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  Context


  Carson McCullers was born Carson Smith in 1917, in Columbia, Georgia. She studied at Columbia and New York universities and at the Julliard school in the late 1930s before marrying James Reeves McCullers in 1938, who was a corporal in the U.S. Army. They would soon divorce, only to reconcile and remarry in 1955.


  In 1940, when she was twenty-three years old, she published her first novel, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, which caused a sensation and assured her status as one of the nation's premier prose artists. The book told the sad tale of the desperately lonely people living in a small Southern town during the Depression. Her next novel, Reflections in a Golden Eye (1941) proved ahead of its time for its frank exploration of the tribulations of a latently homosexual army captain. Next came The Member of the Wedding (1946), which she adapted for the stage in 1950 and which won the New York Critics Award. Other works include her collection of short fiction, The Ballad of the Sad Café (1951); a play, The Square Root of Wonderful; another novel, Clock Without Hands (1961); and a collection of articles, stories and poems in The Mortgaged Heart.


  Her work shares much in common with another Southern writer, Truman Capote, who wrote Other Voices, Other rooms and In Cold Blood, among others. They both write with a deceptively simple style that relies more on the resonance of its imagery and the richness of its characters than the use of any definite mode of writing, such as that of the Modernists. Capote and McCullers lived together at one time in the prestigious writers colony, Yaddo, in Saratoga Springs, New York. Though the two started out as friends and she helped him find and agent and an editor, she eventually grew to resent his fame and became a vitriolic enemy. Her work has also been compared to Eudora Welty, another fellow Southern writer of the mid-twentieth century.


  Most of McCullers's writing focuses on lonely, disconnected people who seek escape from their stifling, small town existences. Almost all of her work is set in the South, though a few of the short stories from The Ballad of the Sad Café are set in New York City. Her writing is simple in its structure and style, but rich in its empathy for the human plight and its ability to weave a complicated tapestry with vivid imagery.


  Much of McCullers's ability to describe poignant sadness and discontent probably derived from her own life suffering and unhappiness. She was a fragile person and began to suffer from strokes as a young adult. By the time she was thirty- one, the left side of her body had been paralyzed. There was even a period during which she could only use one finger to type. After their second marriage, her husband killed himself. During the last years of her life, she was unable to even sit at a desk to work. She died in 1967, at the age of fifty.


  The Member of the Wedding is set in August 1944, toward the end of World War II, which would finally come to a close the following summer. The war, which began in 1939, had dramatically changed the landscape of the United States during this time, sending American men overseas in the war effort while demanding for the first time in the country's history that women join the work force en masse. The book only deals with the subject of war peripherally, as news reports stream in over the radio. However, the young protagonist, Frankie's, growing awareness of its existence serves as a significant marker for her personal growth.


  Summary


  Frankie Addams is a young, confused twelve-year-old adolescent living in the American south in 1944. The book is framed around her main frustration with feeling like she belongs to no group, that she is disconnected with the world around her. The daughter of a jeweler and a mother who died in child birth, she is highly precocious and stubborn, but also naïve and unaware of the reasons for her own emotions. She spends the main action of the book, which begins on the last Friday in August and ends two days later, obsessed with her brother Jarvis's wedding on Sunday to Janice Evans.


  As the story begins, she expresses her fears, anxiety and confusion about marriage to her housekeeper, Berenice and her six-year-old cousin, John Henry. Berenice passes off her feelings as masked jealousy. Frankie later asks John Henry to sleep over, claiming he looks scared. However, as we know, Frankie is really the one who feels that way. She is relieved to have a person to sleep next to, since she used to sleep next to her father, until he recently said she was too old.


  In the first part of the novella, the narrator describes the following Saturday morning, but then skips right to the early evening of that day. Only in the second part does McCullers return to Saturday afternoon to describe the events that took place. Before then, we are given a lot of character background about Frankie. We hear about her various attempts to become more worldly, to pay attention to things like the fact that World War II rages all around her. Through her various brushes with sexual experiences, we discover how completely unaware of the facts of life she is. Eventually, Frankie has a revelation that she belongs to her brother and his future wife, saying, "They are the we of me."


  When the narration returns back to Saturday afternoon, we find that Frankie has changed her name to F. Jasmine in an attempt to both sound more grown up and to have a name which begins in J A, just like Janice and Jarvis. She tours the town telling people of her plans to run away with the newly-weds the following evening. She expects everyone to notice the sudden change in her and that she has shed her childhood persona. However, her father takes no notice and treats her as the same little girl. When she stops in his jewelry shop, he tells her that Uncle Charles has died and she tries to react in a mature manner. Walking down the street again, she encounters a Soldier and has a stilted conversation with him at a local bar, eventually agreeing to have a proper date with him later that evening.


  Returning home, she sits down to eat a lengthy dinner with Berenice and John Henry. The three of them launch into a frank and heart felt conversation about love. Berenice tells of her four marriages and cautions F. Jasmine not to be delusional about her prospects of joining up with Janice and Jarvis after the wedding. They discuss what they would do were they God and could change the world to their liking. John Henry imagines a world make of good things to eat. Berenice sees a place where there is no distinction between black and white. F. Jasmine imagines that boys could change into girls and vice versa, at will. Eventually, F. Jasmine and Berenice come to a poignant understanding of the societal pitfalls of race differences.


  F. Jasmine leaves the house Saturday evening and travels to Big Mama's house to have her fortune told. She learns that she will indeed take a journey the next day, but that she will eventually return. Discouraged, F. Jasmine goes to meet the soldier at the bar. They sit down for a drink and eventually he coerces her to return to his hotel room where he attempts to have sex with her. She hits him over the head with a pitcher and flees back to her house.


  The wedding turns out to be a bust for the newly dubbed "Frances." She pleads to run off with Janice and Jarvis, entirely in vain. Dejected and depressed, she returns home with her hopes dashed. She attempts to run away, stealing her father's pistol, but she is quickly found by the police and returned home.


  In a speedy denouement, McCullers describes the next three months. In that time, much changes for Frances. She finds a new friend, Mary Littlejohn. She and her father get ready to move. Berenice decides to quit and get married again. John Henry dies of meningitis.


  Character List


  
    Frankie Addams - The novella's protagonist. Frankie Addams is a precocious and gregarious twelve year-old girl in the throes of adolescence. She is in a state of limbo between the innocent, sheltered days of her childhood, and the more worldliness of young adulthood. As a result of this rift, she is disconnected from everyone around her and spends the novella searching for a way to meld with other people. She has lofty fantasies about how she will escape what she feels is a stifling existence. And she is stubborn and contentious with anyone who might stand in her way. However, her naïveté and lack of awareness of the adult world, particularly when it comes to matters of sex and interpersonal relationships, hold her back from achieving her fantastical plans. In each of the three parts of the novella, she goes by three different names: first Frankie, then F. Jasmine, and then Frances.

  


  
    Berenice Sadie Brown - The Addams family's African-American housekeeper. Though she is over forty years old, she is still an avidly sexual woman who is never shy about having a good time with the various men who come through her life. In fact, by the end of the novella, she considers marrying her fifth husband. She is a no-nonsense type who doesn't put up with Frankie's difficult and moody behavior. She acts as a voice of reason, giving readers some better perceptive on the reality that Frankie easily overlooks.

  


  
    John Henry West - The six year-old first cousin of Frankie who spends much his time hanging around the Addams house. Intelligent beyond his years and highly circumspect, he is quick with an insightful comment. He acts as a foil for Frankie, representing the childhood she wants so badly to leave behind. Also, his calm demeanor contrasts her often hysterical behavior. John Henry's sudden death from meningitis at the end of the novel represents the death of Frankie's childhood, as if he only ever existed as a metaphor.

  


  
    Royal Quincy Addams - Frankie's quiet and serious widower. Mr. Addams' wife, Frankie's mother, died when Frankie was born. His function in the novel is minimal, as he spends most of the novel out of frame, working in his jewelry shop. When we do hear from him, it is as a stern adult voice, one that keeps the cantankerous Frankie in line.
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