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This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother,  Edna Ruth McClennon Haynes, the single most gracious  hostess the planet Earth may ever know.
To think that the sun rose in the east—that men and women  were flexible, real, alive—that every thing was alive, To think that you and I did not see, feel, think, nor bear our part, To think that we are now here and bear our part.
—WALT WHITMAN, “To Think of Time”  from Leaves of Grass
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The thing my father told me was, Matilda my girl, the world  as we know it is passing away. Any day now our entire way  of life will cease to exist. We must be prepared!
That dear, sweet man, lecturing me thus. He had absolutely no  idea whom he was dealing with.

The First Thing  I Have to Tell You

[image: image]
We Housewrights have never been famous. We  have never been the sort of people whose names you  find mentioned in the society pages, nor anywhere  else in the newspaper, for that matter. If you must know, my father thought it tasteless the way a certain sort of person paraded  his life before the public, as if that person’s entire raison d’être  were to be ever part of some seamy side show, part of some ongoing masked ball. In Father’s mind, the higher the person’s station in life, the greater the shame at said person’s lack of good  judgment about such matters.
It is also the case that the nature of our family business has always been about being, at the optimum, mostly invisible. If my   father did his job well (and my father always did his job well),  you would not notice that he had been there at all.
That being said, those who traveled certain corridors in our  nation’s capital did know the Housewright name. If you travel  such corridors yourself, I’m sure you already understand how  these things work.
Let’s say you are a seasoned politician and you have only recently been elected as the junior senator from your state. Big  things are expected of you as a member of our nation’s most prestigious legislative body, and big things are expected as well on the  social horizon. Back in your home state, you have achieved for  yourself and your family a certain prominence, and, of course,  you are used to the finer things that life has to offer, to a gracious  standard of living. It would therefore be of critical interest to you  in your newest role that your affairs at every level, both in the  halls of Congress as well as in your home, be arranged in a way  that stand to secure you the prominent status you fully expect to  be yours.
You would soon come to discover that the rules are different  in the District of Columbia. This city is unlike any other you’ve  known. To be specific, while Washington has always been and always will be a community in love with money, having money in  this town buys you almost nothing in terms of social acceptance  or prestige. The things that matter on your new turf are subtler  and yet more telling than the bottom line of your portfolio. It  makes a difference, for example, the address of your residence.  It makes a difference how and when you entertain. One would  not, for instance, even consider hosting a dinner party on those  evenings when certain figures of prominence are known to be  doing the same. In the same vein, you would be expected to know   to whom invitations must always be extended, and which others  are better excluded from your lists. When seating your guests for  dinner, certain individuals are never seated next to others. This  ambassador prefers a particular cigar with his brandy, while that  one delights in a bowl of soft mints at his fingertips; and all of  this information is critical. Unfortunately, you, being new to  town, would have no way of knowing such things. It would be in  your best interest, therefore, to retain the services of someone  who does know, someone to run your household in a way that establishes you in Washington as a man of stature and of good  character. You inquire around. And were the name Housewright  not the first you heard, it would come awfully high on the list of  persons who might be of assistance in these matters.
We Housewrights have a long and distinguished history in  service. In his later years, Grandfather Josiah ran the estate of a  wealthy industrialist up along the Hudson River, in New York.  He’d begun his career with the livery of a branch of that same  family here in Washington, and with his employer had occasion  to return to the capital a number of times over his working life.  (As you know, the sort of people who require our services tend  to reside in our capital city at least once in any given generation.)
And when in Maryland, travelers, there is a plantation along  the Severn River I recommend that you visit. There, near the  fireplace in the central hall, you will find a daguerreotype of  those who, around 1845, lived and worked in the main house.  The suited gentleman behind the owner, the one with the crisp  white tea towel over his arm, that would be Ezekiel, Josiah  Housewright’s father.
My own father began his career working in the kitchen of the  house his father ran. Jacob, Cyrus, JulieAnne, and Bess. Those   were the Housewright siblings. My father’s employers insisted  the children be schooled right alongside their own, that is, up  until the time theirs were sent away to preparatory academies  (finishing schools for the daughters). In the evenings and on  weekends, my father, my uncle, and my aunts were expected to  work with their parents, taking care of all that needed taking care  of in households of that magnitude. Grandfather Josiah viewed  this as something like an apprenticeship for his children, assuming, as one would, that his progeny would succeed him in the  family profession. From what I was told, the man was something  of a martinet when it came to standards and results. I can imagine him ripping the sheets from an improperly prepared bed and  insisting that whichever child were responsible for the clumsy attempt return the bedding to the ironing board before trying it  again on the mattress.
JulieAnne and Bess worked with their mother up on the second floor, supplementing the domestic staff. Mending, dusting,  that sort of thing. I was told that my uncle Cyrus fell in love with  horses and couldn’t be kept from the stables. He trained to be a  groom and a driver. Father made what might seem an odd choice.  He opted to work in the kitchen.
Now as you can imagine, there is nothing glamorous about  kitchen work. Peeling vegetables, scrubbing burnt casseroles and  roasting pans. But old Jacob was no fool. You see, at an early age,  my father figured out that the best place to keep tabs on everything that went on in the household would be right there in the  kitchen. The family who owned the house would drop through  to visit and sample whatever delicacy the cook was preparing and  to inform her as to who might be expected for supper that  evening. The household staff took their meals in the kitchen, as   did those who maintained the grounds. In the winter anyone who  had been outside would at some point in the day steal a few moments of warmth near the stove. Almost anyone on the staff  could be counted on to share the latest gossip: the fact that “Sir”  had ordered that Winthrop boy not be admitted to the house  again unless accompanied by that no-good father of his, and how  “Herself ” (the disrespectful appellation some used for the wife  of the household) had pitched a royal fit over being served a  tough slice of lamb.
My father would linger stealthily over his scrubbing or chopping, and he would gather all of this talk into his memory. I don’t  believe he ever wrote down a word. He possessed one of those  minds, one of those memories, where once he had heard a man’s  name, he never forgot it, nor would he forget the man’s preferred  brand of whisky or favorite dessert. And so it was that when he  was ready to secure his own position, Jacob Housewright had already trained himself to be the most diligent and attentive accessory an important man could ever hope to employ.
The gentleman of the house expects a vehicle at the ready at  all times, a fresh valise in the boot for those last-minute trips. He  has his business callers presented with their libation of choice as  soon as they are seated in his study, whereas the lady of the house  prefers to call for tea service. The lady also wishes the packages  from her excursions delivered with inconspicuous haste to her  quarters. You are aware that her purchases are none of your concern, although her husband appreciates a discreet heads-up as to  the extent of the day’s expenditures.
Knowing such things made my father, even as a young man, a  much sought after commodity.
Jacob Housewright obtained his first position through something of a ruse. This was during Josiah’s employer’s tenure in the  capital, and a business associate of the industrialist reported that  his manservant had fallen ill and had been sent home to his family. Frantic, quite literally helpless, the business associate had  asked the industrialist if he couldn’t make loan of one of his boys  as a stopgap measure. You are familiar with, of course, the old  maxim about good help, and this is particularly the case with exclusive and high-quality staff. My grandfather ran a tight operation, and had not been keen on giving up a valued hand for even  an hour. Father, then only seventeen, and talented eavesdropper  that he was, overheard his parents discussing the request. He volunteered himself for the position.
To put it mildly, Grandfather was less than sanguine about his  son’s ambitions. Here, this young pup who couldn’t possibly  know a goblet from a tumbler thought he would march into an  important man’s home and assume responsibility for its efficient  operation. And you should know that it has long been a Housewright doctrine that each generation’s work reflects on the generation preceding it. My grandfather wasn’t willing to risk the  family reputation by sending someone whom he believed to be  less than fully prepared into such a high-profile position. He told  his son “no,” and that the business associate would just need to  search for help elsewhere.
Father viewed this rebuff as only a temporary setback. While  always professionally reticent—and appropriately so—my father could also take bold and direct action as was needed. Scouring the neighborhood where the business associate lived, Father  visited each of the service establishments where persons of this  standing might trade. Laundries, haberdashers, that sort of thing.  By happenstance he stumbled across a tailor who had made for   this gentleman some new dress shirts, and Father bluffed at having been sent to retrieve them. Costuming himself, then, in a  manservant’s proper afternoon attire (white collared shirt, bow  tie, dark short coat), he presented himself at the needy gentleman’s home.
“I’ve seen to your order of shirts, sir. Shall I place them in  your wardrobe?”
I can picture my father standing at that man’s door, fair and  handsome, back straight and tall. I see his new employer, momentarily startled, but quickly assuming that this fellow must be  the replacement boy he’d been asking after. Things would have  become quite frayed around the house since old Pompey had  been sent back home, and while this sapling looked a little on the  green side, he certainly made a nice appearance and spoke well  for himself.
“Very well, then,” the older man would have said. He’d  needed those new shirts desperately, had forgotten where old  Pompey said they were being prepared. “Have one ready for the  evening, by the way, with my summer jacket. We’ll be attending  that garden party uptown. And bring me a brandy, if you  would.”
I picture my father delivering that brandy (along with a neatly  folded afternoon paper, of course).
“Thank you, uh . . . what’s your name?”
“Jacob, sir,” he would have replied, and, expecting no further  conversation from a gentleman settling in for his afternoon’s  consideration of the news, my father would have set about getting his new place of responsibility in an order that made sense  to him.
As it happened, Father’s new employer’s requirements were   much less taxing than those at the house my grandfather ran. The  old gentleman operated from a smaller townhouse just northwest  of Dupont Circle, in an area that had begun to be populated by  the embassies of minor and obscure nations. He was in Washington to help guide the meanderings of a hapless and dullwitted son who had somehow gotten himself elected to the  House of Representatives. Days for my father would be generally idle, tending to the usual trivia that one sees to in a small  home, and in the evenings my father would dress his employer  and deliver him to his son the congressman’s house, or to a party  they would both be attending. This gentleman knew Washington  from his own tenure in Congress, during which he had spear-headed expansion of the railroads and the acquisition of western  lands. A longtime widower, he now lived comfortably on the investments that had benefited from his legislative largesse.
Too young to be comfortable visiting with the other more seasoned servants, my father would often spend these evenings positioned where he could listen unobtrusively to the conversations of  the congressman and his father. He remembered to me that one  almost never heard the son speaking at these affairs, that the father held forth at all times and on all matters, now and again  throwing in his son’s direction openings that allowed the younger  man to demonstrate his sagacity either by adding to the discourse  some dutifully memorized fact or by, at the very least, agreeing  enthusiastically with his father’s brilliance. I may or may not surprise you by revealing that this rather dunderheaded young man  would go on to become one of our nation’s most distinguished  and beloved political figures.
You have also noted by this point the care I have taken not to  reveal the names of these individuals. You may think me unnecessarily coy or mysterious, but please understand that that is not  my intention. Understand that the Housewrights have always  been discreet; part of that long tradition of retainers who could  be counted on not to repeat their employer’s business in the  street, a commitment that I believe extends to the grave (and perhaps beyond, depending, of course, on what the circumstances  on the other side might be). And, yes, I am aware that if you happen to be among those who have traveled in these same circles,  you more than likely will recognize in these stories certain individuals by their attributes, by the thinly disguised details of their  personal lives, and so be it. There are some things about which I  feel compelled to have my say, and so I have had to relax my own  discretion by a degree or two. Father would understand and forgive, I am sure, just as I have always tried myself to do the same.
Toward the end of his son’s third term, my father’s first employer told him that he had no desire to spend his final days in  this “fetid swamp,” and that he had therefore decided to return  home, allowing his son to sink or swim as he would. The old man  did everything short of kidnapping “his Jake” in order to keep  him in his employ, and Father, I know, gave staying with this  household serious consideration. If you’ve never been in service,  you perhaps wouldn’t understand the attachment we make to  those who employ us. At the risk of indelicacy I will say that a  gentleman’s home assistant has the most intimate contact with  the man he works for, personally handling every garment, both  clean and soiled, preparing baths, administering medicine and  comfort as would be required. My father knew that this failing  creature both needed and depended on him. Over time, a gentleman and his retinue become something like a hand and a much-used glove, each molded to the other’s peculiar geography.   Across five years Jacob had learned this man’s habits and  predilections, and his employer had learned how best to make use  of Father’s many strengths. A relationship of this quality would  not be easily replaced, on either man’s part.
So it was with a good deal of personal regret that Father made  the choice to stay in Washington, though I’d be remiss in not reporting two other factors that weighed heavily in his decision  making.
Even as the household that Grandfather Josiah ran continued  to operate in the efficiently sharp manner one would expect, considering who was at the helm, it seems that the lives of my uncle  and my aunts were taking turns toward the unfortunate. While  my father had settled effortlessly into his life of service, the rest  of Josiah’s children did everything in their power to cross fate.
My father’s brother, Cyrus—who had been seen curling his  lip contemptuously at ordinary requests, such as that he bring up  the shine on the fittings alongside the new “horseless carriage”  that Father’s employer had purchased—had dared speak back to  the man, if you can imagine. And when our father rebuffed him  for this, as he’d been requested to do and as he well should have  done, my uncle threatened to run off to a horse farm in Virginia.
Rumors floated through the kitchens of the better homes in  Washington that Bess and JulieAnne had been keeping time with  a lowly sort of person—dark-skinned colored men of the kind  employed lading granite and marble to the new buildings along  the National Mall. Even had these rumors not been substantiated,  you can imagine my grandfather’s mortification. Here were  young women who had been groomed toward a loftier ambition.  Grandfather envisioned his girls sinecured as personal attendants  to the wives in prominent political households. From these positions my aunts would ally with men like himself and my father  and form appropriate unions with these men, thus further securing their position in fine homes. Suddenly that dream threatened  to come crashing down around my grandparents’ heads. Josiah  knew what could happen. He had seen it happen to the offspring  in too many other families. The parents would begin to notice  the coarsening of a child’s language, sudden and inappropriate  laughter, a formerly open face now hooded and cynical and cold.  And by this point it would be too late. Who would want girls  with reputations like these? What respectable household would  even consider the risk?
Josiah was not the sort of man to stand by idly while all his  hard work came to naught. He and my grandmother hadn’t invested their lives training their girls in the finer nuances of domestic affairs to see them wrestled away by the common ilk. To  see a daughter tricked up in rags and living in a back-alley lean-to, taking in mending and doing lord knew what else to feed a  yard full of pickininnies: Not as long as Josiah Housewright  lived would such a fate befall even one of his children.
Josiah called his family together. With my grandmother,  Sarah, he and the two girls shared a small suite of rooms just off  the kitchen of the Tenley Park mansion of his employer. Cyrus,  in charge of driving (or at least for as long as he maintained his  equanimity), had for years lived above the stable-turned-garage.  We might think these rooms spartan by our standards, but I can  assure you that at the turn of the century, my forebears lived  quite comfortably. Their proximity to the ovens assured coziness  in the winter, and while such tight quarters could be uncomfortable in the sweltering Potomac summers, remember that the entire household decamped to the Adirondacks in late May (often   thick with pesky black flies, but altogether more pleasant than the  oppressive heat of the nation’s capital).
Jacob, evidently, had entirely misunderstood the reason for  the family gathering. Instead of an airing of Grandfather’s  grievances, Father arrived expecting a routine family meal, and  along with him arrived also a young lady by the name of Alma  Dickerson. (She, by the way, would be the second reason my father declined to leave Washington.) The others had already  seated themselves around the small parlor in my parents’ quarters. I’ve never seen a picture of this meeting, but I did hear the  tale from my father and have often re-created the scene in my  head.
Uncle Cyrus, with his short trimmed beard, would have straddled his chair backward, legs splayed wide as if seated in a saddle. His brown eyes were the bright color of new pennies.
JulieAnne was slight and delicate with my grandmother’s fine  chiseled features. There would have been something about her  that reminded you of the heroines in the popular novels of the  day. You would expect her to be demure and sickly, but she was  not. She would live thirty years longer than her older brother  Jacob.
Bess had the quality of the pioneer women. Big boned, big  breasted, and with an imposing voice, one pictured her somewhere on a prairie, widowed and with a dozen scrappy offspring  whom she would rule with an iron fist. She would be able to handle her liquor, her weapons, and anything, human or otherwise,  that messed with her brood. She, in her characteristic way, would  have been the one to set things in motion.
“Now that his highness has arrived with his woman, can we   get this thing under way?” She would have addressed this to her  father, who then, having larger game to subdue, would swallow  back his rage at his daughter’s impertinence. Jacob, inhaling to  protest his sister’s rudeness in front of a guest, would be signaled  by his father to let it rest. That their father allowed the meeting  to continue in the presence of a stranger is an indication of how  desperate the situation had become, at least in Josiah’s mind. Despite her presence, this relatively rare opportunity to have the entire clan together—unmolested by ringing bells or the ongoing  tasks of running the big house—would not go to waste.
“Your mother and I have become concerned for the future of  this family.” Josiah sat next to his wife, and, as he spoke, he gathered Sarah’s hand into his. “We thought it time we sit together  and discuss the directions in which we are headed.”
Cyrus laughed. “I thought I’d head on over to Foggy Bottom  for some entertainments this evening.” His sisters smiled at his  wit, but Josiah slammed a hand onto the arm of his chair in frustration. Josiah knew of his younger son’s “entertainments.”  They did not include the kinds of activities that persons of quality pursued (or if they did pursue them, a young man of good  breeding knew not to discuss such matters in front of his sisters  and his mother).
“This is the sort of thing I mean,” Josiah roared, rising from  his chair and pointing a finger into Cyrus’s face. “All this . . . ill-disciplined wildness. What is to become of you? Of all of you?”
“Leave him be, Papa.” This would be Bess again. “So the boy  blows off a little steam now and then. So what. He spends all day  licking the boots of these white people. He deserves some time  away.”
Josiah flapped his hands to indicate she should keep her voice  down. Did the loudmouthed creature want them all thrown out  on the street? He turned his attention to her.
“As for you, miss, well, I can hardly repeat the things people  are saying about your doings. For shame, I say.”
JulieAnne looked dispassionately at a small square of nothing  in the corner. A childhood of unending criticism and rebuke had  taught her to hold her opinions from these people. But Bess,  egged on by her brother Cyrus’s sneer, seemed to relish the fray.
“I’ll tell you myself what I been doing. I been stepping out.  I’ll tell you who with. His name is JamesLee. My JimmyLee.  He’s a big, good-looking, brownskin Negro man. I’m gonna  bring him here to meet you all.”
Grandmother spoke up. “Is that how you were taught to  speak? And you’ll under no circumstances bring those people  anywhere near this home.”
“Why can’t my JimmyLee come here? He brought that one  in.” Bess popped her chin in Alma’s direction. Alma squirmed  quietly in her chair. During this unpleasantness she had been giving her consideration to the pair of lovely new high-button shoes  that swaddled her feet and to her own future. Could these really  be Jacob’s people? He had seemed so refined, but then one never  knew. That’s why they said it was a good idea to get a good look  at the family before resigning oneself to joining it.
“That young man won’t come here because your mother says  so and I say so.”
“Why? Because he a hod carrier? Because he comes from a  family that barely keeps food on the table? Because he’s not as  yellow as this little gal he brung in?”
Alma recoiled at the insult.
“Yes, you. I’m talking about you.”
“Bess, come on,” Jacob pleaded. When he’d discovered the  intent of the evening, he’d decided to stay out of the mess, but  he figured he’d best speak up about this. “Alma’s done nothing.  Leave her out, will you? And Mama and Papa—”
Bess faced him with the fierce look of a street fighter. “What  do you know? You’ve been gone from here. You don’t know how  they do us. You don’t know what Julie and Rus and me have to  put up with.”
“But I do so know. You do the same work that we’ve always  done.”
“Listen to your brother. He’s the only one of you who has  made this family proud.”
Cyrus popped his hands together, offering a flat round of applause.
“Enough of this!” their father ordered. “This is getting us  nowhere. Decisions have been made, and the reason you all are  here is to listen. Cyrus, I will see to you in my own time and in  my own way.” Josiah gave him a stern look. Cyrus shook his  head and mumbled something under his breath that no one understood.
“As for you girls, your mother and I have been talking. We decided that we’ve kept you here under our direction for too long.  It’s time that each of you had your own independent set of responsibilities. Something to discourage you from these little . . .  explorations.”
Bess rolled her eyes.
“Your mother and I have been asking around the community  and we’ve come up with a list of promising situations that we  think will suit the both of you well.”
JulieAnne sniffed, still keeping her eyes in the corner, the  blank view now blurred by the steady flow of tears.
“Situations!” screamed Bess. “And don’t tell me to keep my  voice down. Julie and I don’t want any . . . situations.” She  breathed deep with rage. “Apparently some of you didn’t follow  the news that day, but slavery’s been over—”
Josiah stood up and slapped her to the ground.
Their mother lowered herself to her daughter and extended a  chapped and dry hand, rubbing soft circles around her shoulders  and up and down her spine. Through the thin calico she could  feel the strong muscles that lined Bess’s powerful and broad  back.
“Oh, my honey,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. I know it’s  hard. It’s hard for everyone. But this is what we do.”
“Not me. Not me. I don’t do this,” Bess cried meekly, almost  subdued.
“Honey. That’s what there is for us.”
“No.”
Jacob stood over his sister and his mother, his fists clenched  in rage.
“What, then? What?” he asked. “What are you going to do,  Bess?”
“Jacob, don’t.” JulieAnne broke her silence, extended a hand  to her oldest brother. He pushed it away.
“You’re going to take your fortune and open a bank, I imagine? What are you going to do? Head off to one of those Negro  colleges? Do you know what they teach our girls at those places?  I’ll give you a hint: You’re already doing it.”
Alma gently guided Jacob back to his seat. She had never seen   this man’s temper. Mild, yet ferocious. Frightening, but also in  some way appealing to her.
For a moment or two the audible sobbing of JulieAnne was  the only sound in the room. Josiah broke the silence.
“I’ll tell you what she’s going to do. Tomorrow morning, Bess  and her sister will visit some of the households where we’ve  heard they are looking for a good girl or two. You’ll look things  over. Talk with some of the women on staff. People who know  about these things assure me that these are fine homes you’ll have  to choose from. The work will be hard. As you already know.  But you’ll be taken care of.
“That’s it, then. You’ll head out tomorrow and I’m sure that  we’ll find for both girls an amiable match. I will get you girls situated if it’s the last thing I do.”
Bess made a scoffing sound.
“What was that, miss?”
Bess was still sitting in her mother’s arms, but her tears had  stopped. She smiled a bitter smile and shook her head.
“I’m not going,” she said.
“I beg your pardon?”
Bess stood, faced her father, and pulled her shoulders back.  She turned her palms out in a way that indicated her resolve.  Something—her calm, her countenance, her flat fierce eyes—said clearly to her papa that his balled fist would do him no good.  The already-fading handprint rouging her left cheek would be  the last thing that he would leave anywhere on her person.  Which left for Josiah only a quavering finger and a shopworn  speech.
“I’m in charge of this house, young lady. You are only   eighteen years old, and if I spend some of the great goodwill I’ve  earned in this city to arrange for you an acceptable situation, then  you will take it and appreciate it.
“Nineteen. It’s 1905. I’m nineteen, Papa. JulieAnne is twenty-one. And I’m not going into service.”
Josiah sat down hard in his favorite rocker. My father told me  this was the first time that his father had seemed old to him.
“Very well,” my grandfather said. He pinched his lips together in resolution. “If you don’t want to work, then I don’t  know what’s to become of you.”
“Josiah, no,” my grandmother gasped.
But Bess, she was unfazed. “I don’t know either.”
I imagine that no one moved for a moment or two. Father  would have looked back between his own father and his sister,  would have seen them staring each other down, would have been  mesmerized by the determination set on each face. He may, in  fact, have told me that this is what he did, but this is one of those  instances in which his stories and my imagination become too intertwined. He told me that he always wondered if at that moment  there might have been something that he could have said or done  to make things come out differently, but that was him talking  very late in his life.
“Julie,” Bess said, and beckoned her sister to rise and follow.
“Mama,” JulieAnne sobbed.
“Josiah, please,” my grandmother begged.
Bess supported her sister out the door. JulieAnne kept her eye  on her mother, but her younger sister did not look back.
Cyrus backed off the chair he’d been straddling. He feigned  removing a nonexistent top hat from his head, bowed deeply  from the waist, a bow for royalty, one my grandfather had drilled   into him at a young age. He nodded at my brother, his brown  eyes rimmed with sadness, and he followed his sisters out the  door.
Thus, my aunts and my uncle disappeared forever from the  Housewright family.
But this is Father’s story, after all, and you can see now why,  despite his loyalty to his first employer, he chose to remain close  to my parents. Yes, and to Alma. She would become my mother.
When I found a record of Mother’s birth, I realized that on the  sad night that my father brought her around to meet his family,  she would have been only sixteen. Which may explain why they  waited another six years to be married.
I’m sure it was also the case that my father wanted to establish  himself fully in his new position before bringing a wife into the  household. When the first employer left the capital, Jacob Housewright had an array of homes clamoring after his services. A justice of the Supreme Court called personally on his employer to  ask after him. He sat down with Josiah and considered the range  of offers. They talked about the advantages of serving with a  longtime Washington family as opposed to the politicians, who  came and went from the city at the whim of the voters (and in any  case often brought with them from the home state their own retinue). There was always new money looking for help, though the  nouveau riche have never known how to deal with quality staff.  (And they tend to fill their homes with items that, while flashy,  hardly merit serious care; things that quickly turn threadbare or  shabby even with the most delicate attention. We’ll say nothing  here of the company such people may keep.) The established  families were always a good choice, although within such homes,  openings of the kind my father had his eye on were rare. One   could spend decades in a lesser position waiting for the senior  male on the staff to retire (or expire).
Think back, if you will, to our hypothetical junior senator,  new in Washington, looking to make a name for himself. As it  happened, right around this time, such a person did arrive in  town. A younger man from the Midwest. The Senator arrived  from a brief stint in the home-state governor’s mansion (official  residences, as you well know, retain their own staffs), and before  that time had lived on his family’s estates. He, therefore, for the  first time in his career, had need to establish his own home. The  talk in the better parlors in the District, fueled as it always was by  imported cigars and fine port, was that this was a young man with  legs. The smart money anticipated a long tenure for this particular legislator.
“That’s your man,” my grandfather told my father. “That’s  where you build a career and a home.”
I’ll spare you the details of the campaign those two mounted  for the job. Let’s just say that in no time at all, my father was positioned to become the most powerful majordomo in the District  of Columbia.

The Full Matilda
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Luck, an extraordinarily resilient set of genes, and the  fact that Martin Housewright now anchored a withering  branch of an already stunted family tree meant that he  hadn’t had the privilege of attending all that many funerals in his  twenty-five years. Therefore even if it were the case that his sister Matilda had been making a scene at their father’s visitation,  Martin had no reference point against which to compare her behavior. Who knew? Maybe lots of other people did what she was  doing. Perhaps it was perfectly appropriate for the daughter of  the deceased to stand sentinel over her father’s coffin, to watch  over him as if he were a display of the crown jewels in the Smithsonian. (But even those guards took breaks now and again, didn’t  they? There had to be rules about this sort of thing.)
What did he know? Both siblings had been too young when  their mother died: Martin remembered holding his younger sister’s hand in what he thought was a park but had later realized  was the cemetery where their mother had been buried. He remembered the sweet scent of flowers rolling over them and wondering when would happen what always happened in such parks:  that someone would lay out the checkered tablecloth and unwrap  their supper, a meal that he had anticipated might contain crisp  and spicy chicken and maybe even some cornbread still warm  from a distant cousin’s oven. Despite the fact that their world that  day had been filled with the mournful sighs and outright wailing  of most of the important people in their lives, somehow it had  not occurred to the five-year-old that the occasion required sadness or even that their mother, killed by a speeding sedan near  Washington’s Lafayette Park, had left their lives forever. Alma  Housewright had gone to an elegant stationer near the White  House to retrieve a box of engraved invitations for the Senator’s  wife, Penelope Stetson Hunnicutt (a grand yet solemn woman,  soon to die herself while giving birth to that family’s only child).  Martin had always imagined that his mother had stepped into  the street and then, in that absentminded way that she had, had  looked down at the box of stationery and wondered whether  she’d left her handbag in the store, had turned to go back only to  find the bag hanging from her elbow. He saw her then turning  into the oncoming traffic, forgetting to check again for cars. He  would play that picture in his head for the rest of his life; that,  alongside the afternoon in the cemetery. Stoic Matilda, he recalled, had observed the proceedings at her older brother’s elbow. One might have described the look on her face as haughty   disdain, were haughty disdain a look usually associated with persons the age of two. “You poor, poor thing,” some older auntie  had sobbed—one of their mother’s people from down in Virginia someplace—sweeping the child up in her arms and emoting into the toddler’s freshly pressed hair. Matilda had ordered  the woman to put her down at once and had insisted that now  meant now. Martin remembered that clearly—his sister’s bossy,  aggressively fierce demeanor—just as he remembered them both  standing at the hole in the ground into which had been lowered a  shiny wooden box, said to contain their mother’s remains. He remembered saying, “See you soon,” and Matilda parroting the  same thing. Or maybe she had said her own simple farewell. In  either case he knew that their sentiments had been sober yet sincere and that, while frequently as they were growing up, both he  and his sister had missed their mother dearly, they believed that  she had been a constant presence in their lives even so, and that  they would, as he’d suggested to her back then, be seeing her  soon, here or someplace better. What all the fuss was about remained a mystery to each of them.
Now, over two decades hence, their father had also passed—on to that other, one hoped better, place. Martin had no reason to  believe that his sister’s behavior had anything to do with anything as conventional as grief. What this behavior was was . . .  well, crazy. Matilda acted crazy. She’d been acting crazy for the  better part of the last hour.
They had arrived at the visitation at five-thirty, as instructed  by the funeral director.
“We allow a private time for the immediate family, and a  chance to get you settled before the public viewing begins,” the   man had explained, a colored gentleman, whom Martin believed  might be just younger than their father had been, a man who, like  their father, had honed over the years that manner of servile  grace that seemed to have disappeared just when the war ended  and as the whole world changed. Returning from his own duty in  a mess deep inside a battleship in the Pacific, Martin had noticed  that there were fewer gentlemen of the ilk of their father and of  the funeral director than there seemed to be when he was coming  of age. Things had gotten coarser; life was less elegant. Mr. Gibson had a way when he spoke—when he, for example, had offered Matilda a place to rest her wrap—of leaning into those he  attended ever so slightly, not enough as to where a person might  feel crowded, but in a way that communicated that his offer of  assistance had been most sincere and that her comfort had been  indeed his only concern. How often he’d seen his father cater to  the Senator with that same manner of courtly attention.
He’d sat with his sister on a settee covered in velvet brocade,  in one of four or five small parlors that made up one wing of the  funeral home. He’d felt awkward, sitting there. He’d wished that  Matilda had been inconsolable because at least that would have  given them each something to do. Instead, after they’d waited (at  the respectful distance indicated by the ever-efficient Gibson) for  the funeral director to open the casket and prepare the body for  display (draping the polished mahogany around their father’s  head with beige satin, making an adjustment to the bedding that  in some way moved Jacob Housewright into a more dignified  pose), after they’d looked their father over and assured their  minder that everything more than met their satisfaction (although who was to say what might not be satisfactory? How   were the dead supposed to look? Was this where one asked for  more rouge, please, or that his tie be straightened slightly? Why  would one do such things? To what end?), after Gibson had excused himself, and after he and Matilda had stood looking down  at their father for what seemed a respectful amount of time,  they’d retreated to the sofa and waited for the rest of the evening  to get on with itself.
“Looks like Daddy,” he’d said, and Martin had been pleased  that Matilda had not rolled her eyes. His sister didn’t abide small  talk—a key factor, he believed, in them having as yet to find a  husband for her.
“He’d have wanted all this, I’m sure,” Matilda had replied, almost as a question. She’d pulled her lips in tight and had roamed  her eyes over the parlor as if inspecting on behalf of the health  department. Gibson stood as the finest Negro mortuary in the  city, though here and there Martin’s eye, trained as it had been  to navy standards—not to mention his father’s own fastidious  ones—spied the odd threadbare bit of carpet or the less than  fully polished brass fixture. He’d known that Matilda had been  keeping a running tally of these same breaches and that it was in  everyone’s best interest that he do the same. Should his sister decide advantage might be had from calling the funeral home to  task—for any reason—Martin always benefited from at least  having the facts straight before he weighed in on one side or the  other. (Well, on her side; it was always a good idea to agree with  his Matilda.)
Their awkward silence put him in mind of close calls back  on the ship, after a particularly hot encounter, after the back-slapping postmortem and the storytelling and the beginning of   the making of the myths. He’d thought about how things would  be, much, much later, back down in the mess, how he’d hear the  silence as the men hunched over their dinners and did not talk  about what had not, but might have, happened, about how no  one mentioned the fact that all of this and all of them might as  easily have been miles below the sea.
“Do you think they’ll come?” he’d asked his sister, hoping to  break the tension. He’d always found such silences unbearable.
“Who?” Matilda replied, a taunt really. She knew very well  whom he meant, but just as he opened his mouth to call her on it,  she’d interrupted, “Of course they will. They’d better.”
Just then would have been the moment that he might have  seen it coming, the . . . whatever that behavior of hers was. She  had clearly been out of sorts about something.
“Are you okay?” he’d asked.
“Me? I’m fine. My father just died, but I’m fine.”
“Tildy!”
She’d shoved him in the arm to let him know she was having  him on. She’d given him one of those looks of hers from which  he could never predict what might follow—a sentiment dear  enough to melt his heart or a dressing down worthy of the  starchiest commander in the fleet.
Thus they’d passed their private visitation: he from time to  time broaching some line of conversation, which his sister cut off  in her ever-officious manner; she rising now and again to fuss  with the drape of a curtain or with a past-its-prime lily that had  better been omitted from an otherwise attractive spray. Such was  the service Negroes got in this city, from each other, even.  Housewright and Sons, Caterers would set a new standard: this  Martin swore. On the good name and reputation of the man there   in the box, he swore it. Just before six, Mr. Gibson had come in  to announce that their first guests had arrived.
“Very well,” Martin had said, and he remembered thinking  that “very well” had been a foolish thing to say. He’d surely  heard the Senator say similar things as Jacob Housewright announced his guests.
And it was just then that Matilda had arisen from the velvet  brocade settee, had progressed to both smooth and to billow her  full skirt, had tugged at her narrow waist, and then had strode  (yes, Martin thought, that was exactly the way she’d moved,  she’d strode, as if to the front of a chamber to make a speech, as  if pacing off a land claim on the old frontier) to the head of her  father’s casket.
Martin had extended his hand and then his arm to his sister,  thinking they would stand in the door of the parlor to greet those  friends and loved ones who had come to pay their respects to  their father.
“Sir, please,” Mr. Gibson had intoned quietly, indicating the  comfortable settee’s designated role in the ritual.
“Oh, of course,” Martin had responded, resuming his seat.  “Tildy,” he’d beckoned to his sister, but she was having none of  it. Matilda had placed her left hand on the satin cloth, just above  their father’s snowy white head, clamped it there as if it were an  anchor. Her other arm rested quietly at her side. Her feet, he’d  noticed, had been angled out: heel-to-heel almost, the way the  ballet dancers’ feet had been at the performance Penelope Hunnicutt had taken them to on the National Mall. And could that be  the Mona Lisa’s smile on his sister’s lips?
“Miss?” Gibson proffered. “Generally the bereaved receives  the public—”
His sister swept her arm from the funeral director’s reach and  swiveled her head in his direction. She’d fixed him with the same  expression Martin imagined she reserved for mashers in the  movie theater.
“This bereaved,” she’d said, “is fine just where she is.”
“As you wish, Miss Housewright.”
Gibson had backed away, hands clasped, head bowed ever so  slightly. Then and only then had he betrayed to Martin the tiniest of slips in his professional mien. And perhaps only the son of  Jacob Housewright, someone who’d been raised under the  watchful eye of the absolute master of discretion, would detect  such a lapse. In turning to leave, he’d caught Martin’s eye. With  a flicker of a lid and the whisper of an eyebrow, his telescoped  message to Martin had been loud and clear: Get up and do something about this woman.
But what was to be done? Martin had tried talking to her. He’d  been quite direct, actually.
Martin had approached his sister just after John and Esther  Santee had backed away from the bier. The couple had lingered  for what seemed like twenty minutes next to their father’s coffin.  The Santees lived-in with some neighbors of Senator Hunnicutt  over on Westmoreland Place. They’d stood there next to his sister, reassuring her that her father had been quite a man, quite a  man, indeed.
“How kind,” his sister had enthused, almost too solicitously,  he thought. Jacob Housewright, while always cordial, did not exactly encourage friendship from this sort of person. He’d said  that, while maintaining a respectable enough home, it was common knowledge in the professional community that the Santees  toted—that they removed chickens, whole hams, and sacks of   sugar from their employer’s pantry. Big as life they did this.  Stuffed them into paper sacks beneath their dirty uniforms and  hauled them out the back door on their days off. They gave the  whole race a bad name, and their late father had the good sense  to draw the line with this ilk, to let them know their place. He’d  have been cordial, of course, but certainly not warm. Here, he  observed, Matilda acted as if the Santees had been Jacob Housewright’s closest associates.
Martin waited until there was a lull to approach his sister, until all present had either found a seat in the parlor or were gathered in knots of quiet conversation.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he’d asked.
“I’m greeting our guests,” she’d hissed through her Mona  Lisa lips. She’d said it to him as if she thought he were a moron  on his way to a long stay at the state mental hospital.
“These people are not our guests. That”—he pointed to their  father—“is not some new . . . gadget you’re showing off at the  World’s Fair.”
Referring to his father as a “that” had set him a-tremble. His  sister was by all evidence undaunted by his snappishness.
“You want to start something, Marty?” she’d sneered. She’d  used an old diminutive, and he knew she had him. Playing big  brother to this woman was like organizing a chorus of songbirds:  impossible and certainly entirely pointless. More than four years  younger and still she’d run the show, from the time she learned  to talk until he’d signed up for the service in 1942. And now, still,  since he’d returned home. Matilda knew how to push his buttons.  She knew which names to call and when. She collected transgressions and misdemeanors and had an uncanny sense of which  ones to turn in immediately for points with their father and   which ones to set aside for an even larger blackmail premium  down the line. It was almost as if she’d been born knowing such  things—and this skill was bad enough—but the primary thing  about Matilda which he could neither escape nor abide was the  fact that, somehow, for some unearthly, ungodly reason, the  woman had always been right. About everything, it seemed. Always. She’d chosen his course work in high school—and had an  uncanny way of knowing which classes to avoid
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