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The Ballad of the Sad Café

T ue Town itself is dreary; not much is there except the
cotton mill, the two-room houses where the workers live,
a few peach trees, a church with two colored windows,
and a miserable main street only a hundred yards long.
On Saturdays the t¢ s from the near-by farms come
in for a day of talk and trade. Otherwise the town is
lonesome, sad, and like a place that is far off and
@d from all other places in the world. The nearest

train stop is Society City, and the Greyhound and White
Bus Lines use the Eﬁi@s Road which is three miles
away. The winters here are short and raw, the summers
white with glare and fiery hot.

If you walk along the main street on an August after-
noon there is nothing whatsoever to do. The largest
building, in the very center of the town, is boarded up
completely and leans so far to the right that it seems
bound to collapse at any minute. The house is very old.
There is about it a curious, cracked look that is very
puzzling until you suddenly realize that at one time,
and long ago, the right side of the front porch had been
painted, and part of the wall—-but the painting was left
unfinished and one portion of the house is darker and
dingier than the other. The building looks completely
deserted. Nevertheless, on the second floor there is one
window which 1s not boarded; sometimes in the late
afternoon when the heat is at its worst a hand will slowly
open the shutter and a face will look down on the town.
It is a face like the terrible dim faces known in dreams—
sexless and white, with two gray crossed eyes which are
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turned inward so sharply that they seem to be exchanging
with each other one long and secret gaze of grief. The
face lingers at the window for an hour or so, then the
shutters are closed once more, and as likely as not there
will not be another soul to be seen along the main street.
These August afternoons—when your shift is finished
there is absolutely nothing to do; you might as well walk
down to the Forks Falls Road and listen to the chain
gang.

However, here in this very town there was once a café.
And this old boarded-up house was unlike any other
place for many miles around. There were tables with
cloths and paper napkins, colored streamers from the
electric fans, great gatherings on Saturday nights. The
owner of the place was Miss Amelia Evans. But the per-
son most responsible for the success and gaiety of the
place was a hunchback called Cousin Lymon. One other
person had a part in the story of this café—he was the
former husband of Miss Amelia, a terrible character who
returned to the town after a long term in the peniten-
tiary, caused ruin, and then went on his way again. The
café has long since been closed, but it is still remembered.

The place was not always a café. Miss Amelia inherited
the building from her father, and it was a store that car-
ried mostly feed, guano, and staples such as meal and
snuff. Miss Amelia was rich. In addition to the store she
operated a still three miles back in the swamp, and ran
out the best liquor in the county. She was a dark, tall
woman with bones and muscles like a man. Her hair was
cut short and brushed back from the forehead, and there
was about her sunburned face a tense, haggard quality.
She might have been a handsome woman if, even then,
she was not slightly cross-eyed. There were those who
would have courted her, but Miss Amelia cared nothing
for the love of men and was a solitary person. Her mar-
riage had been unlike any other marriage ever contracted
in this county—it was a strange and dangerous marriage,
lasting only for ten days, that left the whole town wonder-
4
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ing and shocked. Except for this queer marriage, Miss
Amelia had lived her life alone. Often she spent whole
nights back in her shed in the swamp, dressed in overalls
and gum boots, silently guarding the low fire of the still.

With all things which could be made by the hands
Miss Amelia prospered. She sold chitterlins and sausage
in the town near-by. On fine autumn days, she ground
sorghum, and the syrup from her vats was dark golden
and delicately flavored. She built the brick privy behind
her store in only two weeks and was skilled in carpenter-
ing. & 1 was only with people that Miss Amelia was not
at ease. People, unless they are nilly-willy or very sick,
cannot be taken into the hands and changed overnight
to something more worthwhile and profitable. So that
the only use that Miss Amelia had for other people was
to make money out of them. And in this she succeeded.
Mortgages on crops and property, a sawmill, money in
the bank—she was the richest woman for miles around.
She would have been rich as a congressman if it were
not for her one great failing, and that was her passion
for lawsuits and the courts. She would involve herself
in long and bitter litigation over just a trifle. It was
said that if Miss Amelia so much as stumbled over a
rock in the road she would glance around instinctively
as though looking for something to sue about it. Aside
from these lawsuits she lived a steady life and every day
was very much like the day that had gone before. With
the exception of her ten-day marriage, nothing happened
to change this until the spring of the year that Miss
Amelia was thirty years old.

It was toward midnight on a soft quiet evening in
April. The sky was the color of a blue swamp iris, the
moon clear and bright. The crops that spring promised
well and in the past weeks the mill had run a night
shift. Down by the creek the square brick factory was
yellow with light, and there was the faint, steady hum
of the looms. It was such a night when it is good to hear
from faraway, across the dark fields, the slow song of a
Negro on his way to make love. Or when it is pleasant
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to sit quietly and pick a guitar, or simply to rest alone
and think of nothing at all. The street that evening was
deserted, but Miss Amelia’s store was lighted and on
the porch outside there were five people. One of these
was Stumpy MacPhail, a foreman with a red face and
dainty, purplish hands. On the top step were two boys
in overalls, the Rainey twins—both of them lanky and
slow, with white hair and sleepy green eyes. The other
man was Henry Macy, a shy and timid person with
gentle manners and nervous ways, who sat on the edge
of the bottom step. Miss Amelia herself stood leaning
against the side of the open door, her feet crossed in
their big swamp boots, patiently untying knots in a rope
she had come across. They had not talked for a long
time.

One of the twins, who had been looking down the
empty road, was the first to speak. ‘I see something
coming,’” he said.

‘A calf got loose,” said his brother.

The approaching figure was still too distant to be
clearly seen. The moon made dim, twisted shadows of
the blossoming peach trees along the side of the road.
In the air the odor of blossoms and sweet spring grass
mingled with the warm, sour smell of the near-by lagoon.

‘No. It’s somebody’s youngun,’ said Stumpy MacPhail.

Miss Amelia watched the road in silence. She had put
down her rope and was fingering the straps of her over-
alls with her brown bony hand. She scowled, and a dark
lock of hair fell down on her forehead. While they were
waiting there, a dog from one of the houses down the
road began a wild, hoarse howl that continued until a
voice called out and hushed him. It was not until the
figure was quite close, within the range of the yellow
light from the porch, that they saw clearly what had
come,

The man was a stranger, and it is rare that a stranger
enters the town on foot at that hour. Besides, the man
was a hunchback. He was scarcely more than four feet
tall and he wore a ragged, dusty coat that reached only
6
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to his knees. His crooked little legs seemed too thin to
carry the weight of his great warped chest and the hump
that sat on his shoulders. He had a very large head,
with deep-set blue eyes and a sharp little mouth. His
face was both soft and sassy—at the moment his pale
skin was yellowed by dust and there were lavendar
shadows beneath his eyes. He carried a lopsided old
suitcase which was tied with a rope.

‘Evening,’ said the hunchback, and he was out of
breath.

Miss Amelia and the men on the porch neither an-
swered his greeting nor spoke. They only looked at him.

‘1 am hunting for Miss Amelia Evans.’

Miss Amelia pushed back her hair from her forehead
and raised her chin. ‘How come?’

‘Because I am kin to her,” the hunchback said.

The twins and Stumpy MacPhail looked up at Miss
Amelia.

“That’s me,’ she said. ‘How do you mean “kin”?’

‘Because—’ the hunchback began. He looked uneasy,
almost as though he was about to cry. He rested the
suitcase on the bottom step, but did not take his hand
from the handle, ‘My mother was Fanny Jesup and she
come from Cheehaw. She left Cheehaw some thirty years
ago when she married her first husband. I remember
hearing her tell how she had a half-sister named Martha.
And back in Cheehaw today they tell me that was your
mother.’

Miss Amelia listened with her head turned slightly
aside. She ate her Sunday dinners by herself; her place
was never crowded with a flock of relatives, and she
claimed kin with no one. She had had a great-aunt who
owned the livery stable in Cheehaw, but that aunt was
now dead. Aside from her there was only one double
first cousin who lived in a town twenty miles away, but
this cousin and Miss Amelia did not get on so well,
and when they chanced to pass each other they spat on
the side of the road. Other people had tried very hard,
from time to time, to work out some kind of far-fetched
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connection with Miss Amelia, but with absolutely no
success.

The hunchback went into a long rigmarole, mention-
ing names and places that were unknown to the listeners
on the porch and seemed to have nothing to do with
the subject. ‘So Fanny and Martha Jesup were half-
sisters. And I am the son of Fanny’s third husband. So
that would make you and I——' He bent down and
began to unfasten his suitcase. His hands were like dirty
sparrow claws and they were trembling. The bag was
full of all manner of junk—ragged clothes and odd
rubbish that looked like parts out of a sewing machine,
or something just as worthless. The hunchback scrambled
among these belongings and brought out an old photo-
graph. “This is a picture of my mother and her half-
sister.’

Miss Amelia did not speak. She was moving her jaw
slowly from side to side, and you could tell from her face
what she was thinking about. Stumpy MacPhail tock the
photograph and held it out toward the light. It was a pic-
ture of two pale, withered-up little children of about two
and three years of age. The faces were tiny white blurs,
and it might have been an old picture in anyone’s
album.

Stumpy MacPhail handed it back with no comment.
‘Where you come from?’ he asked.

The hunchback’s voice was uncertain. ‘I was trav-
eling.’

Still Miss Amelia did not speak. She just stood lean-
ing against the side of the door, and looked down at
the hunchback. Henry Macy winked nervously and
rubbed his hands together. Then quietly he left the
bottom step and disappeared. He is a good soul, and
the hunchback’s situation had touched his heart. There-
fore he did not want to wait and watch Miss Amelia
chase this newcomer off her property and run him out
of town. The hunchback stood with his bag open on
the bottom step; he sniffled his nose, and his mouth
quivered. Perhaps he began to feel his dismal predic-
8
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ament. Maybe he realized what a miserable thing it was
to be a stranger in the town with a suitcase full of junk,
and claiming kin with Miss Amelia. At any rate he sat
down on the steps and suddenly began to cry.

It was not a common thing to have an unknown
hunchback walk to the store at midnight and then sit
down and cry. Miss Amelia rubbed back her hair from
her forechead and the men looked at each other uncom-
fortably. All around the town was very quiet.

At last one of the twins said: ‘I'll be damned if he
ain’t a regular Morris Finestein.’

Everyone nodded and agreed, for that is an expression
having a certain special meaning. But the hunchback
cried louder because he could not know what they were
talking about. Morris Finestein was a person who had
lived in the town years before. He was only a quick,
skipping little Jew who cried if you called him Christ-
killer, and ate light bread and canned salmon every day.
A calamity had come over him and he had moved away
to Society City. But since then if a man were prissy in
any way, or if a man ever wept, he was known as a
Morris Finestein.

‘Well, he is afflicted,” said Stumpy MacPhail. ‘There
is some cause.’

Miss Amelia crossed the porch with two slow, gangling
strides. She went down the steps and stood looking
thoughtfully at the stranger. Gingerly, with one long
brown forefinger, she touched the hump on his back.
The hunchback still wept, but he was quieter now. The
night was silent and the moon still shone with a soft,
clear light—it was getting colder'Then Miss Amelia did
a rare thing; she pulled out a bottle from her hip t
an the top wi
. Rand she handed it to the hunchback to drink. Miss
Amelia could seldom be persuaded to s€ll her liquor on
credit, and for her to give so much as a drop away free
was almost unknown. *

‘Drink,’ she said. ‘It will liven your gizzard.’

The hunchback stopped crying, neatly licked the tears
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from around his mouth, and did as he was told. When
he was finished, Miss Amelia took a slow swallow,
warmed and washed her mouth with it, and spat. Then
she also drank. The twins and the foreman had their
own bottle they had paid for.

‘It is smooth liquor,’ Stumpy MacPhail said. Miss
Amelia, I have never known you to fail.’

The whisky they drank that evening (two big bottles
of it) is important. Otherwise, it would be hard to
account for what followed. Perhaps without it there
would never have been a café. For the liquor of Miss
Amelia has a special quality of its own. It is clean and
sharp on the tongue, but once down a man it glows
inside him for a long time afterward. And that is not
all. It is known that if a message is written with lemon
juice on a clean sheét of paper there will be no sign
of it. But if the paper is held for a moment to the fire
then the letters turn brown and the meaning becomes

—clear. Imagine that the whisky is the fire and that the
message is that which is known only in the soul of a
man—then the worth of Miss Amelia’s liquor can be
understood. Things that have gone unnoticed, thoughts
that have been harbored far back in the dark mind,
are suddenly recognized and comprehended. A spinner
who has thought only of the loom, the dinner pail,
the bed, and then the loom again—this spinner might
drink some on a Sunday and come.across a marsh lily.
And in his palm he might hold this flower, examining
the golden dainty cup, and in him suddenly might come
a sweetness keen as pain. A weaver might look up sud-
denly and see for the first time the cold, weird radiance
of midnight January sky, and a deep fright at his own
smallness stop his heart. Such things as these, then,
happen when a man has drunk Miss Amelia’s liquor.
He may suffer, or he may be spent with joy—but the
experience has shown the truth; he has warmed his soul
and seen the message hidden there.

They drank until it was past midnight, and the moon
10
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was clouded over so that the night was cold and dark.
The hunchback still sat on the bottom steps, bent over
miserably with his forehead resting on his knee. Miss
Amelia stood with her hands in her pockets, one foot
resting on the second step of the stairs. She had been
silent for a long time. Her face had the expression often
seen in slightly cross-eyed persons who are thinking
deeply, a look that appears to be both very wise and
very crazy. At last she said: ‘I don’t know your name.’

‘I'm Lymon Willis,” said the hunchback.

‘Well, come on in,” she said. ‘Some supper was left
in the stove and you can eat.’

Only a few times in her life had Miss Amelia invited
anyone to eat with her, unless she were planning to
trick them in some way, or make money out of them.
So the men on the porch felt there was something wrong.
Later, they said among themselves that she must have
been drinking back in the swamp the better part of the
afternoon. At any rate she left the porch, and Stumpy
MacPhail and the twins went on off home. She bolted
the front door and looked all around to see that her
goods were in order. Then she went to the kitchen,
which was at the back of the store. The hunchback
followed her, dragging his suitcase, sniffing and wiping
his nose on the sleeve of his dirty coat.

‘Sit down,” said Miss Amelia. ‘T'll just warm up
what’s here.

It was a good meal they had together on that night.
Miss Amelia was rich and she did not grudge herself
food. There was fried chicken (the breast of which the
hunchback took on his own plate) , mashed rootabeggars,
collard greens, and hot, pale golden, sweet potatoes.
Miss Amelia ate slowly and with the relish of a farm
hand. She sat with both elbows on the table, bent over
the plate, her knees spread wide apart and her feet
braced on the rungs of the chair. As for the hunchback,
he gulped down his supper as though he had not smelled
food in months. During the meal one tear crept down
his dingy cheek—but it was just a little leftover tear
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