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The Curious Case of Benjamin Butcon and Other Stories

looks gray. And my skin seems smoother and healthier. Can it be true? Is it
possible ...?”

He went to his father.

“I'm grown-up,” he said. “I want to wear long pants.”

His father thought about ic.

“Well,” he said finally, “I don’t know. Fourteen is the usual age for putting
on long pants. You're only twelve.”

“But you must agree that I'm big for my age,” said Benjamin.

“Oh, 'm not sure abour that,” said Mr. Button. “T was as big as you when I
was twelve.”

This wasn’t true, but Mr. Button wanted to believe it. He wanted noching
more than an ordinary son.

Finally, Benjamin’s parents agreed to his request.

“But you must continue coloring your hair,” said Mr. Butrton. “And you must
try harder to play with boys of your own age.”

“Yes, Father.”

“And there’s one more thing, Benjamin. You mustn’t wear your glasses in
the street.”

“No, Facher.”

“Then I will buy you a suit with long pants,” said Mr. Button.

Benjamin was very happy.

&

The years passed. Benjamin became younger as he grew older. When he was
eighteen, he looked like a man of fifty. He had more hair and it was dark gray.
His voice was deeper and stronger. So, his father sent him to Connecticut
to take the entrance tests for Yale College. Benjamin passed all the tests and
became a freshman.

Three days later, he received a letter from Mr. Hart, one of the professors.

“Please come to see me today,” the letter said. “We must discuss the times of
your classes.”

Benjamin looked in the mirror. His hair needed more brown color, but he
didr’t have time to go to the store. He had w go to Mr. Harr as he was.

“Good morning,” said Mr. Hart politely. “You've come to discuss your son.”

“Well, my name’s Button ...” began Benjamin.

“I'm very glad to meet you, Mr. Button. I've asked Benjamin to see me
today. He'll probably be here soon.”

“That’s me!” said Benjamin quickly. “I'm a freshman.”

“Whar?”

freshman /'frefman/ (n} a student in the first year of college
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Story 1 -TheCurious Case of Benjamin Button {Part 1}

“I'm a freshman.”

“You are joking, of course.”

“No. I'm Benjamin Butron.”

Mr. Hart looked at the information on his desk.

“Mr. Benjamin Button’s age is, 1 believe, eighteen.”

“That’s my age,” said Benjamin.

Mr. Harc looked at him. “You surely don't think T believe thae?”

Benjamin smiled. “I am eighteen,” he repeared.

Mr. Hart pointed to the door. “Get out,” he said. “Get out of this college
and out of town. You are a crazy, dangerous man.”

“I'm eighteen.”

Mr. Hart opened the door.

“That’s terrible!” he shouted. “A man of your age trying to come here as a
freshman! Eighteen years old, are you? Well, I'll give you eighteen minutes to
get out of town.”

Benjamin walked slowly out of the room. Some students were waiting
outside and they watched him curiously. Benjamin turned around and faced
Mr. Hart again.

“T am eighteen years old,” he repeated.

The group of students laughed. Benjamin walked away.

Benjamin started to walk back to the railroad station. Bur the students
outside Mr. Hart’s room were telling other students about the crazy man. Soon,
everyone in Yale knew the story.

Benjamin started to realize that people were following him. At first there
were only two or three people. Then more joined the group. Soon, there were a
lot of students behind him, and the college foorball team came, too. They were
al! laughing and shouting at Benjamin.

“He thoughe the college was an old people’s home!”

“He’s a really good student for his age!”

“Go to Harvard!”

Benjamin walked faster, and soon he was running. When he was safely on
the train for Baltimore, he put his head out of the window.

“I will go to Harvard!” he shouted at them. “You'll be sorry for this one day!”

“Ha-ha-ha!” laughed che students.

Benjamin learned an important lesson that day. Sometimes it was better not
to be completely honest.

Bur it was also the biggest mistake that Yale College ever made.

11
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The Curious Case of Benjamin Buccon and Other Stories

“If I tell her, she won’t like me,” he thought. “And T want her to like me very
much. I'll tell her later. Maybe.”

So he smiled, listened, and was very happy.

“[ like men of your age,” Hildegarde told him. “Young boys are so silly. They
tell me how much wine they drink at college. They talk about how much money
they lose at cards. It all means nothing! Men of your age are more serious. And
they understand women and enjoy their company.”

Benjamin suddenly wanted Hildegarde to marry him. It was difficult not to
ask her there and then.

“You're the best age,” she continued. “Fifty. Twenty-five is too young. Men
of thirty work too much. At forty, men tell endless stories. Sixty is—oh, sixty is
too close to seventy. But fifty is perfect. T love fifry.”

As they danced, Benjamin wanted to be fifty more than anything in the
world.

“Pve always said that,” Hildegarde continued. “Is better to marry a man of
fifty. He'll look after his wife. If a woman marries a man of thirty, she’ll have to
look after him.”

For the rest of the evening, Benjamin was lost in his own world. Hildegarde
gave him two more dances. They discovered that they agreed on all the
important subjects of that time. He asked her to go driving with him on the
following Sunday. Then they would discuss all these subjects more.

Benjamin and his father drove home in the early morning, before the sun
came up. Roger Button was talking about business again. It was his favorite
subject. But Benjamin wasn’ listening.

“ .. so what do you think about that?” Roger Button asked him.

“Love,” replied Benjamin, quietly.

“Love? What do you mean?” his facher said. “How will love solve the
problem of our costs?”

Benjamin didn’t understand, and Roger Button had to explain everything
again. And then the sun suddenly came over the hill, and a beautiful new day
began.

4
Six months later, Benjamin and Miss Hildegarde Moncrief became engaged.
Her father wasn’t happy about this. He thought thac Benjamin was too old for
his daughrer. The excited people of Baltimore society suddenly remembered the
old man brought home from the hospital years ago. The subject was discussed
in every home. Was Benjamin really Roger Burtton’s father? Or maybe Roger
Button’s brother, freed from prison after forty years. And there were other

engaged /in'geidzd/ (adj} When two people are engaged, they have agreed to marry.
16
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Story 1 TheCurious Case of Benjamin Butron {Part2)

stories—some too crazy for anyone to believe.

Most people thought that Hildegarde was mad. Why was she marrying a
man of fifty when many young men in Baltimore wanted to marry her? Nobody
understood Hildegarde.

After a local newspaper called Benjamin “the Mystery Man of Maryland,”
Mr. Roger Button took his son’s birth records to the paper.

“This proves his age,” he said, angrily.

But no one believed it. You only had to look at Benjamin.

Hildegarde believed none of the stories, not even the true one. It didn’t
matter to her if he was fifty. It didn’t matter if he looked fifty. She wanted to
marry Benjamin and nothing could change her mind.

In 1880, they were married. Benjamin believed he was the happiest man
alive.

¢
Berween 1880 and 1895, che Buttons’ business did very well and made a loc of
money. This was mostly because of Benjamin’s ideas. Roger Button did less and
less work and he left the company in 1895.

Baltimore soon forgor all the stories about Benjamin, and the young Burrons
were popular in the town. Even Mr. Moncrief changed his mind about his
daughter’s husband. When Benjamin paid for the printing and sale of Mr.
Moncrief’s war stories, Hildegarde's father was a very happy man.

In fifteen years, there were many changes to Benjamin himself. He had mor
energy. Tt pleased him to get up early. He enjoyed walking through the sunny
streets each day to work. He worked very hard, and with great success. His
father’s business made more money than ever, thanks to Benjamin.

Then, as time passed, he was more interested in having fun. Benjamin was
the first man in the city of Baltimore to buy a car.

His friends saw his energy and good health, and they were surprised.

“He seems to grow younger every year,” they said.

Roger Button, now sixty-five, thought his son was a wonderful man.
Benjamin was liked by everyone who met him.

There was a problem, though. One thing in Benjamin’s life was less than
perfect: he stopped loving his wife.

By thar time, Hildegarde was a woman of thirty-five, with a son, Roscoe,
who was fourteen years old. When they were first married, Benjamin loved
his wife completely. But, as the years passed, her beautiful gold-colored hair
changed to an unexciting brown. Her blue eyes became less bright. She was
different in other ways, too. She didn’t want to go out. Fifteen years earlier,
Hildegarde was always the one who said, “Let’s go out to this party, or that

17
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The Curious Case of Benjamin Burton and Other Stories

His social life was becoming more important than his business life. And
after twenty-five years with Roger Button 8 Company, Benjamin decided to
leave work. His son, Roscoe, was home again after completing his studies at
Harvard College. He was the right age to take Benjamin’s place in the family
business. Roscoe was very interested in the business, too. Benjamin could
remember feeling the same at one time.

In fact, people often thought thar Benjamin and his son were brothers. This
pleased Benjamin, as he liked to look young. There was only one thing in his
life chat he didr’t enjoy. He hated going out in Baltimore with Hildegarde.

She was now almost fifty. When they were together, Benjamin felt scupid. She
looked like his mother.

$
One September day in 1910, Benjamin Button went to Harvard College as a
freshman. He looked about twenty and he didn’t tell them his correct age. He
remembered that mistake from his short time at Yale. And he didn’t say that his
son was a student there, years before.

He seemed a licele older and wiser than the other, mostly cighteen-year-old
freshmen. And he was excellent at football. In his firsc year, the Harvard team
played against Yale. In that game, Benjamin played the best football that anyone
could remember. Because of this, he was soon the best-known student at che
college.

But in his third year, he wasn't always on the team. He weighed less, and he
scemed shorter than before, He wasn’t playing as well as in his first year. Ie was
really only chosen for the team to bring fear to the other side.

In his final year, Benjamin didn’t play on the team. He was much smaller
and thinner. Some first year students thought that he, too, was a freshman. At
the same time, his studies seemed more difficult. He felt thac the other students
in his class were older and much wiser than he was.

Some of them spoke about St. Midas’s School. Many of the Harvard students
came from St. Midas’s. At this school they prepared young boys for college.
Benjamin started to think about going there after his studies ac Harvard. It was
a good plan—he would like to be with boys of his own size and with the same
interests.

In 1914, Benjamin returned to Baltimore from college. Hildegarde was now
living in Italy, so he moved in with his son, Roscoe, and his wife. They tried
to be welcoming—he could see chat. But it was clear that Roscoe didn’t really
want his father there, Roscoe, now a successful businessman, had an important
position in Baltimore society that he wanted to protect. Benjamin understood
this, but he fele a little sad.

20
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Story | - The Curious Cascof Benjamin Bucton (Part 2)

Benjamin was bored at home and he had no friends now in Baltimore. Old
girlfriends from his dancing days weren’t interested in him. The tennis players,
from before his time at Harvard, stayed away. They thought he was only a boy.
There were only three or four fifteen-year-old boys living in the neighborhood,
and he spent time with them. The idea of St. Midas’s School came to him again.

He asked Roscoe about it one day.

“T"d really like to go there,” he said.

“Then go,” replied Roscoe.

He disliked the subject, and didn’t want to discuss it with his father.

“I can’t go alone,” said Benjamin. “You'll have to take me.”

“T don’t have time,” Roscoe told him, angry and red-faced. “In fact, you can't
continue like this. You must stop, and—and go back the other way. This isnr a
joke now.”

Benjamin almost started crying.

“And another thing,” Roscoe continued. “When visitors are in the house,

I want you to call me “Uncle’—-not Roscoe, but ‘Uncle’. Do you understand?
It seems wrong for a boy of fifteen to call me by my first name. Wair, here’s a
better idea— call me ‘Uncle’ all the time. Then you'll find it easier.”

Roscoe turned away from his father and walked out of the room.

Benjamin went upstairs and looked at himself in the mirror.

“T haver’t shaved for three months,” he thought, “but there’s still nothing
there.”

Roscoe wanted him to wear glasses. He also suggested a beard to stick onto
Benjamin’s face. It seemed for a time that che crazy days of his early life were
starting again. But Benjamin cried and Roscoe didn’t continue with the idea.

Now, in his room, Benjamin opened a book of boys” stories. But he only read
a lictle because he was thinking of other things. American soldiers were fighting
in the First World War in Europe and Benjamin wanted to join them. But he
had to be sixteen to become a soldier, and he looked younger. His true age was
fifty-seven, bue that, of course, was too old.

But the government wanted soldiers from the Spanish-American War to
fight again. They wrote to all these men, and soon a letter arrived for Benjamin.
It invited him to get a new uniform and to go to Camp Mosby in South
Carolina.

Benjamin hurried into town. Because he was so small, he couldn’t buy the
uniform ready-made. He needed one to be made to his size. The salesclerk in
the store measured him.

uniform /jumafarrm/ (n) a special suit of clothes for a job. Soldiers, police officers, and

nurses all wear uniforms.
camp /kaemp/ (n) a place where soldiers stay for a short time, often in tents
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The Curious Case of Benjamin Burton and Other Srories

black men took hold of the ladder, and the white man climbed quickly up it. He
stood in front of Ardita.

“The women and children are safe!” he cried. “The men are our prisoners!”

Ardita looked at him, unable to speak with excitement. He was a young
man, and handsome. His hair was short and very black. His clothes were smarr.

“This ship is now mine.” he said.

“Who are you?” she asked coldly. “Are you mad, or is this a joke?”

“We're pirates, and we have now taken this ship,” he replied.

“Get off the boar,” Ardita said.

“What?” The young man seemed very surprised.

“Get off the boat! You heard me!”

He looked at her for a minute.

“No I won't,” he said slowly. “You can get off, if you want to.”

He went to the side of the ship and called to the men below. Immediately,
the six black men climbed up the ladder and stood in front of him. They were
all wearing dirty old blue uniforms. Each man was carrying a white bag,

“Step forward, Babe,” the young man said, and the smallest man stepped in
front of the others.

“Yes, sir!”

“Go down below. Tie up everyone you find. And puc those bags over there.”

“Yes, sir!”

Babe turned to the other pirates and then they all went downstairs.

“Now,” said the young man to Ardita, “promise to keep your pretty litle
mourth shur for forty-eight hours. Then you can take our boar and go ashore.”

“And if I don'e?”

“Then youre going to sail with us.”

The young man sat down on Ardita’s sofa and looked around. He noriced
the book and the orange.

“Hm. Have you got a clear head?”

Ardita didn’t reply.

“Because in five minutes you have to decide. Go or stay.”

He picked up the book and looked at it curiously.

“This is written in French—are you French?”

“No.”

“Whats your name?”

“Farnam.”

“Farnam whar?”

“Ardita Farnam.”

pirate /'parrat/ {n) a sailor who attacks other ships. Then he steals from them.
54
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Story 3 — Ardita and the Pirate (Part 1)

“Well, Ardica, don’t stand there looking nervous. Come over here and sit
down.”

Ardita’s hands were shaking a little. She walked across to the other sofa and
sat opposite the young man.

“You can’t get me off this boat,” she said, “and you can’t take it anywhere.
My uncle will have telephone messages traveling all over chis ocean by six
thircy.”

The young man looked back at her, but said nothing,

“I don’t mind,” she continued. “It isn’t my boat. I don’t mind sailing with
you for an hour or two. You can borrow that book if you like. Then you can
read it when the revenue men catch you. There will be plency of time to read ix
prison.”

He laughed. “This was planned a long time before [ knew about this boat.
One boart is as good as another.”

“Who are you?” asked Ardita suddenly. “And whar are you?”

“You've decided not to go ashore?”

“I never even thought about ic.”

“We're called Curtis Carlyle and his Six Black Friends. We were musicians
and singers until today. Now, we're pirates and we're running from the law.”

He waved a hand at the white bags.

“Whats in the bags?” Ardita asked curiously.

“Well, let’s call it sand—Florida sand.”

¢
Ten minutes later, the Narcissus was sailing away from the coast. It went south
through the warm evening, as the sun came down. Babe seemed to be Curtis
Carlyle’s main assistant. Fle gave orders to the other pirates. One of them was
busy wich a can of paint. He painted over the name Narcissus on the front of th
boat and wrote the new name, Hula Hula.

Carlyle sat with Ardita, waiting for dinner. He lay back on the sofa and
closed his eyes. Ardira looked at him carefully.

“He’s a romantic person,” she thought, “but less sure of himself than he
seems. He’s not really like me, There’s something different about him.”

But he was the same as her in some ways. Like Ardita, Curtis Carlyle was
selfish. She liked selfish people—they were never boring—and they always fell
at her feet in the end. Bur this man seemed softer, even defenseless. She was
interested in him, more interested than in herself. And that was unusual for
Ardita.

The night became darker and the stars came out. A pale moon smiled

revenue men /'reve,nu men/ (n) government men who try to catch pirates
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