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A Southern Landscape
ELIZABETH SPENCER

IF YOU’RE like me and sometimes turn through the paper
reading anything and everything because you’re too lazy
to get up and do what you ought to be doing, then you al-
ready know about my home town. There’s a church there that
has a gilded hand on the steeple, with the finger pointing to
Heaven. The hand looks normal size, but it’s really as big as
a Ford car. At least, that’s what they used to say in those little
cartoon squares in the newspaper, full of sketches and excla-
mation points—“Strange As It Seems,” “This Curious World,”
or Ripley’s “Believe It or Not.” Along with carnivorous trop-
ical flowers, the Rosetta stone, and the cheerful information
that the entire human race could be packed into a box a mile
square and dumped into Grand Canyon, there it would be ev-
ery so often, that old Presbyterian hand the size of a Ford car.
It made me feel right in touch with the universe to see it in
the paper—something it never did accomplish all by itself. I
haven’t seen anything about it recently, but then, Ford cars
have got bigger, and, come to think of it, maybe they don’t
even print those cartoons any more. The name of the town,
in case you’re trying your best to remember and can’t, is Port
Claiborne, Mississippi. Not that I'm from there; I’'m from near
there.

Coming down the highway from Vicksburg, you come to
Port Claiborne, and then to get to our house you turn off
to the right on State Highway No. 202 and follow along the
prettiest road. It’s just about the way it always was—worn
deep down like a tunnel and thick with shade in summer. In
spring, it’s so full of sweet heavy odors they make you drunk,
you can’t think of anything—you feel you will faint or go right
out of yourself. In fall, there is the rustle of leaves under your
tires and the smell of them, all sad and Indian-like. Then in
the winter, there are only dust and bare limbs, and mud when
it rains, and everything is like an old dirt-dauber’s nest up in
the corner. Well, any season, you go twisting along this tun-
nel for a mile or so, then the road breaks down into a flat
open run toward a wooden bridge that spans a swampy creek
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bottom. Tall trees grow up out of the bottom—willow and cy-
press, gum and sycamore—and there is a jungle of brush and
vines—kudzu, Jackson vine, Spanish moss, grapevine, Virginia
creeper, and honeysuckle—looping, climbing, and festooning
the trees, and harboring every sort of snake and varmint un-
derneath. The wooden bridge clatters when you cross, and
down far below you can see water, lying still, not a good step
wide. One bank is grassy and the other is a slant of ribbed
white sand.

Then you’re going to have to stop and ask somebody. Just
say, “Can you tell me where to turn to get to the Summerall
place?” Everybody knows us. Not that we a7¢ anybody—I don’t
mean that. It’s just that we’ve been there forever. When you
find the right road, you go right on up through a little wood
of oaks, then across a field, across a cattle gap, and you’re there.
The house is nothing special, just a one-gable affair with a bay
window and a front porch—the kind they built back around
fifty or sixty years ago. The shrubs around the porch and the
privet hedge around the bay window were all grown up too
high the last time I was there. They ought to be kept trimmed
down. The yard is a nice flat one, not much for growing grass
but wonderful for shooting marbles. There were always two
or three marble holes out near the pecan trees where I used to
play with the colored children.

Benjy Hamilton swore he twisted his ankle in one of those
same marble holes once when he came to pick me up for some-
thing my senior year in high school. For all I know, they’re
still there, but Benjy was more than likely drunk and so would
hardly have needed a marble hole for an excuse to fall down.
Once, before we got the cattle gap, he couldn’t open the gate,
and fell on the barbed wire trying to cross the fence. I had to
pick him out, thread at a time, he was so tangled up. Mama
said, “What were you two doing out at the gate so long last
night?” “Oh, nothing, just talking,” I said. She thought for
the longest time that Benjy Hamilton was the nicest boy that
ever walked the earth. No matter how drunk he was, the pres-
ence of an innocent lady like Mama, who said “Drinking?” in
the same tone of voice she would have said “Murder?” would
bring him around faster than any number of needle showers,
massages, ice packs, prairie oysters, or quick dips in December
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off the northern bank of Lake Ontario. He would straighten
up and smile and say, “You made any more peach pickle lately,
Miss Sadie?” (He could even say “peach pickle.”) And she’d say
no, but that there was always some of the old for him when-
ever he wanted any. And he’d say that was just the sweetest
thing he’d ever heard of, but she didn’t know what she was
promising—anything as good as her peach pickle ought to be
guarded like gold. And she’d say, well, for most anybody else
she’d think twice before she offered any. And he’d say, if only
everybody was as sweet to him as she was. . . . And they’d
go on together like that till you’d think that all creation had
ground and wound itself down through the vistas of eternity to
bring the two of them face to face for exchanging compliments
over peach pickle. Then I would put my arm in his so it would
look like he was helping me down the porch steps out of the
reflexes of his gentlemanly upbringing, and off we’d go.

It didn’t happen all the time, like I’'ve made it sound. In
fact, it was only a few times when I was in school that I went
anywhere with Benjy Hamilton. Benjy isn’t his name, either;
it’s Foster. I sometimes call him “Benjy” to myself, after a big
overgrown thirty-three-year-old idiot in The Sound and the
Fury, by William Faulkner. Not that Foster was so big or over-
grown, or even thirty-three years old, back then; but he cer-
tainly did behave like an idiot.

I won this prize, see, for writing a paper on the siege of
Vicksburg. It was for the United Daughters of the Confedera-
cy’s annual contest, and mine was judged the best in the state.
So Foster Hamilton came all the way over to the schoolhouse
and got me out of class—I felt terribly important—just to “in-
terview” me. He had just graduated from the university and
had a job on the paper in Port Claiborne—that was before he
started work for the Times-Picayune, in New Orleans. We went
into an empty classroom and sat down.

He leaned over some blank sheets of coarse-grained paper
and scribbled things down with a thick-leaded pencil. I was sit-
ting in the next seat; it was a long bench divided by a number
of writing arms, which was why they said that cheating was so
prevalent in our school—you could just cheat without mean-
ing to. They kept trying to raise the money for regular desks in
every classroom, so as to improve morals. Anyway, I couldn’t
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help seeing what he was writing down, so I said, “‘Marilee’ is
all one word, and with an ‘i, not a ‘y” ‘Summerall’ is spelled
just like it sounds.” “Are you a senior?” he asked. “Just a ju-
nior,” I said. He wore horn-rimmed glasses; that was back be-
fore everybody wore them. I thought they looked unusual and
very distinguished. Also, I had noticed his shoulders when he
went over to let the window down. I thought they were dis-
tinguished, too, if a little bit bony. “What is your ambition?”
he asked me. “I hope to go to college year after next,” I said.
“I intend to wait until my junior year in college to choose a
career.”

He kept looking down at his paper while he wrote, and
when he finally looked up at me I was disappointed to see why
he hadn’t done it before. The reason was, he couldn’t keep a
straight face. It had happened before that people broke out
laughing just when I was being my most earnest and sincere. It
must have been what I said, because I don’t think I ook funny.
I guess I don’t look like much of any one thing. When I see
myself in the mirror, no adjective springs right to mind, un-
less it’s “average.” I am medium height, I am average weight,
I buy “natural”-colored face powder and “medium”-colored
lipstick. But I must say for myself, before this goes too far, that
every once in a great while I look Just Right. I’ve never found
the combination for making this happen, and no amount of
reading the makeup articles in the magazines they have at the
beauty parlor will do any good. But sometimes it happens any-
way, with no more than soap and water, powder, lipstick, and
a damp hairbrush.

My interview took place in the spring, when we were practic-
ing for the senior play every night. Though a junior, I was in
it because they always got me, after the eighth grade, to take
parts in things. Those of us that lived out in the country Mrs.
Arrington would take back home in her car after rehearsal. One
night, we went over from the school to get a Coca-Cola before
the drugstore closed, and there was Foster Hamilton. He had
done a real nice article—what Mama called a “writeup.” It was
when he was about to walk out that he noticed me and said,
“Hey.” I said “Hey” back, and since he just stood there, I said,
“Thank you for the writeup in the paper.”
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“Oh, that’s all right,” he said, not really listening. He wasn’t
laughing this time. “Are you going home?” he said.

“We are after *while,” I said. “Mrs. Arrington takes us home
in her car.”

“Why don’t you let me take you home?” he said. “It might
—it might save Mrs. Arrington an extra trip.”

“Well,” I said, “I guess I could ask her.”

So I went to Mrs. Arrington and said, “Mrs. Arrington, Fos-
ter Hamilton said he would be glad to drive me home.” She
hesitated so long that I put in, “He says it might save you an
extra trip.” So finally she said, “Well, all right, Marilee.” She
told Foster to drive carefully. I could tell she was uneasy, but
then, my family were known as real good people, very strict,
and of course she didn’t want them to feel she hadn’t done the
right thing.

That was the most wonderful night. I’ll never forget it. It
was full of spring, all restlessness and sweet smells. It was radi-
ant, it was warm, it was serene. It was all the things you want
to call it, but no word would ever be the right one, nor any
ten words, either. When we got close to our turnoft, after the
bridge, I said, “The next road is ours,” but Foster drove right
on past. I knew where he was going. He was going to Windsor.

Windsor is this big colonial mansion built back before the
Civil War. It burned down during the eighteen-nineties some-
time, but there were still twenty-five or more Corinthian col-
umns, standing on a big open space of ground that is a pasture
now, with cows and mules and calves grazing in it. The col-
umns are enormously high and you can see some of the iron-
grillwork railing for the second-story gallery clinging halfway
up. Vines cling to the fluted white plaster surfaces, and in some
places the plaster has crumbled away, showing the brick un-
derneath. Little trees grow up out of the tops of columns, and
chickens have their dust holes among the rubble. Just down
the fall of the ground beyond the ruin, there are some Negro
houses. A path goes down to them.

It is this ignorant way that the hand of Nature creeps back
over Windsor that makes me afraid. I’d rather there’d be ghosts
there, but there aren’t. Just some old story about lost jewelry
that every once in a while sends somebody poking around in
all the trash. Still, it is magnificent, and people have compared
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it to the Parthenon and so on and so on, and even if it makes
me feel this undertone of horror, I’'m always ready to go and
look at it again. When all of it was standing, back in the old
days, it was higher even than the columns, and had a cupola,
too. You could see the cupola from the river, they say, and
the story went that Mark Twain used it to steer by. I’ve read
that book since, Life on the Mississippi, and it seems he used
everything else to steer by, too—crawfish mounds, old row-
boats stuck in the mud, the tassels on somebody’s corn patch,
and every stump and stob from New Orleans to Cairo, Illinois.
But it does kind of connect you up with something to know
that Windsor was there, too, like seeing the Presbyterian hand
in the newspaper. Some people would say at this point, “Small
world,” but it isn’t a small world. It’s an enormous world, big-
ger than you can imagine, but it’s all connected up. What Na-
ture does to Windsor it does to everything, including you and
me—there’s the horror.

But that night with Foster Hamilton, I wasn’t thinking any
such doleful thoughts, and though Windsor can be a pretty
scary-looking sight by moonlight, it didn’t scare me then.
I could have got right out of the car, alone, and walked all
around among the columns, and whatever I heard walking
away through the weeds would not have scared me, cither. We
sat there, Foster and I, and never said a word. Then, after some
time, he turned the car around and took the road back. Before
we got to my house, though, he stopped the car by the road-
side and kissed me. He held my face up to his, but outside that
he didn’t touch me. I had never been kissed in any deliberate
and accomplished way before, and driving out to Windsor in
that accidental way, the whole sweetness of the spring night,
the innocence and mystery of the two of us, made me think
how simple life was and how easy it was to step into happiness,
like walking into your own rightful house.

This frame of mind persisted for two whole days—enough to
make a nuisance of itself. I kept thinking that Foster Hamilton
would come sooner or later and tell me that he loved me, and I
couldn’t sleep for thinking about him in various ways, and I had
no appetite, and nobody could get me to answer them. I half
expected him at play practice or to come to the schoolhouse,
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and I began to wish he would hurry up and get it over with,
when, after play practice on the second night, I saw him up-
town, on the corner, with this blonde.

Mrs. Arrington was driving us home, and he and the blonde
were standing on the street corner, just about to get in his
car. I never saw that blonde before or since, but she is printed
eternally on my mind, and to this good day if I'd run into
her across the counter from me in the ten-cent store, which-
ever one of us is selling lipstick to the other one, I'd know
her for sure because I saw her for one half of a second in the
street light in Port Claiborne with Foster Hamilton. She wasn’t
any ordinary blonde, either—dyed hair wasn’t in it. I didn’t
know the term “feather-bed blonde” in those days, or I guess I
would have thought it. As it was, I didn’t really think anything,
or say anything, either, but whatever had been galloping along
inside me for two solid days and nights came to a screeching
halt. Somebody in the car said, being real funny, “Foster Ham-
ilton’s got him another girl friend.” I just laughed. “Sure has,”
I said. “Oh, Mari-leee!” they all said, teasing me. I laughed
and laughed.

I asked Foster once, a long time later, “Why didn’t you come
back after that night you drove me out to Windsor?”

He shook his head. “We’d have been married in two weeks,”
he said. “It scared me half to death.”

“Then it’s a mercy you didn’t,” I said. “It scares me half to
death right now.”

Things had changed between us, you realize, between that
kiss and that conversation. What happened was—at least, the
main thing that happened was—Foster asked me the next year
to go to the high-school senior dance with him, so I said all
right.

I knew about Foster by then, and that his reputation was not
of the best—that it was, in fact, about the worst our county
had to offer. I knew he had an uncommon thirst and that on
weekends he went helling about the countryside with a fellow
that owned the local picture show and worked at a garage in
the daytime. His name was A. P. Fortenberry, and he owned
a new convertible in a sickening shade of bright maroon. The
convertible was always dusty—though you could see A. P. in
the garage every afternoon, during the slack hour, hosing it
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down on the wash rack—because he and Foster were out in it
almost every night, harassing the countryside. They knew ev-
ery bootlegger in a radius of forty miles. They knew girls that
lived on the outskirts of towns and girls that didn’t. I guess
“uninhibited” was the word for A. P. Fortenberry, but what-
ever it was, I couldn’t stand him. He called me into the garage
one day—to have a word with me about Foster, he said—but
when I got inside he backed me into the corner and started
trying it on. “Funny little old girl,” he kept saying. He rattled
his words out real fast. “Funny little old girl.” I slapped him as
hard as I could, which was pretty hard, but that only seemed to
stimulate him. I thought I’d never get away from him—I can’t
smell the inside of a garage to this good day without thinking
about A. P. Fortenberry.

When Foster drove all the way out to see me one day
soon after that—we didn’t have a telephone in those days—
I thought he’d come to apologize for A. P., and I’m not sure
yet he didn’t intend for me to understand that without saying
anything about it. He certainly put himself out. He sat down
and swapped a lot of Port Claiborne talk with Mama—just
pleased her to death—and then he went out back with Daddy
and looked at the chickens and the peach trees. He even had an
opinion on growing peaches, though I reckon he’d given more
thought to peach brandy than he’d ever given to orchards. He
said when we were walking out to his car that he’d like to take
me to the senior dance, so I said O.K. I was pleased; I had to
admit it.

Even knowing everything I knew by then (I didn’t tell Mama
and Daddy), there was something kind of glamorous about
Foster Hamilton. He came of a real good family, known for
being aristocratic and smart; he had uncles who were college
professors and big lawyers and doctors and things. His father
had died when he was a babe in arms (tragedy), and he had
perfect manners. He had perfect manners, that is, when he was
sober, and it was not that he departed from them in any inten-
tional way when he was drunk. Still, you couldn’t exactly blame
me for being disgusted when, after ten minutes of the dance, I
discovered that his face was slightly green around the temples
and that whereas he could dance fairly well, he could not stand
up by himself at all. He teetered like a baby that has caught on
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to what walking is, and knows that now is the time to do it, but
hasn’t had quite enough practice.

“Foster,” I whispered, “have you been drinking?”

“Been drinking?” he repeated. He looked at me with a sort
of wonder, like the national president of the W.C. T.U. might if
asked the same question. “It’s so close in here,” he complained.

It really wasn’t that close yet, but it was going to be. The
gym doors were open, so that people could walk outside in
the night air whenever they wanted to. “Let’s go outside,” 1
said. Well, in my many anticipations I had foreseen Foster and
me strolling about on the walks outside, me in my glimmering
white sheer dress with the blue underskirt (Mama and I had
worked for two weeks on that dress), and Foster with his nice
broad aristocratic shoulders. Then, lo and behold, he had worn
a white dinner jacket! There was never anybody in creation as
proud as I was when I first walked into the senior dance that
night with Foster Hamilton.

Pride goeth before a fall. The fall must be the one Foster
took down the gully back of the boys’ privy at the schoolhouse.
I still don’t know quite how he did it. When we went outside,
he put me carefully in his car, helped to tuck in my skirts, and
closed the door in the most polite way, and then I saw him
heading toward the privy in his white jacket that was swaying
like a lantern through the dark, and then he just wasn’t there
any more. After a while, I got worried that somebody would
come out, like us, for air, so I got out and went to the outside
wall of the privy and said, “Foster, are you all right?” I didn’t
get any answer, so I knocked politely on the wall and said,
“Foster?” Then I looked around behind and all around, for
I was standing very close to the edge of the gully that had
eroded right up to the borders of the campus (somebody was
always threatening that the whole schoolhouse was going to
cave in into it before another school year went by), and there at
the bottom of the gully Foster Hamilton was lying face down,
like the slain in battle.

What I should have done, I should have walked right off and
left him there till doomsday, or till somebody came along who
would use him for a model in a statue to our glorious dead in
the defense of Port Claiborne against Gen. Ulysses S. Grant
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in 1863. That battle was over in about ten minutes, too. But
I had to consider how things would look—I had my pride,
after all. So I took a look around, hiked up my skirts, and went
down into the gully. When I shook Foster, he grunted and
rolled over, but I couldn’t get him up. I wasn’t strong enough.
Finally, I said, “Foster, Mama’s here!,” and he soared up like a
Roman candle. I never saw anything like it. He walked straight
up the side of the gully and gave me a hand up, too. Then I
guided him over toward the car and he sat in the door and
lighted a cigarette.

“Where is she?” he said.

“Who:?” I said.

“Your mother,” he said.

“Oh, I just said that, Foster. I had to get you up someway.”

At that, his shoulders slumped down and he looked terri-
bly depressed. “I didn’t mean to do this, Marilee,” he said. “I
didn’t have any idea it would hit me this way. I’'m sure I’ll be
all right in a minute.”

I don’t think he ever did fully realize that he had fallen in
the gully. “Get inside,” I said, and shoved him over. There
were one or two couples beginning to come outside and walk
around. I squeezed in beside Foster and closed the door. In-
side the gym, where the hot lights were, the music was blaring
and beating away. We had got a real orchestra specially for that
evening, all the way down from Vicksburg, and a brass-voiced
girl was singing a nineteen-thirties song. I would have given
anything to be in there with it rather than out in the dark with
Foster Hamilton.

I got quite a frisky reputation out of that evening. Disap-
pearing after ten minutes of the dance, seen snuggling out in
the car, and gone completely by intermission. I drove us away.
Foster wouldn’t be convinced that anybody would think it at all
peculiar if he reappeared inside the gym with red mud smeared
all over his dinner jacket. I didn’t know how to drive, but I did
anyway. I’m convinced you can do anything when you have
to—speak French, do a double back flip off the low diving
board, play Rachmaninoft on the piano, or fly an airplane. Well,
maybe not fly an airplane; it’s too technical. Anyway, that’s how
I learned to drive a car, riding us up and down the highway,
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holding oft Foster with my elbow, marking time till midnight
came and I could go home without anybody thinking anything
out of the ordinary had happened.

When I got out of the car, I said, “Foster Hamilton, I never
want to see you again as long as I live. And I hope you have a
wreck on the way home.”

Mama was awake, of course. She called out in the dark, “Did
you have a good time, Marilee?”

“Oh, yes, Ma’am,” I said.

Then I went back to my shed-ceilinged room in the back
wing, and cried and cried. And cried.

There was a good bit of traffic coming and going out to our
house after that. A. P. Fortenberry came, all pallid and sober,
with a tie on and a straw hat in his hand. Then A. P. and Foster
came together. Then Foster came by himself.

The story went that Foster had stopped in the garage with
A. D. for a drink before the dance, and instead of water in the
drink, A. P. had filled it up with grain alcohol. I was asked to
believe that he did this because, seeing Foster all dressed up,
he got the idea that Foster was going to some family do, and
he couldn’t stand Foster’s family, they were all so stuckup.
While Foster was draining the first glass, A. P. had got called
out front to put some gas in a car, and while he was gone
Foster took just a little tap more whiskey with another glasstul
of grain alcohol. A. P. wanted me to understand that Foster’s
condition that night had been all his fault, that instead of
three or four ounces of whiskey, Foster had innocently put
down eighteen ounces of sheer dynamite, and it was a mir-
acle only to be surpassed by the resurrection of Jesus Christ
that he had managed to drive out and get me, converse with
Mama about peach pickle, and dance those famous ten min-
utes at all.

Well, I said I didn’t know. I thought to myself I never heard
of Foster Hamilton touching anything he even mistook for
water.

All these conferences took place at the front gate. “I never
saw a girl like you,” Mama said. “Why don’t you invite the boys
to sit on the porch?”
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“I’m not too crazy about A. P. Fortenberry,” I said. “I don’t
think he’s a very nice boy.”

“Uh-hubh? Mama said, and couldn’t imagine what Foster
Hamilton was doing running around with him, if he wasn’t a
nice boy. Mama, to this day, will not hear a word against Foster
Hamilton.

I was still giving some thought to the whole matter that
summer, sitting now on the front steps, now on the back
steps, and now on the side steps, whichever was most in the
shade, chewing on pieces of grass and thinking, when one day
the mailman stopped in for a glass of Mama’s cold butter-
milk (it’s famous) and told me that Foster and A. P. had had
the most awful wreck. They had been up to Vicksburg, and
coming home had collided with a whole carload of Negroes.
The carnage was awful—so much blood on everybody you
couldn’t tell black from white. They were both going to live,
though. Being so drunk, which in a way had caused the wreck,
had also kept them relaxed enough to come out of it alive. I
warned the mailman to leave out the drinking part when he
told Mama, she thought Foster was such a nice boy.

The next time I saw Foster, he was out of the hospital and
had a deep scar on his cheekbone like a sunken star. He looked
handsomer and more distinguished than ever. I had gotten a
scholarship to Millsaps College in Jackson, and was just about
to leave. We had a couple of dates before I left, but things
were not the same. We would go to the picture show and ride
around afterward, having a conversation that went something
like this:

“Marilee, why are you such a nice girl? You’re about the only
nice girl I know.”

“I guess I never learned any different, so I can’t help it. Will
you teach me how to stop being a nice girl?”

“I certainly will not!” He looked to see how I meant it, and
for a minute I thought the world was going to turn over; but
it didn’t.

“Why won’t you, Foster?”

“You’re too young. And your mama’s a real sweet lady. And
your daddy’s too good a shot.”

“Foster, why do you drink so much?”
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“Marilee, I'm going to tell you the honest truth. I drink be-
cause [ like to drink.” He spoke with real conviction.

So I went on up to college in Jackson, where I went in for
serious studies and made very good grades. Foster, in time, got
a job on the paper in New Orleans, where, during off hours,
or so I understood, he continued his investigation of the lower
things in life and of the effects of alcohol upon the human
system.

It is twenty years later now, and Foster Hamilton is down
there yet.

Millions of things have happened; the war has come and
gone. I live far away, and everything changes, almost every
day. You can’t even be sure the moon and stars are going to
be the same the day after tomorrow night. So it has become
more and more important to me to know that Windsor is
still right where it always was, standing pure in its decay, and
that the gilded hand on the Presbyterian church in Port Clai-
borne is still pointing to Heaven and not to Outer Space; and
I earnestly feel, too, that Foster Hamilton should go right on
drinking. There have got to be some things you can count on,
would be an ordinary way to put it. I’d rather say that I feel
the need of a land, of a sure terrain, of a sort of permanent
landscape of the heart.





