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HIGH PRAISE FOR
THE ARCHITECT OF DESIRE


“Few writers have ever captured the exquisite, delicate balance of architecture and memory as eloquently and as movingly as Suzannah Lessard.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN … MESMERIZING.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“FASCINATING … LESSARD WRITES WITH AN ALMOST INTIMIDATING HONESTY.”

—Vogue




“In the capable hands of former New Yorker writer Suzannah Lessard, this is a story of growing up amid sexual violence that is hidden beneath an exquisite environment, aristocratic isolation, and artistic brilliance. Lessard draws the reader … with poetic intensity.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“PAGES SO CRUSHINGLY ELEGANT THAT THE ACT OF READING WAS LIKE RUNNING YOUR CHEEK ACROSS A VELVET NAP. There was no preparing for the book’s beauty or the suppressed violence that emerges in [Lessard’s] unflinching prose.”

—Mirabella




“Gifted writer Lessard makes her debut with a candid, perceptive, and wrenchingly affecting history of her family.”

—Variety




“An extraordinary memoir. The emotional force of [Lessard’s] final revelation is so powerful that to describe it here would be like giving away the ending of a mystery thriller.”

—The New York Times




“In the beauty and terror of her prose, [Lessard] gives form to a century of hidden experience, puts words to a century of silence.… Language, too, has an architectural dimension. In the right hands, it can span vast, uncharted regions of time and place. And this edifice … is Lessard’s gift to her readers.”

—The Boston Sunday Globe




“CAPTIVATING … A POWERFUL STORY … both well-paced and deftly written … [Lessard] has a true gift for capturing the power of architecture and the meanings that lie behind it.”

—Portland Oregonian




“When a writer as gifted as Lessard makes her debut with a memoir as candid, perceptive, and wrenchingly affecting as this history of her family, it is a signal event.… The Architect of Desire is both a triumph for her and a resonating experience for her readers.”

—Publishers Weekly




“MOVING.… LESSARD WRITES BEAUTIFULLY, COMPASSIONATELY, with the soft precision of a poet, but her story is a harsh one, and she doesn’t shield herself from difficult scrutiny, either.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Stanford White’s physical monuments are everywhere today—and they are worthy of celebration. But it has taken the efforts of a brave great-granddaughter to tell the rest of the tale. The Architect of Desire is a splendid memoir and family history, an austerely beautiful, one-of-a-kind exorcism.”

—Newsday




“A THOUGHTFUL AND CANDID MEMOIR … AT ONCE POETIC AND POWERFUL … A stunning examination of her family’s calamitous past.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch




“THIS IS A MAGNIFICENT BOOK. Cathedral-like in form, heroic as to emotional content, it will stand as one of the great spiritual autobiographies of a generation.”

—Kennedy Fraser




“POWERFUL … SEDUCTIVE … Lessard’s The Architect of Desire is a turbulent, highly textured memoir.”

—Elle




“DIZZYING LITERARY BRILLIANCE … a literate, cerebral memoir.”

—Harford Courant
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NOTE TO THE READER

The names of some of the individuals in this
book have been changed to protect their privacy
or the privacy of their families.



I came to see the damage that was done
And the treasures that prevail.

—ADRIENNE RICH,

“DIVING INTO THE WRECK”





[image: ]




CONTENTS

[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to the Reader

Epigraph



THE PLACE

OPALS

THE RED COTTAGE

COMFORT

BOX HILL

STANFORD

THE BOYS

FAME

MUSIC

ROKEBY

ROME

DANGER

BOAT

SILENCE

WINDMILL

BEAUTY

GRACE

ARCHITECTURE

ENVOI


Dedication

Acknowledgments

Photographs

Photo Credits




THE PLACE
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Collection of The New-York Historical Society (Photo Credit 1.1)

When I was a little girl, I liked to go into a formal garden of box bushes that lay just to the west of my grandparents’ house. The box garden, as it was called, was on a terrace that was significantly lower than the house and thus apart, in a zone of its own. The hedges that lined the paths had grown high and billowy, so that they were over my head, and in some places had grown so close together that I had to push my way through. The bushes would then spray me with their gritty dust, and I’d smell the sharp-smelling box-bush decay rising from the damp ground where no sun reached, and see up close the way the leaves were bunched in kernels like tiny loose cabbages. It seems to me now that my family story was all there always, everywhere, layered away, as in the kernels of box, and that I absorbed it somatically—took it in through my pores with the gritty box dust.

At the center of the garden was a circular space, also hedged by box, in which there was a shallow, round pool, with a crouching marble statue of Venus in the middle, her nude back roughened with exposure. The weedy gravel around the pool was also spongy with yew needles, and in one spot there was a bronze flower-shaped lid, light-catching with verdigris, that covered a small well. Removing this cover, I would then reach down till my armpit was crushed against the edge, through dampness and maybe bugs, to turn a rusty wheel at the bottom. Then water would spurt from four jets around the statue into the sky.

Beyond the box garden was the estate that my great-grandfather Stanford White had designed—the Place, as we called it in the family. That Stanford was a famous Beaux-Arts architect, notorious for being murdered in scandalous circumstances, was part of the environment too. He was, however, rarely mentioned on the Place. He was latent. The silence about him was something dark right there in the light. When I was a child, the Place was very bright. In that brightness, silence extended to the horizon like the sea, or like his fame: it was everywhere so that you didn’t notice it, like the air.

The Place was sixty miles from New York on the North Shore of Long Island, in the village of St. James, which was part of the town of Smithtown. It consisted of sixty acres—a plateau on which the dwellings stood, and steep wooded hills that fell to Stony Brook Harbor. The principal feature of the Place was the main house called Box Hill—occupied by my grandparents in my girlhood. There was also a cluster of barns, also designed by Stanford, plus some older barns and farmhouses from earlier times. There were nodes on the Place—a temple in a laurel wood, a statue among pines on a hill—connected, either explicitly, by roads and pathways, or implicitly, by the way they were placed in relation to each other. The harmony and symmetry and the balanced interrelation of spots created an atmosphere of providential protection. This rationality and integration is typical of Beaux-Arts design, in which the landscape is an extension of the architecture and the smallest detail is connected to the vision of the whole. Thus, the silence notwithstanding, there was hardly a spot on the Place in which Stanford was not present.

It’s not true that Stanford was never mentioned, however. I remember times in the Box Hill library, way, way back—winter scenes, with the sun pouring in, with sherry for the grown-ups and cheddar spread on Ritz crackers, and a fire on the hearth in sunlight—when my grandmother would mention Stanford in a happy way, having to do with his hair, which was red: intimate allusions, in which she would point out how Stanford’s hair had turned up in my grandfather’s red mustache, disappeared for a generation, and then popped up on me.

As I grew I gradually went farther and farther afield, establishing an emotional residence in the landscape which for a long time would be what I remembered of my childhood—would become what I thought of as my real life. Eventually I found my way down through the woods to the harbor. Sometimes the water in the harbor was a feral blue and choppy in a way that made it look like fur roughed backward, while the trees on the far shores glowed. Or the water might be pewter and as flat as a mirror and the shores slate. Or there could be mists rising off the water with swans swimming out of them under a pink sky.

A short way along the shore, to the west, standing on a high bank above the beach there was a windmill, designed by Stanford, shingled and very tall in order to catch the prevailing south wind. Its petal-like vanes were like a halo. The windmill had been built to pump spring water to the houses on top of the hill. Indeed, springs ran out from under the bank all along the beach there, the water so cold that the sensation would shoot up my legs like the notes of a trumpet. As I neared it the windmill’s dark mass loomed upward, too close to see whole—an enormous, moldy derelict in a sunless place. Inside, the stairs zigzagged upward to infinity in a gray light that came in through holes in the sides where storms had blown shingles away. Inside, was a creaking sound—the vanes, connected to the pumping mechanism, changing direction with slight shifts in the wind.

I have come to see family history as similar to architecture in certain ways. Like architecture, it is quiet. It encompasses, but does not necessarily demand attention. You might not even notice that it’s there. Like architecture, too, family history can suddenly loom into consciousness. For example, you can sit in the New York Public Library at Forty-second Street—designed by Carrère & Hastings, and perhaps the greatest building in New York—with your nose in a book, or busy with the catalogue and transactions with clerks, all the while oblivious of the splendid interior around you. You can forget it utterly, or perhaps not have noticed it at all that day, and then, casually looking up, be astonished, even momentarily disoriented by what you see. So it is with family history. One can go about one’s life with no thought of the past, and then, as if waking from a dream, be astonished to see that you are living within its enclosure. I was in my thirties when I began to perceive that my own life was encompassed in this way. At first this seemed to be a form of bondage, but it turned out to be a gift, and all family history, it seems to me, must be a gift in a similar way.

The legacy of real architecture is that it can affirm aspects of sensibility that otherwise might lie fallow, unsuspected. Chartres draws into salience the faculty of awe that in our secular age might never be awakened. An eighteenth-century drawing room makes one aware of one’s innate dignity, which might easily be forgotten in the age of the mall. The correlation between architecture and interior life allows us to relive past visions by simply entering the architecture those visions produced.

In a similar way, there was for me a correlation between the architecture of my family history and my inner life. In both something was hidden. In the beautiful environment of the family past, there was a magnificent figure who had gone out of control in ways destructive to those on his course—including his family—and ultimately to himself. Behind my memories of a blissful childhood in a beautiful place, there were also destructive forces that were blind and out of control, but unacknowledged. Yet to this inner truth and all its ramifications I had no access. This was the great role of family history to me. It made my hidden experience resonate, and by so doing delivered to me a whole self.

The family architecture also taught me how short time is, how close the generations are, how powerfully lives reverberate down through the structure of family, deeply affecting each other. This is the other part of the imperative to go back into the architecture of time, for with our response to those reverberations, whether witting or unwitting, we in turn create the unseen structure within which our children must live.


OPALS
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(Photo Credit 2.1)

For seventeen years, between the ages of twenty-eight and forty-five, I lived on Lower Fifth Avenue in New York City. The atmosphere of this neighborhood had drawn me in an uncanny way. The traffic slowed, anticipating the end of the Avenue, and the broadness of the sidewalks encouraged a promenade pace. Two churches, one red, one black, both set back in yards, opened the Avenue with their towers to the sky, and on breezy days the boughs of the trees in the yard of the black church curtsied and whispered. At the foot of the Avenue was Washington Square Arch, and beyond was the park, with its wide, shallow fountain, and the radial design of its walks. That the arch and the park had been designed by Stanford White was known to me, yet I usually pushed my knowledge aside as if to protect my life from encroaching family associations. I loved the way the deep red of the old brick of the houses that still lined one side of the Square flashed through the trees, giving the park a feeling of enclosure without confinement. Even along the Avenue, there was a feeling of brownstone scale, though only one brownstone, 49 Fifth Avenue, remained. Number 49 stood just opposite the black church and right next door to my apartment building on the corner of Twelfth Street. This brownstone was a majestic specimen with a sweeping stoop, double the normal width, which led up to a pedimented and deeply inset door flanked by three French windows and delicate ironwork balconies. Especially around its windows, there was a feeling of novels.

One day my maternal grandmother—Laura Chanler White, whom we called Mama in the family—telephoned from the country and in the course of our conversation reminded me that when she was a girl she had lived with her parents at number 49. She had had her coming-out party there, in 1904, she said. I realized that I’d known this all along. Then Mama remembered—and in her old age her remembering state could be almost trancelike—that in that same year there had been a scandal in the neighborhood. One of the parishioners of the church across the street—the black church—was rumored to be having an affair with the minister, and, indeed, Mama had often noticed that parishioner’s well-known crimson coupe flagrantly parked on Fifth Avenue right in front of the church, for all to see. Then she remembered she had in that same period been sitting in the parlor looking out the window at the passing traffic—still mostly horse-drawn—and had seen Stanford White in a little red car. The car was driven by a chauffeur, but Stanford was in the front seat, and though the car was already going very fast for those times—faster than anyone else—he was leaning forward, as if to make it go faster. He was a big man, Mama said, and he looked almost too big for the little car.

Mama knew Stanford because he was a friend of her parents, Winthrop and Daisy Chanler, who knew all the choicest people—among them Henry James, Bernard Berenson, Edith Wharton, and even Theodore Roosevelt, the President of the United States at the time. The idea of “the choicest people” is a quintessentially Daisy Chanler idea, to which might be added her suggestion that “bore insurance” be issued, against the danger of being seated next to a boring person at a dinner party. Stanford was fifty years old and a social lion himself—a far from boring one—when Mama met him, and she was sixteen, but he had befriended her in her own right. That year, at a dance, to Mama’s wonder, Stanford sat next to her for the entire evening. He made a connection with her that remained vivid for the rest of her life.

On another occasion, Mama arranged a dinner to honor her parents, inviting luminaries—including Stanford—whom at sixteen she would never have dared approach were it not for her parents’ auspices. Then, at the last minute, just before the guests were about to arrive, her parents swept down the stairs in evening clothes. They told Mama that they had other plans—that they were going out for the evening and she was on her own with her fancy guests. And out they went. Mama always told the story as if her parents had turned the tables on her in a witty manner. They had tossed her a challenge, the idea was, that Mama roundly deserved for having such big ideas. As a child I of course assumed that Mama’s parents were right, because that was the way Mama told the story, laughing at the fact that she had been terrified and humiliated because she was totally at a loss about how to care for such guests.

Then Stanford arrived. Immediately he gathered what had happened, assumed the role of host, and made the evening a success. It is always a great occasion when another person perceives one’s predicament, for not only does this mean help but it means that one has been seen. Even when she told this story in great old age, Mama was grateful to Stanford for seeing her. She laughed, but her feelings—gasping fear, followed by relief—were still fresh, as if the incident had just happened. Always when Mama mentioned Stanford there was something in her voice that was womanly and deeply feeling, though also the tone of one puzzling something out, weighing and parsing, yet keeping her counsel.

At the time my grandmother caught sight of Stanford White driving on Lower Fifth Avenue he was a major figure in society, and in civic affairs in New York, and he was at the peak of his career as an architect. He had built many city landmarks: he had designed Washington Square Arch, the layout of the park beyond it, and Judson Memorial Church, with its Italianate tower of loggias overlooking the south side of the park. The arch had its origin as a temporary wooden structure for a blowout celebration of the centennial of Washington’s Inauguration, in 1889—Stanford was the impresario of the whole affair which was just one of many civic extravaganzas that he had been called upon to produce. His wooden arch had been so popular that it was replaced with a marble one. Stanford had by that time also designed many palaces for the Gilded Age rich, and many clubs—for the Gilded Agers and for the old New Yorkers who snubbed them. He had designed New York University (the uptown campus in the Bronx) and a number of banks and government buildings, and he had significantly expanded and refurbished Thomas Jefferson’s campus at the University of Virginia. But his most famous building, the one that most fully reflected his extravagance and his ebullience, was Madison Square Garden, just a few blocks up Fifth Avenue from where Mama saw him in his little red car.

Madison Square Garden stood on Twenty-sixth Street where Fifth Avenue and Broadway—or High Society and Café Society—crossed, the right location for Stanford, who moved in both worlds. Completed in 1890, it was a joyously ornamented, imperial edifice of yellow brick, white tile, and terra-cotta. The main arena could accommodate fourteen thousand people, had a floor that could be flooded for aquatic spectacles, was bright with hundreds of electric lights—a novelty—and had a huge skylight that could be opened to the air. There was also a theatre that could seat twelve hundred, a fifteen-hundred-seat concert hall, and the Roof Garden, which was a partly outdoor restaurant, its terrace surrounded by a colonnade, and with a stage for light entertainment—all beneath a tower that soared to three hundred and forty-one feet. The tower, completed a year later, was modelled on a Spanish cathedral tower that was partly Moorish and partly late Spanish Renaissance, a flamboyant period, and Stanford’s tower was higher than its model. It had seven stories, then an upper loggia, from which a winding staircase led to a chamber enclosed by columns, and from the chamber rose a ladder to a small balcony around a cupola that supported a large bronze statue of the goddess Diana, balancing on one foot, with her bow drawn.

It was not just the architecture of Madison Square Garden that reflected Stanford, it was the way he had impelled it into being, working on it night and day from mid-1887 until mid-1890, raising funds as well as seeing that the design was executed properly, pouring money into it himself, negotiating with strikers, badgering the directors, and then mercilessly pressuring them when they began to balk at runaway costs. The directors wanted to eliminate the tower, for example, but under unrelenting pressure from Stanford their resolve collapsed. Stanford pressured the contractor too, something that, of course, an architect is supposed to do, but not to the extent that Stanford did it: “White is … hounding me into the ground,” the contractor complained. Stanford designed every detail of the building that became known as the Palace of Pleasures, right down to the ushers’ orange swallowtail coats, red waistcoats, and silver buttons. He subsequently produced many extravaganzas there, including, in the flooded arena, a miniature Venice that patrons could explore in gondolas, and a Caribbean show in which small-scale ships refought the Battle of Santiago.

But the aspect on which he lavished the most effort and expense was the statue of Diana. With the contractor and the directors in rebellion, he persuaded his friend the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens to create the statue free of charge, while he himself picked up the considerable cost of materials and of the statue’s installation on top of the tower. On the night of the unveiling of Diana, eight thousand lights outlined Madison Square Garden, and she stood at its apex, eighteen feet high and a thousand eight hundred pounds, in the curve of a plate-glass crescent moon that was twelve feet wide and lit from within by sixty-six bulbs. The moon was balanced on a rotating ball so that the statue would respond like a weathervane—and it did, even to very light puffs of air. Two searchlights lit up her gilded figure as she turned, shocking New Yorkers with her nudity, just as Saint-Gaudens and Stanford had hoped. A man in Greenwich, Connecticut, picked her out with his telescope.

Alas, once she was up there both Stanford and Saint-Gaudens thought she was too big for the tower, and so—here is the obsessive perfectionism that characterized Stanford throughout his life—they had her taken down. A to-do arose when the statue was accepted for the Women’s Pavilion at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago, because the Women’s Christian Temperance Union insisted that she be clothed; she ended up on top of the Agriculture Building, designed by Stanford’s partner Charles McKim. A replacement Diana for the Madison Square Garden tower was five feet shorter, smaller breasted, and had a slimmer figure, and was made in part from plaster casts taken by Saint-Gaudens from a model’s living body and then enlarged. There was no moon this time. The new Diana stood directly on the swivelling orb, balancing—almost leaping—on the ball of one foot, with the other foot outstretched behind, about to absorb the powerful recoil of her fully drawn bow. At the top of the tower that itself leapt upward vertiginously, she turned lightly in the wind.

There were seven small apartments in the tower above the Roof Garden, and Stanford took one for private parties and rendezvous. He had its small studio painted umber, sienna, vermillion, and chrome yellow. One cannot tell the story of Stanford White without litanies of this sort. The studio was furnished with carved chairs and divans, paintings, tapestries, Oriental rugs, leopard and tiger skins, a crystal globe, a Japanese fish in a fishbowl, a cardinal’s hat that served as a lampshade, and a copy of the MacMonnies’ “Bacchante”—a bronze nude of a young woman leaping ecstatically, balanced on one foot, effortlessly carrying an infant who reaches for grapes she holds above him. The statue had been commissioned for the courtyard of the Boston Public Library—one of McKim, Mead & White’s great successes—but a scandalized public had insisted that it be withdrawn. There was also a bed in the studio; some social occasions in Stanford’s tower apartment were more intimate than others.

Another Stanford occasion was a gala festivity that took place at the photography studio of his friend James Breese on May 20, 1895, and came to be known as the Pie Girl Dinner. It was a stag event at which scarcely nubile and nearly nude young women served the wine—a blonde for the white and a brunette for the red—and a young woman called Susie Johnson jumped naked or clad in gauze (accounts differ) out of a pie, accompanied by canaries. Word of this dinner reached the newspapers, and the publicity dogged Stanford. By 1904, when Mama saw Stanford in his car on Lower Fifth Avenue, there had come to be a penumbra of depravity around the gregarious, dynamic, much loved and celebrated architect.

In 1904 Mama knew and was courted by Lawrence Grant White, Stanford’s only child, known to his friends as Larry. They had met at a dance class, and were the same age almost to the day. On the weekend of June 23, 1906, she went out with Larry to Box Hill. On Sunday night they dined with Stanford and Bessie, Larry’s mother. Stanford had bought an opal necklace for Bessie, but she had said she couldn’t possibly accept it, because opals brought bad luck. Sometime that evening he also offered it to Mama, but, though she thought it beautiful, she too turned it down on the ground that opals brought bad luck. Mama wasn’t superstitious: perhaps she felt uncomfortable at the thought of accepting such a gift from her host, who was three times her age and the father of her beau, yet was also a man to whom she was powerfully attracted. In a gesture that Mama never forgot, Stanford put the opals back in his jacket pocket.

Mama later described Larry in this period as a “callow youth” and Stanford as “bristling with life.” Callow or not, Larry was a handsome, polished young man, and he and his father—who was not so polished, and who had not had the kind of privileged upbringing that his son had enjoyed—tended to become irritable with each other. Stanford was in an enthusiastic mood that night at Box Hill, as he often was, and Larry was in a negative mood, as he often could be: he contradicted nearly everything that his father said, until, exasperated, Stanford poked Mama in the ribs with his elbow and said to his son, “Well, you like this, don’t you?” The remark mortified Larry; he fell silent, and remained so for the rest of the meal. Mama did not say how she herself felt about it.

On Monday Mama returned to New York with Larry in the afternoon. Stanford, who had returned in the morning, wanted to take them to dinner and a show, but they couldn’t join him because Mama had to catch the Lackawanna night train for her parents’ home in the Genesee Valley, in upstate New York. So Larry and Mama had sandwiches with friends instead, then he accompanied her on the ferry across the Hudson to the Lackawanna station in New Jersey, and saw her off. The next day, Mama and everyone else in America who read the newspapers learned that Stanford had gone the previous evening to see “Mamzelle Champagne,” a musical that was being put on at the Roof Garden. He had been seated at a front table that was always reserved for him and, while listening to a song entitled “I Could Love a Million Girls,” had been approached by Harry K. Thaw, a millionaire from Pittsburgh, who was very pale and seemed to be in an agitated state. Stanford had looked at Thaw “without moving,” according to the New York Times, as Thaw had pulled out a pistol and fired from a range of three inches into Stanford’s face.

The New York Times quoted Thaw as having said, after Stanford tumbled to the floor, “You’ll never go out with that woman again.” The paper said that Thaw’s wife was the former Evelyn Nesbit, whom White had put on the stage when she was fifteen or sixteen, and that Lawrence White, who had been informed of the death of his father by reporters when he came home that evening, told the reporters he had never heard of Evelyn Nesbit. Larry also told the reporters that he and a “college friend” had dined with his father that evening and then gone their separate ways. Mama, who had had supper with Larry, always regarded this as a fib that Larry told to keep her name out of the newspapers.

The murder and the circumstances surrounding it became a sensational ongoing newspaper story with Stanford White’s sex life at the center of it. Even allowing for sensationalism, it became evident that Stanford had loved, if not a million girls, then, perhaps a thousand. The scandal exploded so fast that Stanford’s funeral, scheduled to be held in St. Bartholomew’s Church, had to be cancelled because crowds of sensation seekers threatened to overwhelm it; instead a small service took place at the Episcopal church in St. James. Stanford’s numerous friends were in a state of shock over the revelations, some because they were horrified, others because they had participated in Stanford’s secret life and were scared. Allan Evarts, a lawyer whom Larry hired to represent the family, spoke for them when he said to the press, “Many charges have been made as to the private life of Mr. White and so far not a single person has come forward to clear his name. The time has not come.” Until then, he said, the family would be silent on the matter. But there were only more and more scandalous revelations. The time never came.

In January 1907, Thaw was tried for murder. The first witness was Larry, who was described by the Times as “a tall well-built young man,” and as testifying “without emotion” and “without straining for effect.” Larry’s testimony concerned the evening of the murder. He repeated the story of having had supper with his father and a college friend and of going their separate ways. He thereupon left the courtroom and never returned: indeed, with one exception, he never made another public comment about his father’s death, and the only private one that I know of was to Mama. To her he said that he realized that because of the scandals it would be impossible for her to consider marrying him. She said, “Don’t be silly”—not that Mama was ready to marry anyone yet. She was about to leave for Paris, to study painting.

The defense sought sympathy for Thaw by portraying Stanford as someone whose morals were so bad that he deserved to be shot. Thus the trial became, in effect, a trial of Stanford White. The only stroke of good luck from the point of view of the family—and of the prosecution—was the judge’s ruling that material concerning Stanford’s life apart from his relationship to Evelyn Nesbit Thaw was irrelevant. Still, the revelations were quite bad enough even then. Largely because Evelyn gave an explicit and lengthy testimony of her seduction by Stanford, President Roosevelt, who moved in the Whites’ social circle, asked the Postmaster General to ban accounts of the trial from the mails on the ground that they were pornography. The ban was not imposed, nor did Congress pass a resolution condemning Stanford, although, as the Times reported, Congress seemed to do little else but discuss the scandal.

Stanford White became a staple of church sermons on the Biblical text about sowing the wind and reaping the whirlwind. “He was the architect of his own ruin,” a preacher from Philadelphia wrote in a letter to the Times. “Hundreds of Whites exist in this country but their wealth protects them from exposure,” another wrote, voicing the groundswell of anger at the conspicuous rich and their ways which found an outlet in the Stanford White affair. That set had deserted Stanford in death, however, as had even close friends, most of whom continued to absent themselves during the trial: “Will no one say a word for Stanford White?” the prosecutor, William Travers Jerome, pleaded.

The January trial ended in a hung jury on April 12th, so the process had to be repeated the following year. On February 1, 1908, Thaw was acquitted by reason of insanity and sent to a mental institution. On June 16, 1916, ten years after Stanford’s death, Laura Chanler and Larry White married. A family friend once told me that her mother, who had been a member of the New York society of the time, said that because of the scandals it took great social courage for Mama to marry Papa—as Larry became known in the family. Mama never implied anything of the sort, however, and I don’t believe she saw her choice that way. Far from portraying her marriage to Papa as heroic, she tended to describe it as a kind of last-minute, “Why not?” decision on her part: and she was twenty-eight: for her it was time to be married. Papa had been away in training for the war and had lost weight and looked handsome, so why not?

My grandmother and grandfather made a most respectable couple with charming manners and well-made clothes and good shoes. They had three boys and five girls: my mother, Mary, was their fourth child. At first the family lived in New York, but then they moved to Box Hill. They were married for forty years, and in that lifetime together, according to Mama, the one discussion they ever had about the murder of Stanford was in that conversation shortly after the murder when Mama had said “Don’t be silly.”

I know of only one time that the trauma of the murder overtly registered in family life on the Place. When my younger sister Madeleine was twelve she was given a star opal by her godfather. She showed it to Mama, who blanched—the only instance I know of in which my grandmother showed fear. She conveyed such alarm that Madeleine ran off the Place, and across the public road, and threw the opal as far as she could into some brambles and vines on the edge of the potato field there.


THE RED COTTAGE

[image: ]

(Photo Credit 3.1)

The dining room in the Red Cottage had a wavy wooden floor that pitched down, with a twist in it, like a swaying field. Patched and repatched, the plaster walls were wavy too. The ceiling was low. There were two windows facing west, one of them partly obscured by a rosebush. Beyond the rosebush was a bit of garden, and then a barrier of trees. In the evening, beams from the setting sun would shoot through the trees into the dining room, filling it with radiance, and then dim to skewed rectangles of light on the wall. The light looked as if it were shining through mottled water, but the mottles on the wall were still. Sometimes when the rosebush was in bloom, the gray shadow of a rose would quiver and bob in the mottled light. One evening when I was a child my mother said of a rose-shadow: “That is the signature of this place.”

I grew up in the Red Cottage with my parents, Frank and Mary Rousseau, and my sisters Beatrice, Felicity, Madeleine, Isabella, and Gertrude, whom we called Trudi. My father was a composer in the neoclassical style, and my mother was a singer. The Red Cottage was a nineteenth-century farmhouse on the Place that had been built by a craftsman—because a house was needed, that’s all. On the outside it was unconcerned with its appearance and, on the inside, was without expectation that people be special or events be memorable. Yet when I was thinking of designing my own house, and cast about in my mind for rooms I’d known with pleasurable proportions, the Red Cottage dining room was one of them. What the dining room had in common with other rooms I liked was that it was almost but not quite square. The other rooms had been designed by architects, however, and there was about them a sense of knowing choice that gave one the feeling of being solidly positioned in an evolved society. The Red Cottage dining room, in contrast, had been built by a carpenter moving right along, and then had matured into waviness. Its rightness was a fluke: beyond choice—beyond luck, even. The flukiness could make you feel as if you were floating in a painting by Chagall, or could precipitate you into a long complicated train of thought that ran its course in an instant in the middle of a conversation about something else. Rooms conceived by architects usually convey a sense of relations between people, but the Red Cottage dining room was about internal experiences. At supper the wind would blow up through the floorboards and lift our dresses and gently blow our hair.

The context of the Red Cottage was different from the context of other houses. For other houses, the context might be society, or history, or the present day, or, as with Box Hill, the context might be fantasy. But the context of my childhood home was none of these things. It can happen anywhere that an abrupt silence can develop for no discernible reason—the crickets stop chirping or the traffic ceases—and in that silence your ears seem to pop and you momentarily forget not just the date but even what your name is. The Red Cottage was in such an unmoored stillness all the time.

The Red Cottage garden took its character from the traces of its varied uses in the days when it was a little farm. Around the house the terrain was stubbornly hummocky and, where the grassy places ran into the woods, wayward. There were some tumbledown barns in the woods, and a deep foundation where a larger barn had once stood: indeed the woods themselves were grown-up pasture with old fence posts running through under the trees. The anonymous presence of those who had lived and worked there lingered low on the ground like smoke, and in this there was a kind of cozy companionship. But it was wild there too. The birds racketed in the trees as if there were no people around. In midsummer a leafiness could seem to liquefy, almost to pulse. Even the most formal gardens have an animistic quality that comes out in the dark and belongs purely to nature. The Red Cottage garden had the quality of a garden in darkness even at noon.

For a long time, it seemed to me that the only way to describe my experience as a child in the Red Cottage was to describe the rooms. For a long time my experience was out of sight and reach; it was something there, but not in the picture, with the result that the physical character of the house seemed to me to be the telling thing.

The dining room was the piano room for a while when I was a tiny girl. The piano was a Steinway parlor grand, just one grade below the biggest made, “a foot longer than a regular grand,” my mother would say, adding, “nearly a concert grand.” The piano had been Stanford White’s and had come from Box Hill, but its enormous importance in the household stemmed not from its dynastic provenance, or even from its sheer size, but from the importance of the force of music in our family life. My father’s musical gift generated a sense of purpose that enveloped us. There was nothing my sisters and I might do that could compare in importance to that gift and the fulfillment of its promise.

My father was tall and lanky and had narrow, rounded shoulders and a big head with a winged jaw, a mischievous, catlike expression, and curly dark hair that receded to make inlets near the temples. His ears were comely and large, with acoustical convolutions that were more complex than usual. My sense of his presence in the Red Cottage is encompassing, but in many of my childhood memories of Dad he appears in a visually incomplete form: a set to his mouth, a look in his eye, knuckles, the piece of foot with a brown birthmark on it. I remember the piano in the same disjunctive, cubist way—the amber insides of the hammers, the rigid parallel strings, the cracked and yellowing keys—the architecture around these fractured images is the Red Cottage, but it too is incomplete and often wildly skewed, as if from a perspective on the floor, or from the changing positions of tumbling. Always most vivid in these memories is the sense of my father’s presence which is almost apart from his physical features, so that my memories are like perceptions of one’s own body without mirrors: one is in it yet sees it in bits.

Sometimes Dad would jump up in the middle of the night and rush down to the piano to compose some music that had come into his head. Sometimes during the day he would sit at a drawing board near the piano and copy out his music for hours with a tiny quill pen and India ink as we tried not to run and jiggle the floor. Sometimes he would play the teeth of the leviathan, and an ocean of glory would roll through our matchstick house.

My father changed when he sat at the piano. He played effortlessly, his body still and relaxed, looking all the while around the room in an abstracted way—this is a whole image—and smiling occasionally at the music as if it were independent of his playing and had surprised him. At the piano, my father seemed supernally calm. He was at home with music and the Steinway, but he was not at home with his girls. Dad had an infectious laugh that conveyed the absurdity of life, and he would laugh at the fact that—one, two, three, four, five, six—we had all turned out to be girls. This great quantity of femininity pitching around one unit of gifted masculine force magnificently amplified by the Steinway was the overt structure of life in the Red Cottage when I was young.

My mother was beautiful, and famous for her beauty on the Place and in our house and in the world. She had black unmanageable hair, fair skin with high color, and greenish eyes. Her teeth were white and slightly transparent, and her smile was fresh and unreserved. I remember her hips swaying in a straight skirt—she was wearing stockings and heels, and a silk blouse, and a necklace and perfume—as she went up the stairs.

My father was a person of clefs and measures, sharps and flats, who advocated discipline and boundaries—especially the boundaries between children and grown-ups. In contrast my mother was a person of the inspiration of the moment, and of a mysticism that did not recognize borders or limits. She identified with aboriginal peoples—our local Indians, the Setaukets, for example, who had led a woebegone life of subsistence on clams. She was spontaneous, and her moods had a global quality. If she was sad, there was no space in which to stand outside her sadness. If it was raining in February, she would be thinking aloud about how dismal it must have been in February for the Setaukets and then we would all be sad. Her moods could have unexpected causes. When we went to the circus a woman wearing a pink tutu and riding on top of an elephant made her cry. Her crying, then, became my memory of the circus.

My mother was whimsical. Once at supper she drew her black hair around her face so that it looked like a beard. One night when I was six or so, she put autumn leaves in her hair and blackened her face with burnt cork. Some years later she followed our dog into the woods on all fours, smelling the ground, trying to pick up the scent that had the dog so excited. (She couldn’t.) We little girls were, of course, accustomed to our mother, but when others were amazed by the surprising things that she did we felt special, as we did because our house with the wind blowing through was not like the ordinary houses of children we knew in school.

My sister Beatrice was four years younger than I; a boy born in between had not survived. Two years after Beatrice, Felicity arrived and, a year after her, Madeleine. For a while, Mama provided what we called a “Scotch nanny” when my mother had a baby. When she had Beatrice, my mother recuperated at Box Hill, but thereafter she came home to the Red Cottage, and, for Felicity and Madeleine, the nanny came there too and had to take care of the rest of us as well as of the baby. A nanny, dressed all in white—including cap, stockings, and shoes—looked odd in the Red Cottage. The nannies (used to better) thought so too.

Isabella was born when I was twelve and was about to go off to boarding school, and Trudi came when I was in college. I remember Isabella and Trudi as infants vividly, because by the time they came I could care for them like a mother, and did. I can still feel Isabella’s little back fitting in my hand as I burped her, and the way Trudi would cling as I walked her to quiet her down.

But it was Beatrice, Felicity, and Madeleine with whom I experienced a shared fate, whose personalities are embedded in my soul like no others in the world. Still, I felt different from them and apart, as skinny and long when they were roly-poly, as made to do the dishes when they were not, as put in charge. As the oldest, I was exposed. They in contrast had protection in numbers, or so it seemed to me. There was in any event a feeling of numbers in the Red Cottage; of babies coming one after another and later of knees and shins and feet of different sizes: I know my sisters’ bodies nearly as well as I know my own. Our mother bought us dresses that were long, so that we would have room to grow into them, and after we grew out of them they were handed down. I have an impression of us barefoot in our long dresses, of an unruliness, of the problem of combing hair. Beatrice had thick, dark-brown straight hair, whereas mine was red and curly. I was powerful and tyrannized Beatrice. The famous funny story of her retaliation was that by calling me a teacup she made me cry.

As musicians, both my parents were fanatical about sounds. Quite ordinary sounds hurt them—a radio on the beach, or a truck rattling on the road, or we children getting raucous. I wanted to protect my parents from being hurt by sounds, particularly my father who was especially hurt by popular music. (My mother had an iconoclastic taste for Elvis and Cole Porter.) My father found it difficult to go to movies, because of soundtracks, or to shops where Muzak played. The incidental use of classical music in restaurants was trying for him too. With the exception of those times when my parents were working on a performance, we did not hear much classical music at home either. My father said that he never heard in actual life what he heard in his head. As a result we experienced music largely through its absence. Even the phonograph was silent since Dad preferred to read the contemporary music that he admired from scores. As she approached adolescence Beatrice surreptitiously listened to Elvis on the radio, and Felicity, in turn, played the Beatles on the phonograph, eliciting from our furious father the statement that this could ruin the machine. I, however, never dared violate the silence in this way. I was the defiant, confrontational one of us sisters, but when I was small the force of that silence was such that even the thought of challenging it never crossed my mind.

It was in that charged quiet that my father would occasionally sit at the Steinway and play. Then notes would roll through the house and up the stairs and out the windows, and we would all be awash, yet awash not in something abundant, exactly, but in something breathtaking that we knew might, at any moment, stop. Once, when I was seven, Dad played a boogie-woogie on the piano and I thought I would pass out with joy. Once or twice, he took out his trumpet and played a few measures. I remember the concentration on his face as he lifted the silver trumpet to his lips. I remember the trumpet itself, its silveriness, the flared bell, the valves, and the looping tube. Then came a sound that sliced me vertically, effortlessly, like a blade.

Yet there were also times when music was folded into our daily life. My mother’s mezzo-soprano voice was crystalline and the most beautiful thing. She might sing through her exercises in the morning. She might practice with my father on a cycle of songs in the afternoon. She sang French, German, and Italian as well as English, with every word clear and rich in linguistic pleasure. When they had perfected a cycle they would perform it, usually before a high-level musical crowd in a rich person’s home in New York (and those of us children who were old enough would go), but sometimes in the Red Cottage too.

My mother’s musicality was intuitive and responsive, bridging the separation between herself and her listeners. My father’s art manifested itself as mastery and musical intelligence, and accentuated the division between himself and his listeners. My father’s majestic casualness at the piano was the underpinning of these performances. He would bear my mother along in a net of notes and then the net would pop her up, and she would soar. My father’s precision on the keyboard was infused with an almost aromatic masculinity. He was powerful in his ease, his solid privilege in the musical dimension: a kind of heaven on earth that he just naturally inhabited, glorious as an athlete, as he played with the seductive femininity of the artistic male.

My parents also performed songs written by my father, settings of poems by Robert Herrick, Ezra Pound, Mother Goose, William Shakespeare, and Claire Nicolas White, my uncle Bobby’s wife and my aunt, among others. Back then, Dad composed in a style which was lyrical yet disjunctive, melodic yet modernist. The neoclassical style presumes a familiarity with the classical tradition and then defies expectation by breaking the classical rules. It is a style of staircases that go nowhere, vaults that support nothing, a breaking-out-of-conventions music whose materials are nevertheless conventions; a music of ruins; a music that was decorous yet revolutionary, that paid homage to the past yet also, in an insouciant way, destroyed it.

My father didn’t see music as in any way related to the heart, or the soul, to life, to meaning, to anything other than itself. He felt that music ought to be only about the musical materials themselves. It ought to be only aesthetic. This was a view that many—Stravinsky included—shared at that time. Certainly it was the view of the French neoclassical school, the group that had the greatest influence on my father. That school affirmed my father’s belief that music should be a quest for beauty, originality, and the expression of musical thoughts entirely independent of feeling or narrative. This belief was, in many ways, a natural, generational reaction against the excesses of late romanticism—a return to the astringent classicism of the eighteenth century. It is the most respectable aesthetic ideology, in that it is purely aesthetic, undiluted by what my father calls Soap Operas, meaning our real lives.

My father was charged and masterful and magnificent and yet he was also, in my perceptions, blanked out. Sex was everywhere in the Red Cottage—Daddy kissing Mummy at the bottom of the stairs, grazing, grazing—and yet the feeling of sex there largely hid behind blankness, as if there were no sex at all. There was a cloistered part of our experience in the Red Cottage that didn’t show up on the mental blueprint of our lives. I might, for example, have a memory without any emotion attached, so that it had no significance, or I might simply seal it off in the cloister. There was also a part of our father that was cloistered from himself, a domain that belonged to the jewel-like amber in the bottle of Heaven Hill bourbon on the kitchen sideboard, the gallon jug of purple-black wine on the floor.

The parlor was the only part of the house that had a cellar underneath. This was a dirt-floored cellar, walled with a foundation of boulders cemented together, and gloomy too, with cobwebs and mildew and a moldy smell of old earth. In winter my father would go there twice a day to feed the furnace with coal. When he opened the door of the furnace the light inside was a deep, pulsing orange—a dark kind of light which flickered but could also roar and become bright. Through a vent in the door I could see the coals pulsing. Sometimes I would sit on the cellar stairs while Dad took care of the furnace: this was before Beatrice was born and just my parents and I were in the Red Cottage. In adulthood a kind of memory came to me of a small violent scene that seemed to be less the recollection of something outward in history than a kind of waking dream image that led downward into a cave—a neolithic past. Here I am on the stairs, a pretty little girl with curly hair wearing a pretty little dress with my daddy shovelling coal, and I am happy in the femininity of me and the masculinity of him. Then my Daddy comes around from the furnace with a change in his eyes that makes him strange. Then, with the dispassionate objectivity of children, I note that strangeness. Then my Daddy reaches up and pokes me between the legs. At this point in the sequence I always wince and often experience an impulse to kick viciously, as if my body itself were remembering in a way that brought the event into the present.

I have come to believe that there are mind memories and body memories. Mind memories are documentary, grounded in who, what, when, where. Body memories are a reliving of sensations and have a tendency to blot out the documentary factors. Another recollection—half-solid, half-unsolid—in which the two are mixed is a memory of lying in bed in the corner room that had one window overlooking the potato fields to the south. The first part of the memory is of seeing the brown glass doorknob turning. This is documentary—very vivid and almost in slow motion. Then I saw my father’s brown wool wrapper, and his foot with the brown birthmark coming in. This too is documentary. It was daytime, I saw the doorknob turn from the perspective of lying in bed; from the sense of my length and skinniness I would guess that I was about six. While the doorknob is turning, the room is squared off properly, but, as he comes in, the room, in my mind, becomes skewed, like a partially collapsed box. In adulthood the documentary memory was followed by unstable images that escaped the cloister. First there was a picture, observed without emotion, of a plane exploding in air, and body parts, the foot with the birthmark among them, flying. As I never saw a plane exploding, this picture is not a memory in the documentary sense at all. I think it was a displaced body memory, because as I began to come to terms with my childhood, instead of seeing the silent explosion of the plane in the sky I would experience a sense of interior exploding, an overload of mixed feelings, including rage (again a wish to kick viciously), all of this in chaos, as if blowing out a nervous system too small-gauged to contain it.

Body memory has a visceral density that is like bedrock beneath the shifting sands of narrative memory. Yet its connection to factual narrative is at best intuitive. Nevertheless body memory is also the most primitive reality, the inchoate realm out of which narrative arises. Within the mute dark realm of my body-life where the explosion took place, I have come to understand that, with the explosion—whatever it was, for it was something: it was not nothing—a long, slow shattering was initiated that would extend outward through the years, fracturing both the little things in my life—a household task, a wish to read a book from start to finish—and the large.

For a time I shared a room with my sister Beatrice, a room that also served as a passage to the corner room with the brown glass doorknob, that was taken over by my father in this period for sleepless nights. Dad would read in bed there and late at night Beatrice and I would hear him laugh. The titles of the books that made him laugh joined the bits of information that circulated in the house. Three titles that I remember are “Tristram Shandy,” “Jacques le Fataliste,” and “Don Quixote.” Dad read “Don Quixote” in French, and he pronounced it in the French way, “Dawn Keyshut.” Indeed I grew up with the idea that somehow Dad was French—Parisian in particular—even though another bit of information circulating in the Red Cottage was “310 Donohoe Street,” the address of my father’s childhood home in Palo Alto, California. When Dad spoke French, or of France, he became elegant and intellectual in a sensual way, and projected an impression of an inner circle of cosmopolitanism beyond the ken of Americans. When he said “310 Donohoe Street” his Western accent got stronger, and a quality of masculine practicality and immediacy became dominant. At these times he spoke from a dusty and obscure place, where people said “wanta” and “awringes” and where the weather, at least, was a comfort.

Dad shared 310 Donohoe Street with us in the upstairs rooms at bedtime, occasions that had a clandestine quality of being apart from my mother but were not cloistered. They were, rather, good times in which Dad seemed to enjoy us and we felt close. Incantatory phrases of this world were “Bethlehem Steel,” the name of the company where Dad’s father had worked, and “machinist.” Another was “all his life.” Dad’s father had “worked as a machinist for Bethlehem Steel all his life.” Dad said “Bethlehem Steel” with a deference that he accorded no other entity. “The Depression” was another term of the upstairs rooms. Dad’s father had been “laid off” in “the Depression.” This brought up “squabs,” the word for the pigeons that his family had raised on three acres behind 310 Donohoe Street and that, together with the fruit trees there, had fed the family during “the Depression.” The word “squabs” was new to me, and to my girlhood ear cut through the mystique of Box Hill like a buzz saw. I heard it as a flat word of brute survival—of what’s left when all mystique, even that of Bethlehem Steel, fails.

Dad had warm hands, and smoked a pipe, and wore a workman’s cap at a slight angle. Often he had on a rough wool jacket and he smelled of tobacco and fresh air. His cheeks were like sandpaper. He had a sensitivity about him, a flexible artistic precision like that of the quill pens with which he wrote his music. He liked to swim. He taught me to swim. When the family went to the beach he’d swim so far out into the Sound that we, on the shore, couldn’t see him. Sometimes there were schools of dolphins out there, from the shore a frolicking disturbance on the surface of the water. When Dad came back, he’d tell us that he’d been swimming with the dolphins, that they’d bumped him and nudged him in a joshing way, that they’d been playing with him. He’d say it casually, but there was awe in his face, an expression of speechlessness, of emotion.

The spankings started early, though not, I think, right away. I think there was time to fall in love, time to feel safety in my femininity as I was encircled in the masculinity of him. I didn’t know why Dad came at me as he did—he did not spank my sisters in this way. I can speculate now that perhaps it was the result of tensions generated by his experience in the Second World War—he was overseas when I was born—or perhaps it was that he identified me with my mother’s family. I was almost two when he first saw me and was ensconced in the world of Box Hill, spoiled rotten, he said later: “They thought you were the reincarnation of Stanford White.” The spankings were formal, but my recollection of the experience is of something like a gale coming at me, and of my eyes squinched closed: I don’t want to see.

My mother was a flicker, an inflection, a summer dress. She was gifted with the accessories of love: a smile, a hand cupping a head, a way of saying “darling.” I’d lunge for these flickers. But then if I did something bad, she’d say, “You’ll get a spanking when Daddy comes in from the studio.” Cold, unreachable, she would hand me over. Or sometimes the sentence came directly from him.

When I was six or seven, my father fashioned a spanking stick. It was made of a board, three to four inches wide perhaps, and half an inch thick, two to three feet long with one end whittled into a handle. If he was using the stick, the spanking would be outside, behind the lilacs in the Red Cottage garden. If he used his hand, which often hurt more, he’d do it upstairs in the bathroom or downstairs in the laundry. The laundry, off
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