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Dedication


For my family




Epigraph


Magic Hour: “… when common things are touched with mystery and transfigured with beauty: when the warehouses become as palaces and the tall chimneys of the factory seem like campaniles in the silver air.”


—James Whistler, the painter, describing that time of day when the sun is low, and light transforms the mundane into the sublime




Prologue


Little did I realize that what began in the alleys and backways of this quiet town would end up in the badlands of Montana.


—Holly Sargis, Badlands


There’s nothing much to do in a small town on a warm summer morning. So I stand in the front yard, barefoot and in short shorts, twirling my baton. The trees cast long, familiar shadows over the carefully mowed lawns and clean-swept sidewalks. My arms and fingertips remember the routine all on their own, years of practice removing the effort from conscious thought, leaving only the sensation of dancing in the soft grass, knees pumping the air, spinning. I toss the baton and all I see is a sky so blue and clear it could swallow me whole. A dog barks somewhere in the distance; on another street a child is ringing his bicycle bell, but soon I hear nothing but the sound of my own breath, and the soft impact of the baton in my hand as it returns to earth. I am far away, lost in the rhythm of the spins and rolls, until I glimpse something moving on the street.


I spin again, then snap my eyes back to the ground; a pair of fancy black-and-white cowboy boots is walking toward me. The boots are attached to a pair of tight-fitting jeans, a dirty white T-shirt, a cute boy, much older than me, with hair like James Dean, watching. I drop the baton to my side, feeling suddenly exposed, uncomfortable in a new way.


“Hi, I’m Kit,” the boy says. “I’m not keeping you from anything important, am I?”


I meet his gaze.


“Cut!” says Terrence Malick, from behind the camera. Suddenly the spell is broken, and I’m back on location in La Junta, Colorado, with a small crew and a smattering of bystanders watching me and Martin Sheen play the opening scene of Badlands, a film that would soon change all of our lives.


Little did I know, when I was growing up in my own small town in Texas, that my skills as a twirler with the marching band would come in handy in my first starring role. Or that every experience, every story I heard as a child, every person who crossed my path, was like a gift that I would carry with me for the rest of my life.




… TEXAS …




… 1 …


Sometimes there’s no better entertainment than a town dump. When we were kids growing up in East Texas, my brothers and I would ride our bikes to the dump yard over behind the high school. To us it was a treasure trove of free and wonderful things, and we spent hours there sorting through the piles. At the entrance, people would drop off the better stuff, things that weren’t really trash, just used items that families had outgrown. That part was more flea market than landfill. Sometimes we would find old but perfectly good toasters, lengths of rope, used games, old toys, or boxes of paperback books. Animals were dropped off, too, in hopes that someone would give them a home.


One afternoon my brother Robbie rode home from the dump cradling a paper sack as if it was filled with diamonds. I watched as he dropped his bike in the grass and ran into the house, holding up the bag and yelling, “I found a kitten!”
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My dad looked up from the newspaper.


“Can we keep it, Daddy?” he asked, still breathless.


I was just a few steps behind, chiming, “Can we, Daddy, please?”


“Yeah, we need a cat!” said Ed, our older brother.


She was a scraggly little calico, newly weaned, with six toes on each foot. After the three of us whined and pleaded for the rest of the day, our parents gave in. Our new pet had two names. Inside the house, where she was quiet and sort of mysterious, we called her Suzette. Outside, she was Cattywampus, a freewheeling mouse- and bird-hunter who roamed the neighborhood in search of adventure.


I’ve always thought of myself as a lot like that cat. My outside self was like Cattywampus: strong, sunny, competent, compassionate, funny, creative, and optimistic, heading out into the world wearing a smile and a bulletproof vest. My inside self was like Suzette: introspective, observant. The outside me was an open book; the inside me had secrets. Nothing earth-shattering—just the deepest thoughts I kept to myself, like the cigar box full of treasures that I had hidden under my bed. Anyone else who opened that box would have only seen a collection of ordinary objects: old cat’s-eye marbles, a tiny Coke bottle, a Jew’s harp, school photos of my little boyfriends with their awkward signatures scrawled across their faces. But to me each object held a special significance; they were my most precious things, talismans only I understood. I buried the cigar box in the backyard one day, hoping to preserve a time capsule of my life that I could revisit when I was older. I marked out the steps and drew a map of where I had dug the hole.


A few years later, I decided it was time to unearth the time capsule and remind myself of the past. I dug dozens of holes, but I couldn’t find it. Never did. Maybe my feet had grown, or the map was wrong. No matter. I still carry that box around with me in my head, while I collect new treasures along the way. I keep them safe in a part of me that no one ever sees; a storeroom where I sort and process the events of a long and interesting life. My mother’s lilting voice is there, speaking words of wisdom. So are my father’s strong, capable hands that could play a banjo or build a house; my brother’s trusting smile; the laughter of my children. This safe and quiet place—Suzette’s world—fuels my work as an actor and filmmaker. I know it’s always there within reach, inexhaustible as memory.


On Christmas Day, 1949, my mother got a silver soup ladle—and me. I had green eyes and red hair, and completely ruined the holiday for my brothers. Ed was six, and Robbie was only sixteen months old when I came along. The night before, my mother had been hanging decorations on the tree when she went into labor. She insisted that my father wait until she’d finished decorating and all the presents were wrapped before she let him take her to the nearest hospital, in Tyler, Texas. Daddy’s parents were visiting, and he borrowed their brand-new Chrysler for the thirty-eight-mile drive. They say he drove so fast, he burned the paint off that engine and made it just in time. I was born a few minutes after midnight. My parents named me Mary Elizabeth, but my brothers called me “Sissy,” and it stuck.


We lived in Quitman, a town of 1,237 souls nestled in the rolling farmland of East Texas, about ninety miles northeast of Dallas. My father, Edwin Spacek, was the Wood County agricultural agent. My mother, Virginia, known to all as Gin, worked for an abstract office in the courthouse when she wasn’t home with us. For seventeen years, Quitman was the center of my universe. I always appreciated the accident of my birth into such a wonderful world. As a child, I would lie in bed at night and think, I’m so lucky to be born in Texas, to live in this house with these parents, and these brothers, and…


All the things that are most important to me, I had before I left that little town. My values were formed in a community where material possessions didn’t count for much, relationships were everything, and where waiting for something you wanted could actually be better than having it.


My brothers and I grew up together in a small ranch house that my father built on a half-acre lot along the Winnsboro Highway, a quarter mile from the center of town. The house had green clapboard siding and thick redwood trellises propping up the eaves on either side, which were perfect for climbing roses. Our dad, who came from a long line of Czech farmers, had a degree in agriculture, and he could make anything grow. Our yard was always a wonder, manicured and lush with flower beds and persimmon trees, pears and chestnuts. Daddy could never walk by a weed. Whenever one of us kids was home sick from school, he would leave work during his 10 A.M. coffee break and stop by the drugstore to buy us a funny book. I would hear the sound of his car door slamming, and then wait for a long time before he got to the front door. I’d look out the picture window and see him in his suit and tie, pulling weeds from the lawn.


My father was a slim, handsome man with piercing almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones. Like his father, who had owned a tailor shop, Daddy was an impeccable dresser—my favorite picture of him is as a young county agricultural agent, dressed in white linen pants, two-tone shoes, and a Panama hat, standing in a cotton field checking the crop. Our dad pretended to be strict with us. “Gin, you’re going to ruin those kids!” he’d say. “Just give me one week and I’ll straighten them out!” But even though he made us toe the line, he was really a soft touch. There was a time when my grandmother was sick and Mother had to leave us alone with him for a few weeks. He spoiled us rotten. One morning I woke up to see him standing over me with a dish towel draped over one arm and a breakfast tray in his hands.


He was always patient with me, even though I had quite a temper. When I was very little, there were times when I’d actually kick him in the shins, or slam my bedroom door so hard the house would shake. He told me years later that he didn’t spank me because he didn’t want to break my spirit. “I figured you’d need that spunk to make it in the world.”


Most Saturday mornings I woke up to the sound of a push mower and the smell of fresh-cut grass. I would lie in bed, somewhere between awake and asleep, not wanting to open my eyes. It was getting close to summer, and by eleven o’clock in the morning, mothers who were worried about the heat would be bringing their children inside to play. But right now, the air was fresh and cool and the day was full of possibilities.


The grass in our yard was St. Augustine. I could put a blade of it between my thumbs and whistle loud enough to get the attention of all the dogs in the neighborhood. We had the best yard in town, with grass that was like a plush green carpet and so thick the blades on Daddy’s mower had to be sharpened every week or two. I could tell when this needed to happen just by the sound of the effort in his pushing. Daddy’s mower was the old-fashioned kind. Our neighbor, Doris Pittman—a nice man with a woman’s name—had a new gas mower that didn’t need pushing. One day it ran over his toes and cut some of them off. After that, Daddy didn’t have to remind my brothers and me never to mow a lawn in bare feet.


Daddy had his rules. He thought that running around barefoot in the cold grass would make us sick with pneumonia. So every spring as the weather turned balmy, my brothers and I waited for him to decide when the ground was warm enough to take off our shoes and socks and go barefoot. It was a yearly ritual. All the other kids in town might be running around like wild animals, but we had to wait.


One morning, we followed Daddy out into the backyard, watched him kneel down, stretch out his arms, and feel the ground. He sank his hands into the fresh-mown grass and pondered for a moment. Then he picked up some old pecans that had fallen from a tree and cracked them in his fist. I held my breath. A ladybug landed on my sleeve, a sign of good luck. Maybe today would be the day. Daddy handed me a piece of pecan. Then he leaned down, felt the ground again, and finally gave us the nod.


The grass was soft and cool, and my feet were tender and white. Soon I would be walking up and down blistering hot oil roads that crisscrossed the town, leaving temporary footprints in the soft tar. Most of the time I ran to keep from getting burned, the tips of my toes barely touching the asphalt. By the end of summer my feet would be as tough as leather and stained black, and it was always a challenge to squeeze into my Sunday shoes. Then, sure as rain, the seasons would change and school would start, and my barefoot days would be over until spring came around again, and Daddy would give us the word.


As far as I know, the first people to settle in Wood County, Texas, were Caddo Indians, who lived in small farming villages along the Sabine River. All that’s left of them are the arrowheads that still turn up in the soil of freshly tilled fields. Daddy used to take us arrowhead hunting when he would drive out to look at land. I can still smell the rich dirt as we walked along the furrows, scouring the surface for glints of flint. It must have honed my skill as a spotter of lost objects, because I’m always finding things on sidewalks and gravel roads.


The white settlers who moved into Wood County in the nineteenth century planted corn and cotton in the rich bottomland, and cut and milled timber from the vast piney forests. Quitman, founded in 1850, was made the county seat, and a fine courthouse was erected in the middle of town. But Wood County’s agricultural heyday ended with the Great Depression, when the timber and cotton markets went bust. Nobody could seem to keep track of how many people lost their farms and moved away. It looked like Quitman was destined to become a speck of dust on an old Texas road map until, in 1940, a couple of wildcatters struck oil about twenty miles southeast of town.


Quitman still had open sewers when my parents arrived in 1945. But before long the streets were getting fixed, fresh paint was everywhere, and the place was filling up with new faces. To me, the most exciting new additions were Ben Merritt, a physician who became our family doctor, and his wife, Susan. The first time I saw them I was eye-level with steps leading up to the Methodist church parsonage when two of the fanciest pairs of shoes walked by. I looked up, and those shoes were attached to a beautiful young couple who had just stepped out of a green and white Mercury sedan, the likes of which I had never seen. I wondered if I would be lucky enough to ever know such exciting and sophisticated people. Within weeks, that green and white Mercury sedan was parked out in front of my house, Susan and Mother had become great friends, and lucky me got to tag along everywhere with them. Susan was from New Orleans, which added to her glamor, and I loved to listen to her talk. She had a little Cajun dog called Nipper, a name that came out of her mouth as “Nippah.”


Quitman didn’t have too much of anything, but it had everything we needed. There was a bank and a grocery store, a hardware store, two pharmacies, a doctor and a dentist, three or four churches, and two cafes: Busby’s and the Westerner Cafe. On Sunday afternoons, it got pretty busy at those cafes, and there was a bit of a rivalry between the different denominations in town over who got the best seats after services ended. Our Methodist church was practically across the street from the Baptist church, and they always seemed to let out about ten minutes ahead of us. We’d still be listening to the end of the sermon when we’d hear the car doors slamming down the block, and everybody would start squirming in the pews, knowing that once again the Baptists were going to get the best tables for lunch. The rivalry hardly affected our family, because Mother would usually have a roast slow-cooking in the oven while we were in church, or else she would fry a chicken as soon as we got home.


When we needed to shop for good clothes, our whole family would drive to Mineola, eleven miles south of Quitman. The place with the best shoes was Hirsch’s store. The Hirsches were small, round people whose voices sounded different than most of the people we knew. Theirs were raspy and high, like they’d smoked a lot of cigarettes or had bad laryngitis, and they talked faster than the slow drawl we were used to hearing. It was a big treat to go to Hirsch’s store for better clothes and shoes. Mr. Hirsch was a very good shoe fitter. He would press his thumb near the end of our toes and have us wiggle them up and down. Then we would walk around the store so he could make sure our heels didn’t slide up and down and rub blisters.


One year, Mr. Hirsch bought a special new shoe fitting machine. The marvelous wooden box sat in the front of the store, right next to a large green scale that measured weight and told fortunes. We picked out our new shoes, and I stood behind my brothers as we lined up for our turns at the machine. “Girls first,” I heard Mr. Hirsch say in his funny voice. With two older brothers, I was not used to going first. I hesitated. Mr. Hirsch took my hand and pulled me in front of the boys. I climbed up on the big wooden box and slid my feet into the machine while I peered through one of the eye portals on the top. Mr. Hirsch flipped a switch and all of a sudden the bones in my feet lit up inside of my shoes. We could see that this new pair fit me perfectly. When I stepped down, my brothers shoved and pushed each other to try to get on next. Mr. Hirsch was a nice man; he let us use that X-ray shoe fitting machine over and over again, as much as we wanted.
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If you didn’t want to drive to Mineola for clothes, or have them homemade, the only remaining option was McDade’s dry goods on the downtown square. It didn’t have much variety or any of the newest styles, but we loved it anyway. McDade’s always smelled like sharpened pencils and rubber-soled shoes, and all the merchandise was piled up on open tables where even kids could reach it. They sold overalls and work boots, things like that, and maybe a dress or two. The dresses on the manikins in the front window had been there so long that they were faded on the side that the sun hit, while the back looked brand-new.


McDade’s was where we bought our blue jeans. I was so small I stood on a cardboard box to try them on. My brothers got jeans with zippers; I got elastic waists. This was when I first realized that life was not always fair.


My brothers and I were very close growing up spite the fact that I was a girl. All I wanted was to be like Ed and Robbie; I idolized them. After he outgrew it, I inherited Ed’s gray felt cowboy hat and wore it sideways. It ended up so shapeless you couldn’t tell what it was, but I loved it anyway because it was his.
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Once, when I was four, we were playing football in the front yard. It was summertime, and we were all hot and sweaty, so we took our T-shirts off. My mother came outside and told me to put my shirt back on.


“Why?” I said.


“Because you’re a girl.”


That double standard did not sit well with me. I did not like wearing frilly dresses. I wasn’t even that interested in dolls; I cut the hair off of the one fancy Madame Alexander doll my mother gave me. We used another one for target practice. I just wanted to do what my brothers were doing.


Then one of my uncles told me if I could kiss my elbow, I’d turn into a boy.


I spent a lot of my childhood trying to kiss my elbow.


For years, until Daddy built an addition to the house, I shared a bedroom with my brothers. I had a lot of friends, but Ed and Robbie wouldn’t allow girls to come over to play very often, especially if they were “sissy” girls. You had to be tough to keep up with my brothers. Of course, sometimes it backfired on me. When I was in grade school, a boy in my class dropped a rock on my head from the top of the tallest slide. I was still seeing stars when the teachers came running and I heard one of them ask the boy, “Now, why in the world would you drop a rock on Sissy’s head?”


“’Cause I like her,” he said.


My brothers and I were inseparable. I tagged along with Robbie, and he tagged along with Ed. When Mother asked us what we wanted for lunch, I’d say, “I don’t know. What’s Ed having?” “I don’t know. What’s Robbie having?” And Robbie would say, “I don’t know. What’s Ed having?” Pretty soon she realized she only needed to ask Ed. Robbie and I weren’t always that much fun for our big brother, but he was a patient, sensitive boy and he took good care of us, in spite of the embarrassment of having his little brother and sister around all the time.


Robbie was a beautiful, sunny child with olive skin, light hair, and a wide-open smile. When he was born, my mother said he looked up into her eyes so deeply that it frightened her. There was always something special about him, but his good nature didn’t keep us from fighting. We’d have some real knock-down, drag-outs. Once my mother caught him hitting me in the stomach. “Robbie, you can’t hit Sissy there!” she said. She pointed to my leg, arm, and backside. “If you want to hit her, hit her here.”


Parents in those days didn’t think their children were too fragile for a few lumps. One morning my mother looked out the window and saw our neighbor Bev Benton’s two-year-old, wearing nothing but diapers and crawling on the roof of their two-story house. Some workers had left a ladder leaning against the siding, and Matt went exploring. Mother was terrified and called her friend right away.


“Bev, Matt’s up on the roof!”


“Oh, thanks, Gin,” said Bev.


Then Mother watched from across the street as Bev calmly put down the phone, leaned her head out the window, and shouted, “Matt, you come down off that roof right now! You’re gonna make it leak!”


I’m sure that story spread all over town before the two women had hung up. In the 1950s, Quitman still had party lines and a central telephone operator named Ganelle Rushing. She was a friendly, portly young woman who worked out of a concrete building next to the dentist’s office. She was command central and knew everything that was going on in town. When I was little, I’d pick up the phone and hear her say, “Number please?”


“Ganelle, do you know where my mama is?”


“Well, Sissy, let me think,” Ganelle might say. “I believe she’s over at Susan’s. Let me check.” And I’d hear her talking on another line, “Miz Merritt? Is Gin over there? Sissy’s looking for her mama…”


Quitman didn’t need a 911 center; we had Ganelle Rushing. Years later, when I played a WW2-era telephone operator in Raggedy Man, Ganelle was my role model, right down to her trilling, “Number please?”


When I was growing up, Gaston Cain was the mayor of Quitman, the fire chief, and the owner of the local insurance company and, with his brother, Zack, the funeral home. He was also the undertaker, and the father of two of my best friends, Pam and Debra. I guess you could say the Cains were the tycoons of our little town, because Zack also had the hardware store, and he and his wife Imogene—pronounced Eyema-jean—owned and operated the town’s only tourist court. It was a one-story, L-shaped motel for the handful of motorist visitors who might be passing through town on the way to somewhere else. All the Cains were hard workers. For years, Imogene cleaned every room of that little motel herself. She also ran a business out back raising chinchillas. Imogene made her own chinchilla collars and jackets and wore them proudly. She was a good friend of my mom’s, and her son, Clifford Zack, was my boyfriend on and off since we were toddlers.


They lived in a big pink brick house on the highway next to the motel. I would play with Cliff or his sister Jeanell if they were around, or I would go outside and visit the chinchillas. They looked like large, furry hamsters with big ears. They were nervous animals that would run around their wire cages and hiss if I got too close. I guess the chinchillas knew what was coming and didn’t see any point in making friends.


One morning my mother and I stopped by for a quick visit on the way back from the store, where she had picked up a whole bunch of hams to cook for the Methodist church supper that evening. Shortly after we arrived, Mother realized she had locked the hams in the trunk of the Buick and dropped the trunk key in there with them. This was an emergency because, it was summertime and that trunk was heating up fast. Without thinking, she hurried off for the car dealership, where they had a big ring of keys that would unlock the trunk—and left me behind.


I saw her pulling away and chased the car for a little while but couldn’t get her attention. I was embarrassed that someone might see me running after my own mother’s car, and I was mortified that she had driven off and forgotten me like that. I could hardly believe it! In my child’s mind, I had been abandoned. I moped around the tourist court for a while, then mustered the courage to knock on Imogene’s door. I called my mother. She was already home.


“Sissy! Where are you?” she cried, as if I was the one who ran off.


“You left me, Mama!”


“Oh, Sissy,” she said. “You’re so dramatic. You should be an actress.”


Maybe we should be careful what we tell our children.


I was my mother’s shadow; I went everywhere with her. Well, almost everywhere. I cried inconsolably when I couldn’t go with her to the swimming pool during an afternoon reserved for grown-up ladies who wanted to visit and swim in peace. I survived, but I’m certain I ruined all of her fun that day. She was very willing to let me into her adult world, even when her girlfriends stopped by for coffee and a chat. I would sit on my stool in that cozy red kitchen, or find a spot to hide under the table, while I listened to the women talk about their families, church, husbands, or any of the things that were happening around town. I can still hear their fluttering laughter and the clink of cups settling into saucers on the tabletop while I studied their shoes and stockings. I felt welcome and included, until one day one of my mother’s good friends, Grace Black, spotted me huddled under the table legs and said, “Sissy, you run on out of here. Your mother and I are talking. I came to see her, not you.” I was grateful that my mother stood up for me that day. She said, “Grace, this is Sissy’s house, too. So if you have something to say that you can’t say in front of her, then maybe it’s best you don’t say it.” (Apparently there were no hard feelings. Years later, Grace Black would be the one heading up the activities at Sissy Spacek Day at the state park in Quitman.)


Mother had lovely manners, which she’d learned from her parents, and she tried her best to pass them on to her own children. But the three of us subscribed to only one table rule—one foot on the floor at all times. Mother would set the table properly for every meal and instruct us on the correct use of silverware, which seemed kind of useless to me. “Why do we have to learn stupid manners?” I’d complain. “It’s just gonna slow us down, and we’re hungry.”


“Because I want you to be able to dine with the President,” she’d say.


“Oh, Mother, that’s crazy.”


But sure enough, an invitation came one day from the White House, and I was ready. Thanks, Mother.


I never heard my mother say a harsh word about anyone. “If they knew better, they’d do better,” she’d always say. She even had kind words for the town drunk, a poor soul who we’d see staggering around town, looking like a bum with his scraggly hair and dirty clothes. “Now, don’t say anything bad about that man,” she told us. “He was a talented young boy who wanted to be a concert pianist, but his parents didn’t support him. Now he’s a drunk and a house painter.” I never looked at a drunk or a house painter quite the same way after that.


Both of my parents were careful with their money, as were most people who grew up during the Depression. My mother could cut up and fry a chicken into so many pieces that you’d think it was a feast for an army. Neither of them wasted money on junk, but they would save up for good-quality things that would last a long time. My dad was a true conservationist, and we were careful not to use more than our share of water and electricity. He did his best to train us to cut off the lights every time we left a room. Years later, the habit landed me in trouble with the director Robert Altman on the set of 3 Women. We were doing a very long scene and I had to walk from room to room while the camera followed me. I was still relatively new to the acting business, and I kept ruining the shot by hitting the light switch every time I walked through a door. After the third or fourth take, Bob was exasperated and wanted to know why I kept doing that.


“I’m sorry!” I told him. “I do it automatically. My father wanted to save money on the electric bill.”


“Well, the next time you see your father, please tell him that he cost me more money in one day of filming than you saved him in a lifetime!”


Daddy earned a modest salary but invested wisely, and we lived a comfortable middle-class life. My brothers and I always got nice presents for our birthdays and Christmas, but never anything extravagant. That made each item more precious.


One present Daddy always bought Mother at Christmastime was beautiful silk underwear from McDade’s. She would pick out exactly what she wanted, then he’d stop by after work to pay for it and have them wrap it up. My brothers and I preferred to do our Christmas shopping at White’s Automotive. Along with the car accessories, White’s had a whole window filled with games, toy trucks, and gift items. One year, Ed and Robbie and I pooled our allowance money to buy one big present for Mother from all three of us. We spent days and weeks staring in that window, trying to decide on the perfect purchase. Finally we settled on a pair of decorative ceramic pheasants. We thought she would just love them. Looking back, they verged on being tacky. But we were so excited to have bought such a big-ticket item that Mother’s present seemed even more important than our own gifts that year. When she opened the package, a look of delight lit up her face. She hugged us all and put those Christmas pheasants in a place of honor on the mantel, where they stayed for the rest of her life.




… 2 …


Every December we would drive down from Quitman to spend the holidays with Mother’s family in the Rio Grande Valley, stopping along the way to visit my dad’s parents in Granger. It was a twelve-hundred-mile round-trip in a 1949 Pontiac with no air-conditioning loaded to bursting with luggage and wrapped presents. It was quite a production with three boisterous kids. I was always carsick, so I was usually allowed to sit up front between my parents and fiddle with the radio dial while the boys rode in the backseat. Whenever my brothers complained about the arrangement, and I sat with them in the back, they quickly regretted it.


There were no interstates then, and we couldn’t make the whole drive without stopping at motels along the way. In the beginning, our parents allowed us to take turns picking out the motels. But one time it was getting late, and Robbie, Ed, and I saw the most incredible place beside the highway. It was the biggest, brightest motel we had ever seen, lit up like a Christmas tree with flashing neon lights. It was so wonderful it might as well have been in Paris, France.


“That one! That one!” we cried.


“I don’t know,” said Daddy. “This doesn’t look like such a good place.”


“No! No! We want that one!”


So in the spirit of fairness and democracy, we checked in. The room was horrible, with threadbare sheets and a dirty bathroom. How could this be? It was so beautiful from the outside. We wanted to move out, but it was too late to find another place to stay. The next morning we walked out into the daylight and saw that the huge motel was just a tiny row of cinder-block rooms; the lights were all fixed to a tall skeleton of scaffolding. From then on, the family rules changed, and our parents got veto power over any motel choice we made.
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Our first destination was Granger, a small farming town about fifty miles northeast of Austin, where my father and his brother, Sam, and his sisters, Thelma and Rose, were born and raised. I love the color of yellow wheat against black soil in this part of Texas. The sky is wide and blue, and you can see rain coming from a long way off. The earth is so fertile underfoot that it feels like a living thing. When it’s hot and dry, huge cracks form in the ground. And when it’s wet, the black mud sticks to your feet as you walk around, and you get so tall you feel like you’re wearing stilts.


For outsiders who think that everybody in Texas is a cowboy on a horse named Trigger, towns like Granger would come as a shock. Granger was—and still is—an ethnic oasis, filled with the descendants of Czech and German pioneers who recreated the old country on the blackland prairie. English was rarely spoken in town until the mid-twentieth century. The kids we played with on our visits were named Bartosh, Zelenvitz, Ehlich, Walla, and Mikolencak. Our family came over from Moravia, now part of the Czech Republic, along with Slovakia and Bohemia, and people in Granger still pronounce Spacek the traditional way: Spot-check. My dad changed the pronunciation to Spay-sik (like basic) when he was in college. One of his professors just couldn’t get it right and kept calling him Spay-sik; Daddy figured it was easier to change it than to keep correcting people. (Years later, when I met the Czech film director Milos Forman, he insisted on calling me Spacekova—the proper feminine title. I said, “Please, just call me Sissy!”)


Daddy was proud of his ancestry and was a great storyteller. His people were simple, hardworking farmers and merchants who knew the value of a zlaty and felt a strong, almost mystical connection to the land.


The first to arrive in America was my great-grandfather, Frantisek Jan Spacek II, who was thirteen in 1866 when he left his family’s farm in Moravia to sail to Texas. It was a miserable nine-week journey from the port of Bremen to Galveston Bay. The ship was tossed around in terrible storms and everyone on board was seasick. Frantisek later described the giant roaches that swarmed below deck and “flew around like swallows,” dropping into their bowls of rice soup. Finally they reached the Texas coast, and my great-grandfather spent three more days traveling by rail, wagon, and ferry to the small town of Fayetteville, halfway between Houston and Austin. The town was brimming with German and Czech immigrants, who took the boy in and gave him work as a farm laborer. After Frantisek’s mother died two years later, his father and four younger siblings followed him to America.


In 1875, Frantisek married Julia Gloeckner, whom he had met on the long passage from Moravia to Texas. Frantisek flourished in the new world. He opened a grocery store and saloon in Fayetteville, and at one point he had a six-hundred-acre farm, rental properties, a livery stable, and a beer agency. He and his wife had two daughters, Julia and Albina, and three sons, Frank Joseph, Rudolph, and my grandfather, Arnold Adolph, known as AA.


All the Spacek children grew up speaking Czech, German, and English and worked hard to get ahead in the world. AA started out laboring in his father’s grocery store and other businesses, then he went away to an English grammar school to master the language he would need to improve his prospects. In 1905, my grandfather opened a tailor shop in the Czech outpost of Granger, where he met his future bride, Mary Cervenka. He bought a grocery store, traded it for some land in West Texas, and expanded his tailoring business to include the first off-the-rack suits sold in Central Texas. He bought and sold farms and businesses all over the state and helped organize the Granger National Bank in 1920, where his picture hangs to this day.


They still tell the story of how he saved the bank from ruin during the Great Depression. At one time there were three banks in town, but after the stock market crashed in 1929, people lost confidence in the banking system and started pulling out their money. This was before FDIC insurance, and if a bank went bust, you could lose everything. Two Granger banks were wiped out after the farmers demanded to withdraw their savings in cash, on the spot. When AA heard a rumor that there would be a similar run on the National Bank, he decided to take matters into his own hands. The story goes that he rode the train to the federal bank in Houston to withdraw his bank’s cash reserves, returning overnight with armed guards and a carload of money.


The next morning, the bank managers set a long table behind the teller windows and piled it high with stacks of bills. As the townspeople came in to withdraw their money they could see that the bank had plenty of cash. The run was averted, and the bank was saved.


My grandfather was an unusual banker. When farmers couldn’t qualify for credit, AA would often loan them the money from his own funds. After his death, papers were found in his personal effects showing that he had forgiven the loans of those who couldn’t pay, saving farms all over the county from foreclosure. AA was elected mayor of Granger, served as postmaster, was active in the Granger fire department and the Odd Fellows. My grandfather became a big wheel in the Texas Democratic Party, as did his brother, Rudolph, who was elected to the state legislature. AA used to take my dad to all kinds of political events. I still have two tiny lead donkeys Daddy passed down to me—souvenirs from the 1928 Democratic national convention in Houston.


AA was a friend of the future president Lyndon Baines Johnson, who gave him the nickname “Double A.” Whenever Johnson was campaigning around Granger, he would spend the night at my grandparents’ home. LBJ would call and say, “Double A, I want to put my shoes under your bed.” He was a colorful houseguest. My grandmother surprised him one night while he was walking around the house wearing only boxer shorts—white with red polka dots. Johnson was a tireless campaigner who used to fly all over Texas in a helicopter while he was running for the Senate in the forties and fifties. Even towns like Granger and Quitman weren’t too small for Johnson. In Quitman he would land in the square, right downtown. The whole city would come out, mainly to gawk at the helicopter. Everywhere he flew, LBJ would throw his Stetson out the door of the helicopter, sailing it into the waiting crowd. Usually some small boy would end up with it, and during his stump speech, LBJ would ask, “Has anybody seen my hat?” The boy would run up to hand it to him, and Johnson would give him a silver dollar. I’m told my brother Robbie caught the hat one time, but I was too little to remember.


In 1921, my grandparents built a Craftsman-style bungalow in Granger. I loved that house, with its clean lines and breezy hallways; I still visit it in my dreams. There was a deep front porch covered by an arched portico, perfect for sipping Dr Peppers in the shade on hot afternoons. The front door opened into a spacious sitting room and a winding staircase with a wooden bannister rising up to the second floor. All through the house I could hear the clock ticking away from the stairwell. My brothers and I would slide down that bannister, or play school on the stairs with our cousins, blocking anyone trying to make it up to the second floor. The house was near the train tracks—everything in Granger was—and I would fall asleep in an upstairs bedroom, listening to the freight trains loaded with cotton rumble through town, blowing their horns.


The farm where I live in Virginia is near a set of tracks, and in the cool months when we open the windows and listen to the sound of the trains rolling by, it triggers those wonderful dreams of my grandparents’ house.


We called our grandfather “Pops” and our grandmother “Momsy.” She was a petite, hardworking, old-fashioned woman, who wore her hair pulled back and favored high-collared shirtwaist dresses. She was a homebody who rarely wanted to leave her house and garden. Pops adored her, and always called her schatzi—German for “darling.” When Pops was offered a position with the federal bank in Houston, Momsy couldn’t bear to leave Granger, so Pops turned down the job.


Pops was a fun-loving, stylish man who always dressed in a blue suit and a white shirt and tie, with a fresh rose in his lapel every day. Despite his old-world ways, he was always smiling and laughing. Pops was only sixty-six when he died—probably from meningitis contracted from a horsefly that bit him while he was inspecting one of his cattle farms. I was only three, but I have distinct memories of him. He used to carry me piggyback down from my bedroom; when I picture those stairs, it’s from up high, looking down past Pops’s ears and the back of his head, with my arms wrapped tightly around his neck.


Momsy lived alone in that house after Pops died, and the family would gather there every few months to visit. Whenever she had company, Momsy worked in her kitchen from sunup to sundown, making bread, biscuits, roasts, and chicken-fried steak, and turning out tray after heavenly tray of feather-light kolaches, sweet pastries filled with dollops of fruit or poppyseed paste.


Her only “vice,” as she saw it, was a fondness for television. My dad and his brother, Sam, bought her a television set when they first came on the market. She secretly loved it, but pretended not to watch and would switch off the set if she heard someone coming. Daddy would walk into the kitchen and say, “How do like that TV, Momsy?”


“Oh, Eddie. I don’t know, I don’t watch it much.”


But television sets took a long time to shut down in those days, and he would grin when he saw the telltale white dot glowing in the middle of the dark green screen.


AA and Mary Spacek raised four children: my dad, Edwin Arnold, born in 1910; his older sister, Thelma; and two younger siblings, Sam and Rose.


Thelma was the beauty of the family. As a young woman, she looked like Vivien Leigh. She was such a knockout that a Hollywood talent agent noticed her at an Interscholastic League competition. The scout, who was recruiting Texas beauties for the movies, offered to take Thelma to Los Angeles for a screen test. Pops didn’t trust the man and wouldn’t let her go with him. She always wondered what might have happened if she had gone to Hollywood—she might have become the first film star in the family. Instead, Thelma attended college, then met and married her husband, Elmore Ruel Torn, an agricultural economist.


By luck or fate, their handsome dark-haired son, Rip, took the trip to Hollywood that Thelma missed out on. Rip Torn turned out to be an incredibly talented actor. We were so excited to have a movie star in the family. He was particularly close to my dad, who loved him like a little brother and took him hunting and fishing when Rip’s father was away in the army. I was in awe when Rip brought his first wife, Ann Wedgeworth, to a family holiday in Granger. Ann, who looked like a red-haired Marilyn Monroe, was the most glamorous human being I had ever laid eyes on. Rip seemed so dashing as he tossed a football with my brothers out in the yard. Momsy loved to watch Rip in those classic Playhouse 90 productions. Years later Rip married the stage actress Geraldine Page. And it was with their help, more than a decade later, that I would get my first taste of the acting life during a starstruck summer in New York.


While his sister Thelma was starting her family, my dad, the firstborn son, went off to college at Texas Tech University in Lubbock. He was a history buff, but he loved the land and the soil even more, so he studied for a degree in agriculture. Pops paid his way for the first couple of years, but by then the Great Depression was setting in and times were hard all over Texas. Sam had just graduated from high school, and it was his turn to go to college. My dad was concerned that it might be a strain on his father to put two sons through college, so he came home one weekend and told his father not to send him any more money; he would work the rest of his way through school. He took a job mucking stalls in a horse barn in the mornings before class. Then, after he finished studying at night, he’d put on a tuxedo and play in a dance band. He was an ace on the four-string banjo and the baritone guitar, and that’s how he earned his way through college. After my dad graduated, he toured with his band for a while and I think he seriously considered becoming a professional musician. But his more practical nature trumped his artistic side, and he decided to pursue his career in agriculture.


There must be an artistic gene in the Spacek family because Thelma was a talented painter, and so was their baby sister, Rose, who also acted in local theater productions. Rose loved hats and was always wonderfully dramatic. When I started acting, I would often send her hats that I’d worn in films. I used to get calls from her whenever my movies ran on television. “Sissy!” Rose would trill. “Guess what? I just saw my hat on TV!” She rarely mentioned that the hat she saw had been on my head.


Daddy’s younger brother, Sam, graduated from Texas Tech and became a cotton farmer in Ralls, Texas, near Lubbock. He married Maurine Alexander, a beautiful porcelain-skinned redhead who must have kept busy looking for shade on the treeless plains. Sam had a grain elevator business for a while and made a good living. I remember him as a charming man and a real character. He would never let go of a car once he owned it, always thinking he was being cheated out of the trade-in price, so he kept their chassis around his property, like monuments to his good sense. He was also an amateur photographer and something of a storm chaser, for which there was plenty of opportunity on the plains of West Texas. He was known to hustle the family into the storm cellar when a tornado was approaching, then tie himself to the door and take pictures. The one time he didn’t have his camera with him he was driving around in his old pickup when a twister took him by surprise. The way he told the story, the tornado lifted up the truck, tore off the driver’s side door, then set the rig back down in a pasture with the engine still running. Sam didn’t have a scratch on him, and he proceeded on his way.


Sam and Maurine liked to travel, and they used to load the family into their Airstream trailer and visit us back in East Texas. We loved to play with our cousins, Jan Kathryn and Sam Pat, who were about our ages. Eventually they all moved to Quitman to be near the rest of us, drawn by the powerful bonds of family that have held the Spaceks together for generations.


After visiting my grandparents in Granger, we’d pack up the car again and head south. It might be chilly, even snowing, in East Texas when we left home. But the air grew warmer and the land greener with every mile of the journey, and by the time we reached the Rio Grande Valley, it was like being in the tropics. We could throw off our jackets and run barefoot in the winter sun (if, of course, Daddy said it was okay). It was exciting and exotic to spend Christmas on the Mexican border with our maternal grandparents, Thomas Holliday and Elizabeth Holliday Spilman, who we called Papa and Big Mama.


Thomas Holliday Spilman, known to his friends as T. Holl, descended from a family of wealthy merchants in Ottumwa, Iowa, but his heart was in the South. His father, Thomas Percival Spilman, had been a major in the Union Army during the Civil War and was stationed in Mississippi. At the end of the fighting he bought a large plantation near the city of Canton, where he befriended Isaac Newton Holliday, a Confederate veteran. A year or so later, Major Spilman leased out the plantation and returned to his family in Iowa. His first child, my grandfather, was born in 1867 and given the middle name Holliday in honor of his Mississippi friend.


T. Holl was raised in Ottumwa and grew prosperous running his father’s hardware store and tinning business. He married a local girl named Nettie, with whom he had four children, but Nettie’s health was precarious. So he moved the family down to his father’s Mississippi plantation to take advantage of the warmer weather. Sadly, Nettie didn’t survive, and he was left a widower with young children to raise.


Two years later, he saw my grandmother, Elizabeth Holliday, sitting across the aisle from him at a Methodist prayer meeting in Canton. “She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen,” he said. She was also the granddaughter of his father’s Confederate friend, Isaac Newton Holliday, T-Holl’s namesake. Elizabeth was fifteen years younger than her new admirer. She had just returned home after being away for a few years teaching school and then attending business college in Jackson. She wore her long, strawberry blond hair rolled up in a bun, just like I do now. (I am her namesake; I inherited her coloring, and was always told I favored her. I treasured this comparison because my grandmother was so loving and kind.) T. Holl fell for Elizabeth instantly. She was taken with him, too, describing him as “the cutest gray-haired man.” She also liked to say he was the second Yankee she had met in her life—“and the first one was crazy.”


In a way, Elizabeth and T. Holl’s marriage was born out of the deep and unusual friendship of two men—his father and her grandfather—who had fought on different sides in a terrible war. The spirit of civility and grace followed them all their lives. Their first child, born in 1907, was named after Elizabeth’s father, Joseph. They nicknamed him Bud.


But all was not civil in Mississippi. According to family legend, T. Holl was despised as a Yankee carpetbagger by a lot of the white folks around Canton, and he had to carry a pistol in his belt for protection. He eventually persuaded his young wife to move back to Ottumwa with him. Once again, he prospered in the hardware and tin business, and Elizabeth bore him a daughter named Elizabeth, whom they called Sis, or Spilly. But after four years of cold northern winters, T. Holl’s health began to suffer, and his doctor advised him to move to a warmer climate. He chose the rustic lower valley of the Rio Grande, where, in 1912, he bought his first section of land seven miles outside of the small town of Mission, near McAllen. When the family arrived, Mission was little more than a railroad stop surrounded by mesquite and huisache brush.


In those days Pancho Villa was roaming the Mexican border, terrorizing Texas settlers. Although Villa never quite reached Mission, he came close enough. Once Papa was showing some property in his Model T, and a bullet went right through his hat, missing his head by a hair. It was a wild time in the valley. Gangs of thieves would break into homes while the owners were off at church. The outlaws would pile the valuables on the bed and make bundles out of the blankets and sheets to carry off the loot.


It was a hardship for Elizabeth, living on the remote, primitive ranch while she was pregnant with their third child. Papa installed, at great expense, a telephone line from town, so that she could call the doctor when her time came to deliver. But when she went into labor, the doctor couldn’t be found anyway. She gave birth to my uncle Newton right on the ranch, with help from her visiting brother-in-law, who happened to be a physician.


As soon as the infant was old enough to travel, she took baby Newton and the older children on the train back home to Mississippi. From there she sent her husband a letter, refusing to return until she had a place to live in town. T-Holl found a house in Mission the next day. After his family returned, Papa moved on from ranching to land trading.


My mother, Virginia, was born in 1917, followed six years later by Wade, the baby of the family. My mom was a beautiful young girl with thick, dark hair, dimples, and a set of slightly crooked front teeth that protruded a bit beneath her upper lip. She begged not to have to wear braces because she had heard that they could rot all her teeth and make them fall out (a realistic fear back in those days). And so all her life Mother had a tiny flaw in her smile that became part of her charm. She was a good student and loved music, but for some reason she hated piano lessons so much that she would hide behind the piano when the teacher arrived. She idolized her siblings and her parents, particularly her father. She told us that when she was a little girl she got God, Santa Claus, and her daddy all mixed up.

OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781401304270_Cover.jpg
SISSY SPACEK

my )
extraordinary Vi
ordinary
life

wiTH MARYANNE VOLLERS





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
NEW YORK





