wake up and ask me why I couldn’t get settled and I’d tell him to hush his mouth. I suppose I was mean to him lots of times. I guess I wanted to ignore somebody like Maybelle did me. You could always tell by Sucker’s face when his feelings were hurt. I don’t remember all the ugly remarks I must have made because even when I was saying them my mind was on Maybelle.

That went on for nearly three months and then somehow she began to change. In the halls she would speak to me and every morning she copied my homework. At lunch time once I danced with her in the gym. One afternoon I got up nerve and went around to her house with a carton of cigarettes. I knew she smoked in the girls’ basement and sometimes outside of school – and I didn’t want to take her candy because I think that’s been run into the ground. She was very nice and it seemed to me everything was going to change.

It was that night when this trouble really started. I had come into my room late and Sucker was already asleep. I felt too happy and keyed up to get in a comfortable position and I was awake thinking about Maybelle a long time. Then I dreamed about her and it seemed I kissed her. It was a surprise to wake up and see the dark. I lay still and a little while passed before I could come to and understand where I was. The house was quiet and it was a very dark night.

Sucker’s voice was a shock to me. ‘Pete? …’

I didn’t answer anything or even move.

‘You do like me as much as if I was your own brother, don’t you, Pete?’


I couldn’t get over the surprise of everything and it was like this was the real dream instead of the other.

‘You have liked me all the time like I was your own brother, haven’t you?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

Then I got up for a few minutes. It was cold and I was glad to come back to bed. Sucker hung on to my back. He felt little and warm and I could feel his warm breathing on my shoulder.

‘No matter what you did I always knew you liked me.’

I was wide awake and my mind seemed mixed up in a strange way. There was this happiness about Maybelle and all that – but at the same time something about Sucker and his voice when he said these things made me take notice. Anyway I guess you understand people better when you are happy than when something is worrying you. It was like I had never really thought about Sucker until then. I felt I had always been mean to him. One night a few weeks before I had heard him crying in the dark. He said he had lost a boy’s beebee gun and was scared to let anybody know. He wanted me to tell him what to do. I was sleepy and tried to make him hush and when he wouldn’t I kicked at him. That was just one of the things I remembered. It seemed to me he had always been a lonesome kid. I felt bad.

There is something about a dark cold night that makes you feel close to someone you’re sleeping with. When you talk together it is like you are the only people awake in the town.

‘You’re a swell kid, Sucker,’ I said.

It seemed to me suddenly that I did like him more than anybody else I knew – more than any other boy, more than my sisters, more in a certain way even than Maybelle. I felt good all over and it was like when they play sad music in the movies. I wanted to show Sucker how much I really thought of him and make up for the way I had always treated him.

We talked for a good while that night. His voice was fast and it was like he had been saving up these things to tell me for a long time. He mentioned that he was going to try to build a canoe and that the kids down the block wouldn’t let him in on their football team and I don’t know what all. I talked some too and it was a good feeling to think of him taking in everything I said so seriously. I even spoke of Maybelle a little, only I made out like it was her who had been running after me all this time. He asked questions about high school and so forth. His voice was excited and he kept on talking fast like he could never get the words out in time. When I went to sleep he was still talking and I could still feel his breathing on my shoulder, warm and close.

During the next couple of weeks I saw a lot of Maybelle. She acted as though she really cared for me a little. Half the time I felt so good I hardly knew what to do with myself.

But I didn’t forget about Sucker. There were a lot of old things in my bureau drawer I’d been saving – boxing gloves and Tom Swift books and second rate fishing tackle. All this I turned over to him. We had some more talks together and it was really like I was knowing him for the first time. When there was a long cut on his cheek I knew he had been monkeying around with this new first razor set of mine, but I didn’t say anything. His face seemed different now. He used to look timid and sort of like he was afraid of a whack over the head. That expression was gone. His face, with those wide-open eyes and his ears sticking out and his mouth never quite shut, had the look of a person who is surprised and expecting something swell.

Once I started to point him out to Maybelle and tell her he was my kid brother. It was an afternoon when a murder mystery was on at the movie. I had earned a dollar working for my Dad and I gave Sucker a quarter to go and get candy and so forth. With the rest I took Maybelle. We were sitting near the back and I saw Sucker come in. He began to stare at the screen the minute he stepped past the ticket man and he stumbled down the aisle without noticing where he was going. I started to punch Maybelle but couldn’t quite make up my mind. Sucker looked a little silly – walking like a drunk with his eyes glued to the movie. He was wiping his reading glasses on his shirt tail and his knickers flopped down. He went on until he got to the first few rows where the kids usually sit. I never did punch Maybelle. But I got to thinking it was good to have both of them at the movie with the money I earned.

I guess things went on like this for about a month or six weeks. I felt so good I couldn’t settle down to study or put my mind on anything. I wanted to be friendly with everybody. There were times when I just had to talk to some person. And usually that would be Sucker. He felt as good as I did. Once he said: ‘Pete, I am gladder that you are like my brother than anything else in the world.’

Then something happened between Maybelle and me. I never have figured out just what it was. Girls like her are hard to understand. She began to act different toward me. At first I wouldn’t let myself believe this and tried to think it was just my imagination. She didn’t act glad to see me anymore. Often she went out riding with this fellow on the football team who owns this yellow roadster. The car was the colour of her hair and after school she would ride off with him, laughing and looking into his face. I couldn’t think of anything to do about it and she was on my mind all day and night. When I did get a chance to go out with her she was snippy and didn’t seem to notice me. This made me feel like something was the matter – I would worry about my shoes clopping too loud on the floor or the fly on my pants, or the
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