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for Ed
and for Huck and Martha




I came to explore the wreck.

The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

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

—ADRIENNE RICH, “DIVING INTO THE WRECK”




Reading
My Father





One
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After the funeral, walking home

WE BURIED MY father on a remarkably mild morning in November 2006. From our family’s house on Martha’s Vineyard to the small graveyard is less than a quarter mile, so we walked along the road, where, it being off-season, not a single car disturbed our quiet formation. Beneath the shade of a tall pin oak, we gathered around the grave site. Joining us were a dozen or so of my parents’ closest friends. The ceremony had been planned the way we thought he’d have liked it—short on pomp, and shorter still on religion. A couple of people spoke; my father’s friend Peter Matthiessen, a Zen priest, performed a simple blessing; and, as a family, we read the Emily Dickinson poem that my father had quoted at the end of his novel Sophie’s Choice.

Ample make this bed.

Make this bed with awe;

In it wait till judgment break

Excellent and fair.

Be its mattress straight,

Be its pillow round;

Let no sunrise’ yellow noise

Interrupt this ground.

My father had been a Marine, so the local VA offered us a full military funeral. Mindful of his sensibilities, we declined the chaplain. We also nixed the three-volley salute. But we were sure Daddy would have been pleased by the six local honor guards who folded the flag for my mother, and the lone bugler who played taps before we dispersed. Of military service, my father once wrote, “It was an experience I would not care to miss, if only because of the way it tested my endurance and my capacity for sheer misery, physical and of the spirit.” The bugler, then, had honored another of my father’s quirks: his penchant for a good metaphor.

A year and a half later, I was walking across the West Campus Quad of Duke University, my father’s alma mater. Passing beneath the chapel’s Gothic spire, I opened the heavy doors of Perkins Library and headed for the Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library. It is there that the William Styron Papers, 22,500 items pertaining to his life and work, are housed. I was at the end of my third trip to North Carolina in as many months. Before I flew home to New York that afternoon, there were two big boxes I still hoped to get a look through.

In 1952, when he was twenty-six, my father published his first novel, Lie Down in Darkness. The book was an immediate success, and he was soon hailed as one of the great literary voices of his generation. Descendants of the so-called Lost Generation, my father and his crowd, including Norman Mailer, James Jones, and Irwin Shaw, embraced their roles as Big Male Writers. For years they perpetuated, without apology, the cliché of the gifted, hard-drinking, bellicose writer that gave so much of twentieth-century literature a muscular, glamorous aura. In 1967, after the disappointing reception of his second novel, Set This House on Fire, my father published The Confessions of Nat Turner. It became a number one bestseller, helped fuel the tense national debate over race, and provoked another one regarding the boundaries of artistic license. Sophie’s Choice, published in 1979, won him critical and popular success around the world. Three years later, with the release of the film adaptation starring Meryl Streep and Kevin Kline, that story also brought him an extraliterary measure of fame. Winner of the Prix de Rome, American Book Award, Pulitzer Prize, the Howells Medal from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and France’s Légion d’Honneur, my father was considered one of the finest novelists of his time. He was also praised, perhaps by an even larger readership, for Darkness Visible, his frank account of battling, in 1985, with major clinical depression. A tale of descent and recovery, the book brought tremendous hope to fellow sufferers and their families. His eloquent prose dissuaded legions of would-be suicides and gave him an unlikely second act as the public face of unipolar depression.

As it turned out, the illness wasn’t finished with my father. I think we all recognized, in the aftermath of his cataclysmic breakdown, that Bill Styron had always been depressed. A serious drinker, he relied on alcohol not only to self-medicate but to charm the considerable powers of his creative muse. When, at sixty, liquor began to disagree with him, he was surprised to find himself thoroughly unmanned. For many years after his ’85 episode, he maintained a fragile equilibrium. But the scars were deep, and left him profoundly changed. He was stalked by feelings of guilt and shame. Several setbacks, mini major depressions, humbled him further and wore a still deeper cavity in the underpinnings of his confidence. It seems that my father’s Get out of Jail Free card had been unceremoniously revoked. And though he went about his business, he’d become a man both hunted and haunted.

* * *

ONE DAY WHEN I was still a baby, not yet old enough to walk, my mother went out, leaving me in the care of my seven-year-old brother, Tommy, and nine-year-old sister, Polly. Before she left, my mother placed me in my walker. For a while, Polly, Tommy, and the two friends they had over played on the ground floor of our house while I gummed my hands and tooled around the kitchen island. Then, one by one, the older kids drifted outside. Maybe a half hour later, they found themselves together at Carl Carlson’s farm stand at the bottom of our hill. On the makeshift counter of his small shed, Carl sold penny candy; no one could resist a visit on the couple of days a week he was open. It took a little while, scrabbling over bubble gum and fireballs, before, with a sickening feeling, my siblings realized that nobody was watching the Baby. Racing back up the hill, Polly burst into the kitchen but couldn’t find me. After a minute or so, she heard a small moaning sound and followed it to the basement door. I was still strapped in my walker, but upside down on the concrete floor at the bottom of the rickety wood stairs. My forehead had swelled into a grotesque mound. My eyes were glassy and still. Cradling me, Polly and Tommy passed another stricken, terrified hour before my mother got home and rushed me to the hospital.

I’ve known this famous family story for as long as I can remember. But I was in my thirties before Polly confessed a detail I’d never known: our father was upstairs napping the whole time. Afraid for her own life as much as for mine, she couldn’t bring herself to wake him.

Until 1985, my father’s tempestuous spirit ruled our family’s private life as surely as his eminence defined the more public one. At times querulous and taciturn, cutting and remote, melancholy when he was sober and rageful when in his cups, he inspired fear and loathing in us a good deal more often than it feels comfortable to admit. But the same malaise that so decimated my father’s equanimity when he was depressed also quelled his inner storm when he recovered. In my adult years, he became remarkably mellow. A lion in winter, he drank less and relaxed more. He showed some patience, was mild, and expressed flashes of great tenderness for his children, his growing tribe of grandchildren, and, most especially, his wife.

He also managed, for the first time, to access some of his child-hood’s unexamined but corrosive sorrows. In 1987 my father wrote “A Tidewater Morning,” a short story in which he delivered a poignant chronicle of his mother’s death from cancer when he was thirteen. The story would become the title of a collection of short fiction, published in 1993, that centered on the most significant themes of his youth. During these years he also wrote several essays for The New Yorker, Esquire, The New York Times, Newsweek, and other magazines. He published a clutch of editorials; wrote thirty some odd speeches, commencement addresses, eulogies, and tributes; and traveled frequently to speak on the subject of mental illness.

As for long fiction, it was less clear what he was doing. (If there was a golden rule in our house when I was growing up, it was, unequivocally, “Don’t ask Daddy about his work.”) First and foremost, my father was a novelist. “A high priest at the altar of fiction,” as Carlos Fuentes describes him, he consecrated himself to the Novel. He wrote in order to explore the sorts of grand and sometimes existential themes whose complexity and scope are best served by long fiction. With a kind of sacred devotion, he kept at it, maintaining his belief in the narrative powers of a great story—and he suffered accordingly in the process. His prose, laid down in an elegant hand on yellow legal pads with Venus Velvet No. 2 pencils, came at a trickle. He labored over every word, editing as he went, to produce manuscripts that, when he placed the final period, needed very little in the way of revision. But, even at the height of his powers, this meant sometimes a decade or more between major works. Like that of a marathoner running in the dark, my father’s path was sometimes as murky as it was long.

* * *

THE AIR-CONDITIONED HUSH of the Duke library was, as always, a relief to me. Zach, my favorite student employee, gave me his familiar smile and nod, then passed a small lock across the circulation desk. If you’ve ever spent time in a rare book library, you know that the system for protecting its contents can be a little intimidating. You may not bring coats or hats, purses or bags of any kind into the reading room. No snacks or drinks, including water. Pencils only. And notebooks, but preferably without the complicated pockets or linings that might abet an act of smuggling, were you so inclined. White cotton gloves are provided for handling photographs. And at Duke, anyway, they’ll give you a sheet of laminated paper to use as a place marker, plus a folder for transferring documents up to the copier. When you leave, you’re subject to inspection. Notebooks are riffled, papers are stamped. It’s a polite but mandatory ritual, necessary for the safekeeping of all that is unique and fragile under the institution’s custodial care. When I started spending time at the library, I was struck by how curiously familiar it all was to me. Then I had a good laugh when I realized why: it’s a lot like the routines of a psychiatric hospital.

Taking a spot at one of the long wood tables, I flipped through the inventory list for the call numbers of the boxes I would need that morning. Up until then, I’d spent most of my time at Duke reading my father’s correspondence, trying to shake loose some memories of this man I’d rather impetuously agreed to write a book about. Somehow, in the time since his death, I’d mentally misplaced him. I thought if I heard his voice, sifted through his epistolary remains, he’d resurface—which he did, and then some. Not only had I begun to remember the father I’d known but I became acquainted with the son, mentor, and friend he was to others. In addition to the letters, I’d trolled through scrapbooks, magazine essays, interview transcripts, journals, audiocassettes, and all sorts of other ephemera. Being neither a scholar nor a critic, I’d written off my list the enormous cache of typescripts, proofs, and fragmentary monographic work that had been published before. After several months of work, there were only a couple more boxes of curiosity to me: “WS16: Speeches Subseries, 1942–1996,” and “WS17: Unfinished Work Subseries, 1970–1990s and undated.”

* * *

IN THE EARLY 1970s, shortly after the publication of The Confessions of Nat Turner, my father began work on a new novel. The Way of the Warrior, its title taken from the Japanese Bushido, or samurai code of conduct, was a World War II story. In it he hoped to explore the military mind-set, and his own ambivalence about the glory and honor associated with patriotic service. Just as the civil rights movement echoed in the themes of Nat Turner, my father’s new book, conceived during the Vietnam conflict, would, he hoped, gather force from the timeliness of its subject. But the central elements of the story failed to coalesce, and Daddy grew discouraged. Then, in 1973, he awoke from a powerful dream about a woman, a Holocaust survivor, he’d encountered while living in Brooklyn as a young man. Putting aside The Way of the Warrior, he quickly began work on his new idea. Six years later, Random House published Sophie’s Choice.

Just as some people can tag a family event by remembering what bank Dad was indentured to that year or which shift Mom worked, each phase of my youth is joined in my mind to the novel my father was writing at the time. I was twelve years old when Sophie’s Choice came out. Newly arrived on the shores of adolescence, I was acutely conscious of myself and my family’s place in the world. It seemed I’d been waiting my entire life for my father to finish whatever he was doing. With only the vaguest memory of Nat Turner, I’d begun to seriously doubt my father did anything really except sleep all morning and spend the rest of the day stomping in and out through his study door. So it was a huge personal relief to me when Sophie’s Choice was completed at last, validating my father’s years of work and, in the process, me.

If the story of Sophie played in the background of my schoolgirl years, my father’s book about the Marines set the mood through my teens. In the early eighties, after the hullabaloo surrounding Sophie had died down, he returned to The Way of the Warrior with renewed vigor. The project, his Next Big Book, took on a kind of stolid permanence in our home, like a sofa around which we were subconsciously arrayed. About this time, I left home, as my siblings had before me, for boarding school. And though I knew little about what my father was writing, it was useful to have the title. For the part of myself defined by his profession—and for anyone who asked—it was enough.

In its 1985 summer reading issue, Esquire magazine published “Love Day,” billing it as an excerpt from his long-awaited novel. My father was showered with mail, from friends and fans alike, the reaction immediate and overwhelmingly positive. The world had been put on alert. Bill Styron was at it again; great American literature would live to see another day.

And then he cracked up.

These days, the characterization of my father’s illness would be readily identifiable. But this was back in the Stone Age of clinical depression. The mid-eighties was not only a pre-Prozac world but one without any of the edifying voices that would cry out from the wilderness in the years ahead. There was no Kay Jamison, no Andrew Solomon, and, of course, no Bill Styron—no one yet back from the fresh hell of depression with any cogent field notes. So, like everybody else around my father, our family was mystified by his sudden spiral. By his paralytic anxiety, his numb affect, his rambling, suicidal ideation. He had everything going for him, didn’t he? Loving family, towering talent, money, friends. When, just before Christmas, my mother admitted him with his consent to the psychiatric ward of Yale–New Haven Hospital, we had absolutely no idea what would become of him. When he emerged two months later, declaring himself cured, we were just as quick as he was to embrace the diagnosis.

For the third time, he returned to The Way of the Warrior. I don’t know for how long he worked at it this go-round. Away at college by then, I was not only uninterested in my father but determinedly on the run from him, from my mother, from the whole crazy-town scene in which I was raised. Fulfilling my long-standing efforts to grow up as fast as I could, I’d moved with my much older boyfriend into a stodgy building where I lived like someone three times my age. Like someone who neither had, nor needed, parents, especially ones as nutty as mine.

What remained between my father and me was our enduring common ground, and practically the only place we ever met: our shared sense of humor. The youngest of my parents’ four children by a wide margin, I was known, long past the time it was seemly, as the Baby. As a girl, I often found myself home alone with him. My sisters and brother were all gone by the time I was in fourth grade; my mother, escaping the tinderbox her marriage had become, had begun traveling constantly by the time I was five. The house where we spent most of the year, a creaky old Connecticut farmhouse bound by woods, was scary. My father was scarier. I survived by employing a child’s best instinct for getting what she needs. I didn’t whine, I didn’t demand, and I hid my multiple failings and fears behind a smooth and carefully cultivated mask of self-sufficiency. But, above all, I soothed my father’s savage breast by making him laugh—and standing up to even the most extreme of his humor in kind.

After Darkness Visible, my father was inundated by mail. Not simple fan letters but the raw outpourings of depression’s many victims—breathless fellow escapees; those still in its clutches; the grief-struck mothers, husbands, and daughters of the countless suicides who simply could not live with the pain one more day. Occasionally, his readers breached the boundaries of letter writing. People accosted him on the street, at parties, when he lectured. They spoke to him as though he were, at the very least, a supremely trained doctor, if not some divine medium who might heal them with empathy. More than once, he got a late-night call from the police. Someone somewhere was intent on committing suicide, but they kept mentioning Bill Styron. Was it possible he might try talking the poor fellow down?

My father devoted an enormous amount of time, time that might otherwise have been spent on his own work, reacting to his readers. He talked and wrote, listened and opined. Of course, not everyone who reached out to him was a fan. The day’s post often included missives from disgruntled readers who didn’t think much of his opinions on mental health, or who urged him to consider their own protocols for recovery and happy living. And some were just plain bananas (which came as no surprise to him—my father was the first to admit he himself had, during his depressive episode, been totally off his rocker). He’d always received mail from cranks and kooks—writing about slavery and the Holocaust will bring them out of the woodwork—but never as many as after Darkness Visible.

During my visits to Duke, I read through scores of these letters. Most of them are intimate, confessional, harrowing, and occasionally inspiring. Taken collectively, they are a stunning testament to the power of my father’s memoir. But they’re also completely overwhelming, a kind of paper Babel from which even the most patient psychiatrist might flee in search of quiet and sanity. As I flipped through them, I began to imagine all this material peck-peck-pecking away at my father’s still fragile psyche. Every day, year after year. I also thought, not for the first time, of the exquisite irony embedded in my father’s relationship with his readers, an irony I was still trying to reconcile as I worked to make sense of the man after his death: how could a guy whose thoughts elicit this much pathos have been, for so many years, such a monumental asshole to the people closest to him?

I felt like picking the letters up by the fistful and shouting into the silence of the library, PEOPLE! Do you have ANY idea who you are dealing with here?

In the spring of 2000, fifteen years after his first depression, my father once again heard “the wind of the wing of madness.”* Swiftly, he succumbed to a depression easily as fierce as his 1985 episode. In June, Mum admitted him to the Yale Psychiatric Institute. Thrown again into triage mode, all of us gathered around. We took turns sitting with him, monitoring his bouts of psychosis, consulting with his doctors, and walking him along the fluorescent-lit corridors of the ward. When the four kids—Susanna, Polly, Tom, and me, now adults—were alone together, we fretted and laughed and traded “you won’t believe what happened today” stories. And each of us, pushing the mute button on our ambivalent feelings, willed our father onward in the hope that he’d achieve the same kind of recovery he’d had before. Not this time. Our father left YPI later that summer, sprung by our mother after a frightful and chaotic two months, in which any improvement in his mood was entirely undone by his physical deterioration. He came home to the Vineyard, ragged, out of his mind, patched together with psychopharmaco-logical tape and thread. And then the shit really hit the fan. Though he would live another six years, the summer of 2000 undisputedly marked the beginning of the end.

* * *

A COUPLE OF years before my father’s death, I caught a glimpse of his last manuscript. It was September, and my husband and I had taken our son up to the house in Connecticut, which had for months been uninhabitable. The prior spring, in a perfect metaphoric act, a prolonged stretch of rain had caused the living room floor to collapse. Inspections revealed not only water damage but termites, a dodgy foundation, and a fireplace hearth of highly questionable integrity. My mother relocated to the Vineyard place, from which my father came and went on what had become a merry-go-round of hospital stays. A crew spent the summer propping up and patching the Connecticut house, while in Massachusetts our family continued a similar project on Daddy. No one, except maybe our unrestrainedly optimistic mother, expected him to write again.

I’d been wandering around the house, checking on the state of things, when I walked into my sister Polly’s old bedroom, where, when all the kids had grown, my father had chosen to write. A thin layer of dust covered his tilt-top desk. But everything else was laid out just so, as if he’d stepped out for lunch and might come back to work any minute. On the right side of the desk lay a thick wedge of yellow legal paper, filled with my father’s script. And on top of that was a sheaf of yellowing stationery with an envelope paper-clipped to it, postmarked 1914.

“Dear Eunice,” it began. I scanned the letter, picking up phrases. “I went down to Goldsboro that Sunday expecting to see you and to hear your voice ‘for old time’s sake’ … my mind and soul tortured by the ghosts of former days, my conscience tortured by the might have beens … I can hardly say the words—your approaching wedding. … I can only hold your friendship in the shrine of memory.”

The letter, which struck me as unbearably poignant, had been written by my grandfather William Clark Styron, Sr. Though I’d never read it, I knew what it was and why it was on my father’s desk. For a while, he had worked on a novel loosely based on the life of his father, a marine engineer whose singular character had done more than anything else to mold my father’s own. I knew of this book only vaguely, having heard my mother talk about it once and maybe having read something of it in an interview my father had given some years before. As always, it was to be a “Big Book,” about the skeins of troubled history running through the American South in which he was raised. It was about War and Race. And, at its heart, it was to be a love story. I remember, when I first heard the idea, thinking of García Márquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera, and how much more I would enjoy a tale of romance than the war story Daddy seemed forever bent on. That day in his study, I leaned in and began to read the manuscript’s opening paragraph, my guilt for snooping so deeply ingrained I didn’t allow myself even to follow the last sentence onto the next page. Somewhere in the basement, I could hear drills and nail guns. And suddenly I thought, This thing is just sitting here. What if someone steals it? What if the house goes up in flames? Someone ought to take better care of this stuff.

Several days later, on a fiercely rainy day, I carried the manuscript in a pink Jill Stuart shopping bag up to the offices of Random House and my father’s editor, Bob Loomis. I deposited the bag on Bob’s desk, wiping the edges with the sleeve of my shirt. We chatted for a bit about my father’s health, about our families, and about the upcoming tribute to my father being hosted by The Paris Review. Getting him there was going to be a challenge. We’d probably have to spring him from Mass General, his residence of the moment, and hire a car or something to bring him down. But then again, I said, who knew where he’d be several weeks on? He might be fine by November.

Well, not fine. Or I wouldn’t have been standing there. For what Bob and I were tacitly acknowledging, with that bag on the table, was that my father would never be fine again.

* * *

THE BOX OF speeches in the Duke library turned out to be much more interesting than I’d expected. There were nearly fifty compositions inside, including the commencement address my father had given at my high school graduation, a great recounting of how he missed out on a Rhodes scholarship, and a college address that fascinated me because, from its date, I knew he was in the midst of a depression when he delivered it. With no more than a half hour before I had to leave to catch my flight home, I finally opened the last box, that of his unfinished work.

Several fat folders dominated the box. Flipping them open, I found that the contents of each one was prefaced by an explanatory note from the man who had been my father’s Boswell of sorts, James West. Having spent a decade on his 1998 authorized biography, William Styron: A Life, Jim had gone on to become a crucial figure in the preservation of my father’s legacy. He frequently served as a conduit for the donations to Duke. And, in my father’s final years, he had begun the complex task of organizing and editing material that my father no longer had the strength for and that would, more than likely, be published after he was gone.

“THE WAY OF THE WARRIOR,” began the first note, in caps. And then it continued, “The Material in this folder appears to be part of the first effort Styron made to write a novel under this title.” Jim added some information about the material in general, concluding with qualifying testimony. “I cannot absolutely vouch for the fact that these materials are part of the first effort on Warrior,” he wrote, “but I think I’ve made the identifications correctly.”

I looked at the manuscript but found that the first page was page 5 and began in the middle of a sentence. The second page was page 11, after which the manuscript moved on sequentially till page 33. The page after that was 39, and then the numbers began to run backward, then forward again. 22, 199, 68 twice. Four different pages numbered 74. 77, 70, 1, 3, 173.

On and on it went like this. Hundreds of pages jumbled, others omitted entirely. In the order they were in, the manuscript made no sense at all, though I had little doubt that Jim and everyone at Duke had taken exquisite care of these documents, as they had with all the archives. I opened the second Warrior folder. It was much the same, except bigger—maybe 90,000 or 100,000 words of prose—and, if possible, even more disorganized. The first page was 105, the last 211. The third folder was, blessedly, organized, pages 1 to 159, and included a short note from Daddy to the library’s curator of manuscripts. It was dated February 2, 1985.

I sat for a while, trying to understand what I was looking at. What the hell had happened? Looking through the folders again, I could see it wasn’t just a matter of putting the pages in order. Even when I held up two pages so the numbers followed sequentially, the sentence fragments didn’t flow. It was like someone had taken a cabinet full of puzzles, tossed a bunch of pieces into two boxes, and thrown the rest out. Nothing fit. More unnerving still was the sheer volume. This World War II story, whatever it was, he ran at it again and again. Two hundred fifty thousand, maybe 300,000 words. Crafted sentences, polished, honed. Avenues of thought, narrative built on mountains of research. Great, long loops of memory and emotion. The edifice of a story, constructed, deconstructed, and constructed again and again over the course of years. Images of Daddy clicked through my head, a slide show cascading suddenly as urgent and disordered as the pile of prose before me. My head reeled. Was it any wonder he was depressed?

I turned back to the box, which contained several more folders. My eyesight telescoped as I began flipping through the material, a kind of fuzziness taking over the outer edges of my vision. I could actually feel all my other body functions slowing down in the service of my brain and its need to absorb the information before me. Could it be? There was not one, as I had thought, but four other books my father had started on over the years. The folder tabs, marked “Father,” “Grandfather,” “Nicaragua,” “Hospital,” hinted at the contents. Some of the manuscripts were thick, some thin, all of them produced on Daddy’s signature legal-length paper, his carefully wrought hand covering the pages from margin to margin. These, too, were disordered, filled with stops and starts, the page numbers suggestive of chunks missing, or thrown away. The whole huge pile vibrated with the strength of his effort. And with a certain madness.

I went outside to get some air. Under practically every willow oak lining the quad stood flocks of prospective students and their parents. Their young guides gestured animatedly, mouths shaping words I couldn’t hear. The sun was blazing. I wandered around the corner to the shelter of a magnolia and called Susanna on my cell phone. Though she is the eldest of my siblings, and there are twelve years between us, it is Susanna to whom I’ve grown closest over the years. We speak frequently; on that day, she knew where I was and what I was doing.

“Hi,” she answered, seeing my number on her screen.

“Holy shit,” I said.

“What?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, pacing, sucking in the dense Southern heat. “It’s like A Beautiful Mind in there. There are all these manuscripts. A whole bunch of them. And none of the pages follow each other. It’s bizarre. And kind of horrible. Did you know about them?”

She did not. But, in talking to me, she put words to what I was thinking.

“Wow,” she said, after a bit. “Perfect metaphor, huh?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “But was he depressed, and then he couldn’t write? Or was he unable to write? And it drove him completely mad.”



Two
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The family. Newsweek photo shoot, 1967. That’s me
at the center, poised to vandalize Polly’s homework.

I USED TO THINK my father looked like Desi Arnaz. Anyone who ever met Bill Styron, or has seen a picture of him, knows this is crazy. My father looked about as much like Desi as he looked like Lucy. His complexion was Scotch-Irish fair, his thin lips were peaked by a faint cupid’s bow, and his expressive eyes lay tucked behind sloping, hooded lids that lent him a permanent look of world-weariness. As for the way Daddy put himself together, he didn’t. He wore the same clothes day after day, shambled about in whatever worn and homely shoes would accommodate his troublesome feet, and let his hair take the attitude it struck when he awoke that day. As Mike Nichols said of him at his memorial service, “Bill had a great sense of style. He never had any idea what he was wearing.” My father’s resemblance, then, to the slick Cuban crooner with full mouth and limpid gaze began and ended with the color—brown—of his eyes and hair.

I thought he looked like Desi Arnaz because I watched a lot of television. Most American kids growing up in the seventies and eighties watched too much TV. I watched more. Returning home at the end of the day, I could run through the kitchen, drop my book bag, and twist the knob on our Zenith in less time than it took whoever had picked me up that day to shut the car door I’d probably left open. And there I would sit, like some doped-up zombie, till it was time for bed. My brother watched, too. Racing me to the TV room, he’d grab the best seat, then tee up a butch menu—Emergency!, Adam-12, Mission: Impossible—that I endured like any kid sister, glad enough to be allowed to breathe the same air. Eventually Tommy wandered off, on to girls and Bob Dylan and dabbling in the silver market, and I had the joint to myself. I ate my dinner in front of the TV. I did my homework (or didn’t) in the same spot, with the television on. And on weekends I fell asleep there, to the laugh track of The Carol Burnett Show (or the famous theme to The Twilight Zone, if I was sugared up enough to last that long). Between kindergarten and tenth grade, I suppose I saw every episode of every popular television show broadcast between 4:30 and 9:00 P.M. Eastern Standard Time. I Love Lucy, on nightly in reruns, inveigled its way into my spongy mind.

Most of the time, no one bothered me about my despicable habit. My father was oblivious. And Mum, a great believer in the value of fun, would have let me set my hair on fire if I told her that I wanted to. Also, they were busy. In addition to the house on the Vineyard, my parents kept a small apartment in Manhattan, a two-hour drive away. My mother, in particular, spent a lot of time there. In the early seventies, she took up the cause of human rights, which, along with her poetry and love of travel, absorbed her more and more over the years. Sometimes several times a week, she went “into town” for work as well as pleasure. There were board meetings and benefits, marches and symposiums, early-morning flights to Eastern Bloc countries, and dinners that went too late to make the long drive home. Sometimes, she came in the door just in time to see me off to school. With the old name tag still on her jacket, she’d be gone again by afternoon.

When they were home together, my parents ate at nine or so, European-style, after the house had calmed down and the children were out of their hair. As often as not, this didn’t go so well. Mum would get on the phone and forget about the stove. Smoke drifted into the TV room like some cartoon cloud, oozing down the hallway, where it would soon deliver the bad news to my father: dinner was ruined. Mum chatted, the steak burned. I pulled up tight on the couch and waited for the ax to fall. Rose! Jesus fucking Christ! … I’m sorry, sweetheart, I just turned my back a second. … Well, look, it’s totally ruined! … No, no, I can fix it. Look. … Just forget it! I’m not hungry! On better nights, usually just as I was getting ready for bed, Daddy would call to me. “Albert! You want to get us some wine?” Screwing up my courage, I’d head for the basement. I had no memory of my infamous tumble. But beneath the kitchen was a dark and musty netherworld, mysterious holes in the rock foundation tunneling back into oblivion, and it terrified me. Still, I took my job seriously and did it with pride. Scurrying back upstairs with a nice bottle of cabernet, I’d hoist myself up on the counter, where I could get some leverage on the corkscrew, and tug till I got the clean pop. “Thank you,” Daddy would say, reaching out for the handoff. Then I’d beat a hasty retreat, while Mum ran things back and forth to the table. My father was already plunging into his meal.

Occasionally, they drove to the city together. A book party, an opening, or an event at which my father was being honored would coax him out of his Wallabees and into a blue blazer. While he paced back and forth through the TV room, periodically shouting up the stairs, Goddamn it, Rose! We’ve got to leave NOW!, I’d pry myself off the couch and reach up to dust the dandruff from his lapels. “How do I look?” he might say. “Groovy,” I might reply ironically, returning to my spot like a dog to her bed. I’d listen over the laugh track to the clatter clatter of shoes down the stairs and Just one more thing and Well, I’m going out to the car! I’m going without you! and I’m coming, darling, and then they were gone.

I wasn’t usually alone. Help of every description came and went at our house. Ethel and James Terry, a couple whom my parents had hired when my sisters were small, were for years the rock foundation of our family. Ettie, as we called her, was a big woman with the wide-planed face of her Native American people. She cooked, did laundry, and babysat. Terry (always just “Terry”), about the only black man in Litchfield County, was handyman, gardener, and driver. He was also Tommy’s godfather and, along with Lillian Hellman, the dedicatee of The Confessions of Nat Turner. They lived in New Milford, a short drive away. When they weren’t at our house, Terry ran a little car repair outfit from the back of his house, for which Ettie (Terry could not read or write) tended the books. Early in the morning, they would drive over the hill to Roxbury in time to get us ready for school.

“You had a good home, but you wouldn’t stay there!” Terry would holler, standing over my bed. Years after he’d moved north, his South Carolina drawl remained thick as mud. I sometimes had no idea what he was talking about; phrases picked up on the cotton farm where he was raised, and from his years in the Army, studded his conversation. But I couldn’t miss the intent. If his voice didn’t roust you, you’d get a cold washcloth. After that, it was a glass of water.

“Come on, Toolum!” he’d roar as the cold splash hit my face. “We gots to get goin’! There’s more snow out there than Cotta [Cotter? Carter?] got oats!”

Sometimes, when Ettie made me turn the TV off, I’d hitch a ride around the lawn on Terry’s mower. Or I’d sit with him in the converted chicken coop that was his toolshed and all-around clubhouse. The place reeked of gasoline, Newport cigarettes, and the charred embers of the wood-burning stove. Along with the feel of his flannel shirt against my cheek, the aroma of Terry’s shed was the essence of comfort and permanence.

When I was still small, diabetes began to slow Ettie down. After I was about seven, we saw little of her. Terry continued on at my parents’ house for a couple of years after that, but his hours got shorter as he grew dotty and less reliable. In his final years, after Ettie had died, Terry’s mind collapsed on him completely. One day when I was about twelve and on a visit, I walked into his living room. All around his sectional couch, he’d opened and propped magazines. The faces of my parents’ many famous friends—Ted Kennedy, Frank Sinatra, Joan Baez, people Terry had met and many times served—stared out from each one.

“The Kennedys, they’ve been here for days,” he said, his eyes tired and anxious. “I’ve been taking care of them, but they won’t leave.”

My parents placed Terry in a minimum-care assisted living facility—more like a bed-and-breakfast for the aged—but he kept wandering off. One day, his sister, a craven woman who’d never before shown much interest in her brother, came up from Washington and took Terry, and his savings, away. Tommy went to D.C. a couple of times to visit; seeing Terry in the grim environs of his sister’s apartment was awful. None of the rest of us ever saw him again.

In between, after, and all along the way, dozens of other faces peopled the landscape. Mavis was my baby nurse, and she stayed till I was two. Marjorie lived with us when I was four and five. So did Nicky, the daughter of one of Daddy’s old girlfriends, until her bizarre behavior—coming in at 3:00 A.M. and running full speed, Mrs. Rochester–like, up to the attic; hiding out in the laundry room eating dog bones—made her a liability. Local girls like Katie, Stacey, and Sandy from the dairy farm down the hill picked me up at school, made me dinner, and went home. Bertha Jackson cleaned the house. Larry Schmidtheimie, who chewed a stub of a fat cigar and looked not unlike Santa Claus, maintained the yard after Terry left (he also drove me to my first day of college and moved me into my dorm; my parents were, I think, on the Vineyard). Eventually Daphne Lewis arrived, though everyone, including Daphne herself, has a different opinion about when. Shuttling back and forth from her nurse’s aide job in Toronto, Daphne lived with us for a few months at a stretch, cooking for my parents and watching after me. She helped look after my grandfather in his final years, and my father in his.

Under the feet of this human parade was a smaller but no less constant stream of animals. Newfoundlands and Labradors; domestic cats and mangy strays; lovebirds, until they were eaten by the cats; mice, until they were fed to the snakes; hamsters, squirrels, guinea pigs, lizards. We had a goat named Feather, who wore out her welcome when she got in bed with my father one morning. And a pony named Gino, kept down in Carl Carlson’s pasture, who liked to turn back to the barn at a full gallop, then throw me headfirst through the doorway.

My parents also had a huge circle of friends. Philip Roth, Dick and Jean Widmark, Arthur Miller and Inge Morath, Mike and Annabelle Nichols, Lewis and Jay Allen, Francine and Cleve Gray. When my parents arrived in 1954, Litchfield County was still a remote and relatively untrammeled corner of Connecticut. But, over the years, dozens of urban refugees arrived, drawn by the tranquil beauty of the area and the proximity to New York. By the time I was born, it was all rather Chekhovian, with its countrified intellectuals, rambling dachas, and loops of important conversation unfolding on walks through the green, birch-studded hills. Thanks to Daddy’s star power and Mum’s charm, my parents were very much at the center of this world. People came from great distances for an evening at the Styrons’. Their dinners were magical, the candlelit table groaning with food, great, running rivers of alcohol, and guest lists that were rarely less than Olympian. Our Christmas party was not to be missed—Leonard Bernstein on the piano, presents for everyone—and even the flimsier holidays got a goosing from my mother until they erupted into crowded, merry festivals. By the ends of these galas, my father was usually in a mellow mood. Kicked back in his favorite yellow chair, with a Scotch and cigar, he would amiably steer the conversation around the tent poles of his desiring—politics, literature, money, high-end gossip. Urgent voices responded in kind, swelled by laughter, profanity, complex movements of thought. The music of a great night rose and fell in our living room, and no one wanted to leave. All of this delighted my mother, for whom a house full of people was the greatest pleasure, a reward for all the dark days she endured in between.

* * *

WHEN I WAS born, my father was poised on one of his life’s great precipices. He was forty-one years old. Fifteen years had passed since Lie Down in Darkness heralded him as a wunderkind, and six since the publication of Set This House on Fire. Having set a punishing schedule for himself, he spent the intervening years transforming exhaustive research into a stirring 200,000-word narrative that was about to become The Confessions of Nat Turner. As always, his work was at the center of our family’s existence, playing like a constant drumbeat under everything we did—whether we were strictly conscious of it or not. On the evening of January 22, 1967, Daddy walked down the hill from his study to find his family assembled in the kitchen. Mum was at the stove; Susanna, Polly, and Tommy were all sitting down waiting for dinner. Eleven weeks old, I was in a bouncy seat on top of the kitchen table, working my pacifier.

“Well, I’ve finished,” Daddy said, weary but triumphant.

On cue, before anyone else had made a sound, I popped the pacifier out of my mouth like a cork from a bottle of champagne.

And so the late sixties were marked in our family by twin births, Nat and me, each making our own noise. The novel arrived in bookstores in October ’67. The week of my first birthday, Daddy was on the cover of Newsweek. With a few exceptions, The Confessions of Nat Turner drew rave reviews. Philip Rahv, in The New York Review of Books, called it a “a first-rate novel, the best William Styron has ever written and the best by an American writer that has appeared in some years.” “A new peak in the literature of the South,” said Time magazine; “a dazzling shaft of light … a triumph,” said The New York Times. In November, my father received an honorary degree from Wilberforce University, America’s oldest private all-black university, in Wilberforce, Ohio. It was an immensely gratifying experience for him. The risk he’d taken—fictively embodying a rebel slave, a black icon, in order to produce what he called a “meditation on history”—not only had paid off but was being embraced by the people whose acceptance he wished most to gain. In a 1992 essay for American Heritage, my father described the event. “There was much applause,” he wrote. “George Shirley, a Wilberforce alumnus who was the leading tenor with the Metropolitan Opera, gave a spine-chilling rendition of the Battle Hymn of the Republic, in which the audience joined together, singing with great emotion. Standing in that auditorium, I was moved by a feeling of oneness with these people. I felt gratitude at their acceptance of me … as if my literary labors and my plunge into history had helped dissolve many of the preconceptions about race that had been my birthright as a Southerner and allowed me to better understand the forces that had shaped our common destiny. For me it was a moment of intense warmth and brotherhood.”

It was also a moment that wouldn’t last. My father, like many first-rate artists, had a cunning sense of history. He knew there is a time, of urgency and relevance, for certain books, and that hitting that moment right can transform one’s words from a pretty bit of business into a profound testament to humanity with a history-enhancing power all its own. Indeed, with a touch of Icarus about him, my father seemed interested almost exclusively in this kind of luminous flight. It was no coincidence that Nat Turner came to life in the crucible of the civil rights movement. Likewise, I doubt my father could have been surprised that a high-profile novel about race would provoke some of the same convulsive and polarizing feelings that characterized the era. Many years later, in a documentary about Daddy, the eminent African American scholar (and friend to my father) Henry Louis Gates, Jr., talked about the firestorm of controversy that ultimately erupted around the book. In the era of Huey Newton and the Black Panther culture, he said, my father’s decision to conceive of Nat as a man who not only lusts after white women but also has homosexual feelings was bound to provoke outrage. My father’s Nat Turner “was at odds with the kind of black man necessary for the times,” he said. Daddy “had to know he was setting himself up as a sacrificial lamb,” said Gates, adding with a sympathetic chuckle, “as we like to say, ‘Nigga please.’”

And yet, my father was deeply upset by the controversy. In 1968 our household began to resemble a roiling little microcosm of the drama unfolding all across America. Scathing attacks on Nat Turner appeared in The New Republic, The Yale Review, The Kenyon Review, and The Journal of Negro History, to name a few. The Marxist historian Herbert Aptheker excoriated my father in The Nation, a situation Daddy inflamed when he took the bait and responded in a subsequent issue. Soon the Aptheker-Styron feud was national news. A planned film adaptation of the book was derailed by an organization calling itself the Black Anti-Defamation Association, created by Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee with the express purpose of shutting down the film project. And during two conferences my father participated in, at Harvard and at the Southern Historical Association, he was hectored by the same man, dressed in a dashiki and intent on proving he was a “liar.”

In May 1968, just weeks after Martin Luther King’s assassination, The Confessions of Nat Turner was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. In June, my father served as an honorary pallbearer at Bobby Kennedy’s funeral. Two months later, while Daddy was at the Democratic convention in Chicago witnessing firsthand a nation on the brink of anarchy, Beacon Press published William Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respond. A compendium of essays edited by a history teacher named John Henrik Clarke, the book is a roundhouse assault on Nat Turner, deriding my father’s “vile racist imagination,” accusing him of “destroying [Nat] as a man and a leader,” and, by extension, implicating him in losses more recent and raw. “Black Brothers and Sisters,” urged John Oliver Killens in his essay “The Confessions of Willie Styron,” “be not deceived by the obscene weeping and gnashing of teeth by white America over the assassination of our great black brother and Messiah, Martin Luther King. They loved him not … they understood him not. Our Martin was a revolutionary, and they did not dig him; therefore they destroyed him.”

All through this period, my father was receiving reams of mail, both positive and negative. Some of the letters, from blacks and whites alike, were truly menacing. They unnerved him with increasing frequency. One afternoon while Mum was spending the night in New York and Daddy couldn’t reach her, he completely panicked. Jumping in the car without a belt or socks on, he drove to New York and frantically called around the city from my mother’s empty hotel room. When she at last turned up—she’d been collaborating with some Russian poets on translations of their work and hadn’t thought to call—Daddy was beside himself. For a long while after this incident, he would require my mother to check in with him at regular intervals.

Bumbling along in the pre-memory phase of life, I don’t have any concrete recollections of the Nat Turner years. What remains is a feeling of foreboding that, in my unformed mind, emanated entirely from the building we called the “little house.” A converted barn, the two-bedroom cottage lay just twenty yards up our hill, separated from the main house by a stone walkway covered with a tangled arbor of grape. When my parents first came to Connecticut, they lived in the little house. Two years later, after renovating the main house, they moved down the hill. The little house became my father’s study. Cool and dark, with a high-ceilinged living room anchored by an enormous stone fireplace, the little house was, to me, eternally spooky. I always feared someone, or something, would reach out for me from the shadows. Every movement set off a chorus of dust dancing in the scant sunlight. And, though small, the house had dozens of fathomless corners. Next to the chimney there hung a large pen-and-ink print that must have been a tie-in to the publication of Nat Turner. About the size of a movie poster, it depicted a wild-eyed “negro” in tattered garments gesturing to two other shabby-looking black men, who are crouched but attentive to the ravings of the man beside them. In the background are the squalid effects of what one assumes are slave quarters. The picture, along with the unpainted wallboards, the gloomy downstairs bedroom, and the squirrels gamboling in the rafters, gave the whole place a thoroughly haunted vibe.

Sometimes there were guests in the little house. It was they, perhaps more than the décor, who account for the confusing ideas I possessed before I had much of a grasp on logic. In 1961, just as Daddy was beginning Nat Turner, he and my mother invited James Baldwin to live in the little house. Jimmy was short on funds and trying to finish a novel he was calling Another Country. Though he stayed for only a few months, my father took a great deal away from the arrangement; the friendship the two men developed and their many long, late-night conversations had a deep impact on my father’s novel. Inevitably, and especially during the most tumultuous time in the book’s reception, Jimmy became part of the narrative of Nat Turner’s rise and fall. He alone among prominent black writers came to my father’s defense. The paperback version of the book still bears Jimmy’s oft-cited quotation about my father: “He has begun the common history—ours.”

Somehow, in my dim little mind, I conflated the talk of Jimmy Baldwin, Daddy’s black friend, and Nat Turner, the raving madman. Matters were tangled further with the arrival of a music teacher, who lived one season in the little house in exchange for teaching my siblings the piano. For a time, I possessed the bizarre idea that some unhinged friend of my father’s was going to come over and either teach my sisters scales or murder me with an ax. I lived in a state of constant suspense and hid whenever the piano cover was lifted.

For years this strange memory lay at the farthest reaches of my mind. I left it there like a furry carcass you’ve seen in the corner of the garage, one you’d rather ignore for a bit than get up close and inspect. Then, a decade ago, the mystery unraveled. One day, when I was living on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, I took my Labrador for her daily trek through Riverside Park. While Wally was being cheerfully harassed by an animated terrier, I struck up a conversation with the dog’s owner. A nattily dressed older man, he revealed a few benign details about his life, and I responded with a few of my own. Charles Turner was the man’s name. And what was mine?
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