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CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENT
CONSISTENCY

less unity in personality than we like to believe—not none, but fess,!
But Capote was flagrantly consistent about at least one matter:
when describing his carly life, he always told the same two stories, I
may be that neither i true, it may be thar each js partly true; bu jt
makes no difference, False memories cel] ys just as much abouyr 4
person as true memories do, sometimes more.

Here’s the first story:

———

L w@nr&omaa call this “domain specificity.” Coping strategies that work in one setting
may not work in others; goals thar drive behavior during one period of life may fade
during others, Different feelings, thoughes, and behayiors get cliciced by differene
demands and sicuations,
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evening with her beaux and I would vnno“Bn hysterical vnnmwmn
I couldn’t get out of this room. . .. I can’t remember anything
about that whole period except things like that. Because very
soon after that I was separated from her?

Elsewhere Capote was more attuned to the nmuono:&mm?wmsﬂmww
the episode entailed. He told Gerald Clarke, “Eventu Mu Mﬁw on
become so exhausted that I would just throw myself on n. nr e

on the floor until they came back. Every mu..% was a Emwmﬂwnw
because I was afraid they would leave me when it turned dark. . m
an intense fear of being abandoned, and I remember practica M
all my childhood as being lived in a state of constant tension an
mmmnmumwonn made frequent use of this wmanﬁm.n scenario. H.ﬁ was HMM
sort of story he dusted off with special mn.,\oﬂws. The .émnnmn uonra
Knowles, Capote’s neighbor, and famous in his own right for
classic novel A Separate Peace, says:

Truman often talked about himself. Oh, my Oomv.v\nm. - .?m.ﬁ
after I first met him, Truman began telling me his r».‘n wn.oQ.. H_FW
terrible, tragic story. The central tragedy (as he saw :v in his “~n
is a scene: Truman is two years-old. He wakes sw. in an Eﬂn%
strange room, empty. He yells, but he’s woaw@m in HTQM. €’s
petrified, doesn’t know where he is—which is in some dumpy
hotel in the deep South—and his parents have .mo=n omn.no Mn.n
drunk and dance; they have locked this tiny Hw&n voM~ int _mm
room. That was his image of terror, and I think it was his way o

2. See detailed notes on sources at the end of this book.
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symbolizing the insecurity of his youth— this image of that kind
of abandonment,

There are a few things to notice about this memory right away.
In the first version, it’s his mother who was locking him in—and,
according to Clarke, “instructing the staff not to let him out even if
he screamed”—whereas in the other two it was his mother znd
father. So the facts varied slightly, as they often will when we recall
carly events from our lives. There’s also the question of accuracy.
Capote was just two years old. He said he was “very aware” of being
locked in the room, but that’s unlikely. More likely is the possibilicy
that Capote reconstructed the scene from the vantage point of
adulthood, maybe after being told about it by his mother, or some-
one else in the know. But the singularity of the scene—*I can’t
remember anything about thar whole period excepe things like
that”—its saliency, lends it special power. It colonized Capote’s
experience and drew other memories—or tantasies or dreams—

into its orbit. Here, for instance, is a memory Capote called his “very
earliest”:

I was probably three years old, perhaps a lictle younger, and
I'was on avisit to the St. Louis Zoo, accompanied byalarge black
woman my mother had hired to take me there, Suddenly there
was pandemonium. Children, women, grown-up men . were
shouting and hurrying in every direction. Two lions had escaped
from their cages. Two bloodthirsty beasts were on the prowl in
the park. My nurse panicked. She simply turned and ran, leaving
me alone on the path, That's all I remember abour it,

Here again, it’s hard to know, maybe impossible, if the scene
really happened. But it doesn’t mateer, if it’s psychologically true.
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Clarke, for what it’s worth, calls the zoo memory “undoubtedly a
dream rather than an actual event;” though he does see it as “sym-
bolic of [Capote’s] early years” The zoo memory and the memory of
the hotel room read like two versions of the same basic experience.
In both, Capote is around the same age. In both, his mother is
implicated—she either rejects and abandons him or hires someone
who flees when he’s traumatized. Whatever the case, he is left alone
to deal with overwhelming fear. For Capote, the hotel incident was
nightmarish; with the zoo, the metaphor was “pandemonium.”
Either way, there was a loss of emotional control, the sense that the
world was dangerous, that adults who ought to be available and
responsive in the face of danger simply could not be counted on
for comfort. They disappointed him terribly. They didn’t come
through. Capote was on his own to do what he could with the hand
dealt him.

This last element is more of a stretch, but I do think it’s especially
striking: In Other Voices, Other Rooms, Capote’s first novel, which he
described as an “attempt to exorcise demons;” he created a black
female character he named, of all things, “Z0o.” She owns a charm
that keeps “anything terrible from happening” Capote’s child alter-
ego in the book, Joel Knox, tells Zoo, “I love you because you've got
to love me because you've got to” But Zoo is crazy, “always talking
about snow, always seeing things,” and just like the black caretaker
did in the zoo memory, Zoo (the character) leaves Joel just as he
begins to place his trust in her. She runs to Washington, D.C., and
though she promises to send for Joel once she gets established there,
she never does.

What does it all mean? It means that Capote was haunted by a
particular script. He's small and defenseless, in some strange and
lonely place, and those whom he expresses love to, or those whom
he relies on, people he justifiably trusts, leave him and let him down.

Here, now, is C

conducted berween 1982 and 1984, when Cap

C
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As Om,mwono himself explained, “My underlying motivation was a
M:nmn Of some sense of serenity, some particular kind of affection
utasayoungboy, he had neither. In fact, bloodthirsty beasts Snn.n

on n?w prowl,” feelings he could fot control or escape
This next

iy : anmnnmmcﬁw.grnanwmnrnmnma tWO concern psycho-
ica icts i 5 4 .
gical conflicts in Capote’s \N\@.nrnnr:& no:nnn:mEmBon?nm

m .. .
rwn S.\ENN. ~€m=:c&2nnvnmn<nnm~ different versions as way of
ighlighting how discrepant they are,

The following comes from a
Hill conducted in 1957, Hill as

éac.:m.

FParis Review interview with Parj

ked Capote when he first started

/x\rn.: L was a child of aboye ten or eleven and lived near
Mobile . . . Tjoined the Sunshine Club that was organized by the
Zovm.n .Hunn& Register. There was a children’s page with no:Mnmnm
mm: writing. . .. The prize for the short-story writing contest was
cither a pony or 5 dog, I've forgotte
badly. I had been notic

The first
under my real name. . . |

apote to La ; i i
p wrence Grobel; Grobel’s interviews were

ote died.

Mis. Lee [the writer Ha

Iper Lee’s mother] was quj
: uite an eccen-
tric character, Mr, ;i :

Lee was wonderful, bur Ms, Lee—who was
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a brilliant woman—was an endless gossip. So I wrote mWSa-
thing called “Mrs. Busybody” about Mrs. Lee and m.o:ﬁ it to
the Mobile Register. 1 won second prize and they printed the
whole thing and it was just ghastly. . . . They were <nn%.cvmnw
in Alabama. . .. I didn’t know it was going to VW published!
Ijust sent it in. . .. And then one Sunday, there it was. Then
people started to whisper about me. . I found mrw e<.nnn
very upset about it. I was a litde T:mm;msﬁ m_uwcn s o&:mm
anything after that. I remember I said, “Oh, H ‘&osﬁ know w W
[ did that, I've given up writing.” But I was writing more fiercely

than ever.

Once more the facts shift, or reverse themselves entirely. Was .mn
Mt or Mrs. Busybody? Who knows? Did the piece ever appear _w
print; did Capote win a prize; did the neighbors really é*.:mvnnw It’s
anybody’s guess. Eugene Whalter, a writer and Mobile resident, had
this to say:

His aunt realized that he had written about a next-door :&%.T
bor and called off publication. Truman had used wb.nn.nn:nzn
recluse for Mr. Busybody. . .. Truman pretended all .Ta life that
“Old Mr. Busybody” had been published. . .. That his mnmn. pub-
lication was on the Sunshine Page. . .. But it was never m%vrwrn&.
Nobody knows what happened to “Old M. Busybody, v..mnm:mn
his aunt grabbed it in a hurry. . . . There are people working wn
their doctorates, or whatever, searching the files of the Mobile
Press-Register to this day.

There you have it. The story never saw the light of day. Capote B»&.n
it all up—or most of i, at least. He wrote the piece, it seems, but it
ruffled no feathers, thanks to his aunt.
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What is enormously revealing abou the rale as awhole, however,
is the light it sheds on Capote’s urge to write, The key detail is not
the story’s subject—Mr. or Mrs. Busybody—or the subject’s inspira-
tion. What is truly significant is the reaction Capote imagined. The
work “upset people” The response was “ghastly” A scandal ensued,
Neighbors talked. A little, modest roman 4 clef provoked major
turmoil, bue je strengthened Capote’s resolve, He began to write
more fiercely than ever. He said he had “given up; yet he did the
opposite.

“Busybody” is a forerunner of Capote’s situation with Answered
Prayers, this book’s chief focus. His very first story mirrors his last.
Answered Prayers also was a roman & clef 1t vold the truth in fictional
form, Temporarily i caused Capote to doubt his motives, Just like
“Busybody,” Answered Prayers essentially tattled, only on a grander
scale. He scorched the rich and famous, printed details told to him
in confidence by socialites and jet-setters

Sometimes, when we engage in the act of remembering, we alter
ails in accordance with contemporary concerns; we injectalot of
the “present” into the “past” That is what Capote did here.
“Busybody” became a foil for Answered Prayers. In talking abour the
former, Capote really signified the latter. He made the two experi-
ences fit together. What confirms this is the fact that the connection
was not lost on him. He said to Lawrence Grobel, “[Busybody] was
shing those chapters of Answered

” The element of timing is also

relevant. Capore dated the beginning of Answered Prayers variously,
but the two years he mentioned more than others were 1956 and
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1958. The Paris Review interview in which he described “Busybody”
appeared in 1957. So, when talking about the story, the book was
very much on his mind. He saw “Busybody” through the prism of
Answered Prayers.

Finally, even before any excerpts from Answered Prayers appeared
in Esquire, Capote foresaw reactions similar to those he had
imagined for “Busybody.” He told Rolling Stone in 1973: “I'm sure
[the book] will get some of the supreme all-time flat-out attacks.”
Then later, “[It will] kill my last chances in the world of ever winning
anything. Except, perhaps, twenty years in jail.”

The solution to the mystery of “Busybody;” then, is that it was a
junior substitute for Answered Prayers; it was Answered Prayers wric
small. The present was projected into the past. And maybe most
importantly of all, “Busybody”/Answered Prayers highlights one
particular motive at the root of Capote’s creativity: power. Here was
a displaced boy thought to be excessively feminine, abandoned by
his parents, raised by spinsterish aunts, always considered odd and
eccentric, going exactly nowhere, fast. What might he do to make a
way for himself? To find meaning? To get noticed? He would write.
Words would become his weapons. With words, Capote made
himself mighty. As he put it in one of his last remarks about the
fallout from Answered Prayers, “1 can’t understand why everybody’s
so upset. What do they think they had around them, a court jester?
They had a writer”

It is remarkable how two “memories; in their microcosmic
fashion, can say so much about who a person is and why he did the
things he did. In their basic architecture they embed a massive
amount of life-history information. The first in particular I am
inclined to nominate as a “prototypical scene;” in a sense I will
explain later. But for now, other matters warrant more immediate
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attention. It is essential, firs
childhood, the events and
resultedin the fixity of episodes

L, to investigate the facts of Capote’s
happenings and relationships that
like the “hotel room” and “Busybody.”

>
oles nml% CXperiences; nexe

Those two memories colonized Cap
we need to explore exactly how.




