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            Portia

         
         
            New Haven, Connecticut

            October 1901

         

         The egg I had for breakfast this morning didn’t taste rotten, but these days, it was not always easy to know about the state
            of the food one ate because of the many ways merchants could mask spoiled food. Dear God, please don’t let me be bilious in public. I swallowed hard, harder, not wanting to draw attention or suffer the humiliation of being ill in public. I could not leave
            the hotel mezzanine and miss Father as he greeted the president. I sat next to some large potted palms, enjoying, for once,
            the feeling of invisibility, of not being seen or noticed. Of not being in the spotlight as Booker T. Washington’s only daughter.
         

         
         My plain clothing helped me, just a plain white shirtwaist and a long dove-gray skirt. My only embellishment was my bandbox
            hat, which had a black-and-white stripe around the crown. It remained firmly perched upon my head, despite my nervous state,
            as I folded my hands, looking down into the lobby of the student union building, watching the activity below as if I were
            in a nickelodeon, anticipating seeing my father after his speech in the nearby auditorium.
         

         
         Ever since the Atlanta Exposition six years before, Father had gotten more and more invitations to speak about the condition of the Negro in the United States to the point where he was viewed as the leader of our people and had been consulted by many elected officials regarding the position of the Negro in their towns. Father’s latest conquest had been the new president of the United States, Mr. Theodore Roosevelt, who had just come into the office after poor President McKinley had been shot by a crazy man. To show his growing influence, Mr. Roosevelt had invited Father to dinner at the White House, the first Negro to come through the front door as an invited guest. 

         
         One week ago, that invite made me, a special student at Wellesley College, so happy. One week ago, I was so proud. My dear
            father was friends with the president, almost an equal to him.
         

         
         Except.

         
         I took in a ragged breath at the memory and my current ill situation. Would that I could close my eyes to the news, but that
            had never been possible for me. I had always insisted on being fully informed. Unfortunately.
         

         
         America—or better said, white America—was not yet ready, more than thirty years after the emancipation of enslaved people,
            to have a Negro dine openly at the White House with the president. No one, not even the horrified press, could be soothed
            that Father, with those gray eyes of his, had half-white heritage. His father, my grandfather, whoever he was, was whispered
            to have been a member of the legendary First Families of Virginia, the FFV, those white people who had settled the Virginia
            wilderness in the wake of Jamestown in 1619. After all, Father’s middle name was Taliaferro—an FFV name.
         

         
         The problem came from his other half, from the bloodline of the Negro cook and washerwoman known simply as Janey, my dearly
            beloved and adoring grandmother whom I had never met. She would have never dreamed her son would reach the heights of sitting
            down to dinner with the president of the United States.
         

         
         I shut my mind’s eye to the portrayals of him in the newspapers. So many ugly cartoons. Those hateful portrayals didn’t even look like my father but showed him committing all kinds of acts of indecency of theft, of improper decorum, of rude behavior, with a caricature of him, the nationally known, stately, happily married educator trying to have his way with Roosevelt’s oldest daughter. My father, the epitome of a Victorian gentleman, could never, would never, commit such an unspeakable act. I slowed my breath, breathing out of my mouth, just under a whistle, since whistling would have been rude. 

         
         So now, it was wonderful happenstance that the schedules of these two famous men would overlap just one week later here at
            Yale. I leaned forward, staring down at my father fretting with the rim of his top hat, circling it in his hands, waiting,
            waiting, waiting on his new friend, the president of the United States, who was due to come through there on his way to the
            auditorium for his speech.
         

         
         Then, the whirlwind better known as President Theodore Roosevelt walked into the lobby, surrounded by a cadre of other white
            men, who all had very stern looks on their faces. Father stepped out toward his friend, hand extended, and . . .
         

         
         And . . .

         
         And?

         
         And.

         
         The president passed my father right by without any kind of look, acknowledgment, or awareness of him as a human being.

         
         I blinked. As if that would help me clear my eyes from what I had just seen. I couldn’t let it register in my mind that Father,
            my father, the most famous man of the race in the world, had been treated in such a way by the president of the United States.
         

         
         What could it all have meant? A wave of shame washed over me and I chewed on a fingertip of my glove. I thought I might have
            enjoyed meeting the new president with his young family after the presidency of the sad, staid McKinleys came to such a shocking
            end.
         

         
         A strange sour taste seeped into my mouth. I recognized the taste as the precursor to illness. It was too late for the bathroom.
            I turned to the palm tree next to me and all the sick went right onto the poor plant’s roots.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         A voice, slightly husky but friendly, reached through the palm leaves from the other side, which were sharp so she carefully parted them. When she did, I could see the speaker, a beautiful young woman who wore an outrageous, even for 1901, lavender hat with a curious-looking lavender bird peeping through netting, tilt her head toward me. 

         
         “Me?” I swallowed my gorge, not wanting to be sick again in front of a strange white woman.

         
         “Yes. Are you Portia Washington?”

         
         “I’ve done nothing wrong.” My words came quickly, lest this young woman tell me that I had no business being there. Yes, we
            were in the North in New England, not back home in the South where, as a Negro woman, I might have been more harshly questioned
            for being in such a fancy building. I closed my eyes.
         

         
         “Oh no. I didn’t think you had. I was told to keep a look out for you, and now here you are, ill. Are you all right?”

         
         “Yes.” Even though I was not. Who was this woman? Why wouldn’t she leave me alone in my distress? I had a right to be here.

         
         “What did the poor palm plant ever do to deserve that fate, Miss Washington?” Her impossibly blue eyes were merry, but I gulped.
            The poor plant certainly did not deserve that fate. She covered her mouth with a gloved hand, laughing a little, and produced
            a delicate hankie, holding it out to me. I did not want to take it—it did not look as if it were purposeful—but I took it
            anyway, dabbing at my mouth.
         

         
         She stared at me, then made a beckoning gesture. “Come with me. I’ll take you to my room. You need to recover from your episode.”

         
         I shook my head no. “I’ll be fine. Thank you, anyway.” I looked down at the hankie in my hand inscribed with the initials
            ALR. ALR?

         
         She shook her head too. “No, you don’t understand. Father told me to come look for you. I’m Alice. Alice Roosevelt. Your father
            told my father about you and I came to find you. Come on.”
         

         
         This . . . young woman was the president’s daughter.

         
         “Come away from that poor plant. You don’t want to be around when it keels over and dies.”

         
         In spite of myself, I laughed and she did too. I stood to follow her, the president’s daughter. I held out the hankie and
            she waved a hand. “I have many others.”
         

         
         “Alice? I thought the president’s daughter was named Ethel.” I came around from the far side of the potted plants and she
            came around on the other and met me in the front of the forest.
         

         
         “There.” Alice straightened. “She is. Ethel is my younger sister. I mean. All the bunnies are my younger siblings. But I came
            first. From Father’s first marriage. Which is why people forget to mention me. I’m the unwelcome extra.”
         

         
         I turned to her and in that instant, a web of connection knit itself between us. I knew what that was like, as a fellow unwelcome
            extra. “As did I. I came first from my father’s first marriage too.”
         

         
         “Well, isn’t that something. I bet you’ve never heard of me because . . .”

         
         “My father didn’t mention you to me.”

         
         “I wasn’t at the White House when your father was there. No matter what those horrid cartoonists drew. I’ve been with my other
            family . . . sort of on a vacation.”
         

         
         Alice knew what had happened. She must keep up with the news, which was really intriguing. Women didn’t, or we weren’t supposed
            to, care about such things. Still, something about what she said made me wonder, because it was October. “Didn’t the First
            Family move into the President’s House just last month?”
         

         
         Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, okay. I admit it. I was banished.”

         
         “You were?”

         
         “Yes. Edith, my darling stepmother, didn’t want me to come to the President’s House. Can you imagine? I have just as much
            right to be there as anyone else, but they are afraid that I’ll misbehave.”
         

         
         I eyed the lovely young woman. “Misbehave? How old are you? Eighteen? Like me?”

         
         She raised an eyebrow. “I’m seventeen, I’ll be eighteen in February. I know how to behave, and yet I’m treated like a pariah. I objected. So I made sure to come out when Father came up here to New England and I’ll go back to DC with him. She cannot keep me from living with my father.” 

         
         The instant connection I felt with her, another first daughter, meant I was rooting for her already. “Now that you mention
            it, I think I do remember hearing of you when your father was vice president.”
         

         
         “That’s better, yes. And you do look like him.” She inclined her head toward the space in the lobby where my father had been.

         
         I narrowed my eyes and looked for Theodore Roosevelt in the face of Alice. She shook her head.

         
         “No. I don’t look like Papa. No point in looking. I’m a walking ghost for all anyone knows. My mother died practically on
            the day that I was born.”
         

         
         “Oh dear. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Now you are apologizing. Why?”

         
         That cord of connection connecting the two of us strengthened “I also know what it’s like to be a walking ghost. I was a few
            months old when my mother died.” I stepped backward after I told her the information that I was so used to keeping to myself.
            Information that I did not share with just anyone. “Then I lost the only other mother I had ever known from that point when
            I was six.”
         

         
         “Two ghost mothers? I didn’t think anyone could have bested my poor story, but I think you just have. We’ll have tea in my
            suite to help your stomach and compare ghost stories.”
         

         
         I would like that, except: “I’m not sure of what to do. I need to meet up with my father.”

         
         “We can get a messenger to tell him where you are. I usually love to hear the speeches, but you aren’t feeling well and I’ve
            never met anyone who has bested me in the ghost department. I’ve heard my father lots of times anyway, haven’t you?”
         

         
         True. Resting somewhere close by, away from the foul smell of my sickness, sounded wonderful.

         
         “Just stay with me. We’ll go back to my suite. Don’t worry.” Alice lifted a hand, as if she were summoning someone. “They’ll
            think you are my maid and won’t bother you.”
         

         
         No doubt that this was also true.

         
         I followed her quick pace, gripping at my stomach with my hand. I wanted to come with her, this new person whom I already
            shared a tie with. Yet something held me back.
         

         
         Why did Alice’s words sting with the same hurt as my witness of my father’s humiliation?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Alice

         
         
            October 1901

         

         When your father is one of the greatest big-game hunters of all time, he tells a certain kind of bedtime story, the adventurous
            bold kind, whether you like them or not. I never got bedtime stories from him when I was small but got them instead once the
            bunnies, my brothers and sister, came along. When they did, this is what he would say:
         

         
         When a male lion comes upon a pride, he fights the male lions who protect that pride so that he may take over that group of
            fetching females. But it is the females only he wants. Any cubs, any of them that are not his, he murders. Thus, now that
            the cubs are now dead, this sets about a change in the lionesses so that they welcome the advances of the new male lion, who,
            as the primary male lion, will not stop mating with her until she is full of his seed.
         

         
         Oh, what a jolly time my father had telling this story to his children when they were young. The bunnies would squirm and
            squeal with delight at these horrible exploits of the terrible fierce lions. My brothers would set about, growling and pacing
            on the ground with delight, while little Ethel would cozy up to her mother, not willing to play lioness.
         

         
         Who could blame her? I surely did not.

         
         I would stand apart from it all and watch, not a bunny, not a beloved, just a mere observer with no real role in this happy
            little family scene, and wonder to myself:
         

         
         Is there no story for when those lionesses die? The males have no one to create a new pride with. The cubs must be left behind to starve, silently, slowly, to thin away and die. Who takes care of them?

         
         No one.

         
         Certainly not the male lion. He’s off on a new adventure, always in search of that pride that has the female he wants and
            desires. Those cubs are not a thought to him. Whether they are his or not.
         

         
         That’s who I am. The lone cub, with no mother, and no real father.

         
         Left behind.

         
         So why shouldn’t I do whatever the hell I want?

         
          

         Most of what I remember about my father is him rushing, running, rising to go somewhere. Away from me. Always in the opposite
            direction. Which is a natural reaction one would have, I suppose, to a ghost.
         

         
         For that is what I am. A ghost of my mother. Even our names are the same. Alice Lee Roosevelt. Which is one reason why I am
            eager to marry to change it.
         

         
         Every single person in my circle has sought to try to make up to me that I’m a ghost. Well. All except Father. And his wife.
            My stepmother. Well, my mother now, Edith. She’s the only mother I’m ever going to know so I might as well claim her.
         

         
         Except that I look like my mother, the one who died giving birth to me, the woman who managed to hook Papa away from “dear
            mother” while he was off attending Harvard and broke them up. So her initial reactions to me have always been to, well, replace
            me in his imagination.
         

         
         She finally succeeded in giving him a girl, my little sister, Ethel, who is really blameless in all this. But I know what
            Edith’s motive was. And, to be honest, it pretty much worked.
         

         
         So ever since Ethel was born, my sole motive in life is to make Papa see that I exist. That I’m not a ghost. I’m me. I’m as
            far away from Mother Alice as anyone can ever be.
         

         
         Sometimes it works.

         
         Other times. It does not.

         
         Only once I saw Portia did it ever occur to me that there were other things in life that I could be doing that would be better
            than playing my game of “Father, look at me.”
         

         
         She was royal in her appearance, something I had never seen in anyone else. Especially not a Negro. Everything in life said
            that Negroes were as far from royalty as anyone could be, but not Portia. The way she held her head was so polished, so balanced.
            It was clear that this was someone who had never, not once, hung her head in slavery, so different from her father in the
            way he looked after my father had given him the cut direct. It was the look, the thing my Southern grandmother told my aunt
            was referred to as Negroes knowing their place. So after we spoke, I couldn’t help but invite her to come to my suite. “We
            can speak in private there. I can have tea brought to us.”
         

         
         Her large eyes looked around us, unsure of what to do. “My papa. He’ll be looking for me.”

         
         I made a gesture and Father’s secretary came to my side. “Please send Mr. Washington a note. Let him know that I have taken
            his daughter, Portia, to my suite to entertain her and will ensure her safe return to their hotel for dinner.”
         

         
         Mr. Jackson withdrew from my side quickly, and I was happy to see it. Finally someone was beginning to understand my new position
            as first daughter. A qualm of sadness washed over me. Well, there was Ethel but she was too young to enjoy any position of
            influence. The recently departed McKinleys had two daughters but they died.
         

         
         Girls born for their fathers are born for good luck.

         
         Why was there so much death involved in the climb to the presidency?

         
         I knew whenever Papa would look at me, he thought of death. There was no better way to lift that from his shoulders than to live, live loud, live large, live as though no one could control you, but just live. He did it, going to lead those Rough Riders or to ranch after the first Alice died. But he didn’t think I was entitled to live. So instead, he would look at me, or over me, push up his pince-nez, as he wondered aloud: “Why can you not behave?” 

         
         With no name. Since he could not say the A word.

         
         I would mimic him, even though I had no problem seeing him, for I had not ruined my eyesight reading as he had as a child.
            “Papa. If you could tell me the point in behaving, then I’ll better understand what you wish me to do.”
         

         
         His comments were always code for sending me away. So he would not have to look at me and see ghost Alice. He would turn around
            and let Mother know that I needed to make yet another lengthy visit to Aunt Bye or to my Lee family. To prevent embarrassment.
            Or to forget me. It was always hard to tell which one.
         

         
         Now, it was easy to lead this young woman to the hotel where we were staying, up the elevator to my suite, and to sweep in
            past the Irish maid who waited there. I gestured widely to a chair in the corner and Portia went to it, but she stopped and
            looked at it. I motioned again. “Please. Have a seat. The tea will be here shortly.”
         

         
         I turned to the maid and gave her one of my looks.

         
         She opened her mouth, just a fraction, and I narrowed my eyes more. She closed it and went out of the room.

         
         Portia sat on the edge of the chair. I sat in another, across the room and across the wide table from her, and collapsed.

         
         “Is it not a curse being a woman?” I spoke aloud to her.

         
         “I suppose I’ve never given it a moment’s thought.”

         
         “Well, I have. I have thought about it a lot and decided that I’ve been cursed. I would have much rather been a man.”

         
         “Because?” Her gray eyes fixed me with a quizzical look.

         
         I sat up and gave her one right back. “Do you think being born a boy would have made your father happier with you?”

         
         “Oh no. He’s much pleased with me as I am.”

         
         Well, not all of us can say that.

         
         “I imagine. If I had been born a boy, though, my father would have taken me ranching with him.”

         
         The door swung wide open and the maid came in, bearing a large silver tray with a hot pot of tea and a platter of food balanced
            on it. She placed it on the large oak table between us. Picking up a cup and saucer, she poured for me, putting in my usual
            slash of milk and a squeeze of lemon. She handed it off to me and, with a saucy curtsy, turned and walked out. “And where
            might you be going?”
         

         
         “I’ll not pour for that one.” She inclined her head toward Portia whose eyes barely changed, but I noticed blinked in quick
            double time at this slight.
         

         
         “How dare you?” I set down my saucer on the table.

         
         “Ma’am. I know the rules and you do as well.”

         
         “Well, blast the rules.” I leaned forward with my hands on my knees.

         
         The maid’s eyes went wide at my swear, but this was just the reaction I was aiming for.

         
         “Get out, you. I’ll pour.”

         
         Portia stood, but I gestured to her to sit. The maid retreated and I stood, reaching for the teacup. “What would you like?”

         
         “A lump of sugar and a squeeze of lemon.” I fixed the tea for her and held out the cup. “Sip it slowly. Something sweet might
            help you. There are some nice little cakes and tea cookies.” My hand itched to reach for one, but I knew it was not wise for
            me to have one, lest my figure balloon outward. I sighed and had a cucumber sandwich instead.
         

         
         Portia took her tea and came forward, selecting one cake. She went back to her chair and sat down more comfortably.

         
         I nodded at her comfort. That was better. Then I shook my head. “I’m sorry for my swearing but I wanted her to know that I meant business.” 

         
         “I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

         
         “Getting into trouble is what I do best. Don’t worry. Please. Eat.”

         
         The sounds of us drinking our tea filled the room, but it was a companionable noise, not at all uncomfortable.

         
         Portia had the fine art of not making a sound when she sipped her tea, something that had always been hard for me. So difficult
            not to slurp.
         

         
         She now asked me, “Why do you think your father would have taken you if you were a boy?”

         
         “He would have made a papoose of me. Raised me up to be a ranch hand. I do not understand why he didn’t anyway. I could have
            done well enough to be a girl ranch hand.”
         

         
         “Well, I wish you could come to Alabama with me. Father believes in women knowing how to do it all. I’ve done my share of
            working in the model farm and it gives me no pleasure. Still, I’m glad that he did it, for it gave me great insight into his
            struggles when he was a boy.”
         

         
         “Oh yes. As a young slave. He would have had quite a struggle then.”

         
         Portia gave me a slight smile, one that stopped right at the corners of her mouth. “I’m always grateful that his journey to
            prominence has meant that my own life and those of many others in my race have been made so much easier. So I seek to always
            make him proud. And to make his heart easy.”
         

         
         I almost spit out my tea, for being slightly too hot and at the very thought. “My father? An easy heart? From me? Dear me.
            I’m only coming to Washington, DC, now because he’s been afraid I’ll make a show of myself in the great White House. He forgets
            that I was there twice before, once when we visited Harrison and the other time with the McKinleys.”
         

         
         “Well, would you?”

         
         “Would I what?”

         
         “Make a show of yourself?”

         
         I shook my head and went at my tea again. “Not on purpose. But there are times when I feel I cannot help it.”

         
         “What could you possibly do to get him to see you differently?”

         
         “Do? What do you mean what could I do?”

         
         “I am in school.” Portia sipped without sound again. “Not that it is a pleasing time, but I am studying. I have been through
            the program already at Tuskegee and it was too easy a program. So I’ve been sent to Wellesley to get more learning. It’s been
            hard. Hard enough, that I feel as if I need a break.”
         

         
         “A break?” Apparently I’m not the only one capable of being exiled.

         
         “Self-imposed. It’s not easy since there aren’t many who look like me there.”

         
         I held up a hand. “I can only imagine. Those horrible bluestockings are probably jealous that you’re smart and pretty too.”

         
         “Thank you. In spite of my current difficulty in school, I am hoping to become a teacher.”

         
         “That’s splendid. Imagine that. Having an occupation. I have no occupation. I’m meant to be an ornament.”

         
         Portia’s winglike eyebrows met in her forehead. “Is that something that someone aspires to be?”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “I mean, when you were little, that’s what you wanted to be?”

         
         “Of course not. I wanted to be a ranch hand. I wanted to go with my father to the Wild West and be with him in the Rough Riders.”

         
         She swallowed her bite of cake. “Oh.”

         
         “Yes. Oh. Exactly. So, since I cannot have what I want, I’ll be an ornament.”

         
         “It seems as if there ought to be another choice.”

         
         “Not for me. Not for the single upper-class daughter of a rich prominent man like my father.”

         
         “It really gives me something to think about. From the cradle, I was taught—no, made—to think of my life as one of purpose.
            That I had to select something to do and make sure to uplift the race. For the most part, that is education or medicine.”
         

         
         “A doctor? Or even better, maybe you’ll take the reins of Tuskegee from your father when he is no longer able to run it.”
            Imagine that! No, actually I couldn’t, but that sounded grand to me.
         

         
         Portia coughed a bit, retrieving a fresh hankie from her reticule. “My goodness.”

         
         I could see her point. The thought of Portia in such a way made me blink my own eyes of China blue. “I should be proud to
            know a woman doctor or a principal.”
         

         
         “I could never do such a thing, even though we have had a woman doctor on our campus. Father hired Dr. Dillon, I mean, Dr.
            Johnson, who was my doctor as a child.”
         

         
         “See there! What an example to our sex! Why not?” And once again. Here I am. Asking why not.

         
         “I don’t like the sight of blood. Not even my own.” Portia coughed delicately. I knew what she meant.

         
         “It brings to mind that dear Dr. Johnson passed away earlier this year. In childbirth.” She quieted and I could completely
            understand. The bond that we shared of women passing away in their prime from childbed loomed large in our lives.
         

         
         “So instead, I need more training to be a different kind of teacher than what Tuskegee produces. A music teacher.”

         
         “Oh dear. That doesn’t sound very exciting.” It didn’t have to be a doctor, but a boring music teacher? But then I was not
            musically inclined myself, so it would not excite me in the least.
         

         
         “It is to me. No one in my family has ever been a music teacher before.”

         
         I waved my hand. “No. I mean, it’s not an occupation that will, well, ruffle or upset anyone.”

         
         Portia nodded. “Precisely. I don’t want to upset anyone. I look forward to teaching others the joy and pleasure of musicianship
            until I have a husband and children of my own.”
         

         
         “Well, don’t rush it. We are only eighteen and seventeen.” Was that Sword of Damocles hanging over my head? Marriage? Husband?
            I intended to enjoy these years of being an ornament in my father’s care. “Well, it means you know music and there is a piano
            in the next room.” I put down my tea and rubbed my hands together. “I do like a good coon song. Will you sing some?”
         

         
         Portia stopped sipping at her tea and put down her teacup with a clatter. Her gray eyes, once calm and placid, were now stormy
            and strange. Well, at least things were about to get more exciting.
         

         
         Just as I liked it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Portia

         
         
            October 1901

         

         I’ve had this question before. But it always came when I was prepared for it. I was not prepared for this question in the
            middle of finishing off one of the best cakes I had ever had. They were much better than the ones at school. The rich fondant
            practically stuck to my teeth. I took a sip of the hot tea to melt it off and to help me think of what to say to the daughter
            of the president of the United States.
         

         
         Think.

         
         Think.

         
         Think.

         
         I’m not a coon so I don’t play coon songs.

         
         How dare you?

         
         Do I look as if I play in brothels to you, Alice?

         
         “That one by Ernest Hogan is great. What’s it called?”

         
         As if I would know. But looking at her, in her blue eyes, with the smooth porcelain skin we are all supposed to desire, with
            the face and features of the textbook perfect Gibson girl, she did not mean to offend. She wanted to know.
         

         
         So here was my chance.

         
         “I’m trained in classical music. I don’t have any familiarity with those kinds of songs.” I made sure to put my emphasis where it belonged so that she understood.
         

         
         All Negroes are not coons. Sigh.
         

         
         Her shoulders, set so high, went down by the merest fraction. “Oh. The boring stuff.”

         
         I put the teacup down so that I didn’t smash it. “I don’t think of the greats as boring.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just was putting it forward that the music, I mean the real music of today, is so much . . .”
            She moved back and forth a little bit. “Peppier.”
         

         
         “I can do peppy.”

         
         We both stood and she extended her arm. “This way then.”

         
         I entered the next room and there, in the corner, was a pianoforte. I lifted the lid and blew a bit of the dust off it. I
            tested a few notes and it took all that was within me not to cringe. I lifted the top lid and reached in to tune it, making
            it better and more endurable, for my sake, not for hers.
         

         
         “I should ask Father if they have one of those player pianos at the White House. Have you ever seen one?”

         
         I nodded. They were awful, intended to put piano players out of work, but this was not a time to say that.

         
         “They almost always play coon songs. And ragtime.”

         
         I kept up my tuning, with my tongue clenched firmly between my teeth, an old childhood habit I never broke whenever things
            got too tough for me.
         

         
         There.

         
         I lowered the lid and brushed a little of the dust off me. “Now.” I sat down at the stool in front of it and ran a few scales
            before I launched into “Moonlight Sonata.”
         

         
         Beethoven was my favorite great and this piece, albeit one of his gloomier songs, was one of my best pieces. I longed to go to Bonn, where he was born and raised, to study in his homeland. I never put my words into a form that my father would readily agree to. I knew he was much consumed with the school and keeping it afloat. I would never dare to bother him with my requests. What was the point of educating a Negro woman in such a way? It was a move that was set up to disappointment. At least, that’s what my mother, whom I think of as Margaret in my mind, had said to me once when I mentioned in an offhand way that I wanted to study in Germany. 

         
         “What is wrong with you, Portia?” she had said in her pinched voice. “ Your selfishness knows no bounds.”

         
         “I don’t see why it is selfish.”

         
         “You don’t? Look at how your father’s shoulders slump at the end of the day when he comes back to the Oaks and tell me it
            isn’t selfish. He carries the entire race upon his shoulders and you want to flit off to Germany.”
         

         
         I tried not to think of it, but it was true. There was no reason for me to say anything. And yet . . .

         
         I found my fingers moving to a different medley, one that might be more pleasing to Alice. Not a coon song, not ragtime, but
            still, the music, the amazing music of my people. The spiritual.
         

         
         This song was the one that I had soothed myself with for so many times when I was young, especially after Margaret scolded
            me about something.
         

         
         
            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            A long ways from home

            A long ways from home

            True believer

            A long ways from home

            A long ways from home

            Sometimes I feel like I’m almos’ gone

            Sometimes I feel like I’m almos’ gone

            Sometimes I feel like I’m almos’ gone

            Way up in de heab’nly land

            Way up in de heab’nly land

            True believer

            Way up in de heab’nly land

            Way up in de heab’nly land

            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

            A long ways from home

            There’s praying everywhere

         

         My fingers trailed off at the end. I placed them in my lap. There had been days when I would cry while I sang and played it,
            but it had comforted me so many times; it was rather like my little brother Ernest, whom we called Dave, and his comfort blankie.
            It soothed me.
         

         
         I twirled on the stool and saw Alice sitting up on the small fainting couch across the room, staring at me.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I felt moved to say. “Sometimes, I get wrapped up in what I’m singing and I’m . . . transported.”

         
         “You have a lot of talent. I just never knew, or realized . . . My goodness.”

         
         “I like those better than coon songs, to be honest. The music of the Jubilees.”

         
         “I have seen the Jubilees performed before, in Boston with my aunt. With everyone crying. I never cried, though. Although,
            I will admit it, the music always made me think of my grandmother.”
         

         
         “Your grandmother?”

         
         “Yes. She lived in Georgia and they say that she loved to hear the slaves singing such songs from the quarters. But she also
            died on the day that I was born. I never knew her. So I’ve a ghost mother and grandmother.”
         

         
         Twice over? Oh my. How terrible.

         
         But one might look at my predicament and think the same. The death of my birth mother and my replacement mama within such a short span. How could it be endured? I blinked and her eyes seemed to show a different side. Something beyond being an ornament. A world-weary sorrow. And then, it occurred to me. If Alice carried this burden, then what of her father? 

         
         A loud knock at the door disturbed my reverie and made Alice jump up. “Only one person in the world knocks like that,” she
            murmured under her breath and went to answer herself, and a wind swept in.
         

         
         Or more accurately, a hurricane blustered in and I heard the voice boom from the parlor. “Well, at least you are in here,
            behaving yourself more appropriately.”
         

         
         “Father, the most wonderful music . . . Bedroom . . . Portia . . .”

         
         Alice’s voice, low compared to her father’s, made me panic and I slammed the lid down on the keys and stood up.

         
         Before I could exit the room, or hide in the closets, they were both there, instantly, before me. The president of the United
            States and his irrepressible daughter. “Hello there.” His voice boomed out and he stepped forward. “You must be Portia.”
         

         
         I curtsied. They both laughed. Alice stood with her arm through her father’s broad arm.

         
         “Well, now. Alice says you play quite the piano. Isn’t that wonderful?”

         
         I looked between the both of them. “You don’t mind me being here?”

         
         “Of course not! How else is she to have music when she wants? As they say, ‘Music hath charms to soothe the savage breast,’
            and no one needs more soothing than Alice here—who really can be a beast when she wants to be! I’m of a mind to hear some
            music myself! I love that coon song ‘All Coons Look Alike to Me.’”
         

         
         “That’s the one I was trying to think of, Father.”

         
         “Yes.” The president looked delighted with himself for remembering the horrid song title and here I was, back at square one
            again.
         

         
         “Do you know that one?” Their eager faces made my heart sink.

         
         I couldn’t give the president of the United States the same response as I gave his daughter. What could I say?

         
         I sat down again at the piano and ran a scale up and down the keys. Ready to play the offensive song. Of course I knew it.
            All the young people of my age did. But knowing it and playing it were two different things.
         

         
         “Oh my, yes. I love that I’m about to hear some good music.”

         
         There was a knock at the door. Again. I breathed a sigh of relief. I took my hand from the keys to see the Roosevelts looking
            at each other. “Who could that be at your door, Alice? Have you already come up with a suitor here in New England? Some young
            man dying of love for you?”
         

         
         “No, Father. I’m as mystified as you are.”

         
         “Well, then. I’ll make use of myself to see who dares knock upon my daughter’s door.” The president stood and went into the
            other room once more.
         

         
         I wiped my hands down my skirt. Maybe I had enough playing for today.

         
         It was a male voice, and Alice and I looked at each other.

         
         I stood and went back out to the outer room and there, in the doorway, was my father. This time, TR did not look displeased
            to see him, but instead, acted as if they were old friends.
         

         
         “You tracked me down here, did you, Washington?”

         
         My father, gentleman that he was, had the good grace to look uncomfortable. “I was told that my daughter was here in your
            daughter’s rooms. Perhaps I should have sent someone else.”
         

         
         “Your daughter? What could you mean by that?”

         
         I stepped forward to avoid a misunderstanding. “Mr. President. My name is Portia Washington. I’m the daughter of Booker T.
            Washington.”
         

         
         “You told me to look out for her, Father,” Alice put in.

         
         He looked between us, our gray eyes as much of a connection between the two of us as his blue eyes were with Alice. “The piano player? Ah. Is your daughter?” 

         
         We both nodded. “I’ll get my wrap, Father.”

         
         The president held up his hand. “Well, now wait. I was about to hear some good music. We can sit out here in the parlor and
            hear the music that your daughter will play. What of that, Washington? Do you like coon songs, too?”
         

         
         My father saw me, as he often only did, bless him, give the slightest shake of my head and he turned full on to face the president.
            “Ah, sir. My daughter has been gently raised. Portia doesn’t know much of that kind of music. But I know she will be able
            to play something that you’ll like. Maybe some of the old home songs of the South, perhaps?”
         

         
         Both gentlemen made their way into the parlor. My father sat down in the chair where I had been and the president sat across
            from him, reaching over his bulk for another one of the cakes.
         

         
         “Father!” Alice exclaimed.

         
         “Your mother isn’t here. We won’t tell her, eh?” His white teeth chomped down on the cake and took it all in one swallow.

         
         Alice winked at him, and they both laughed. “Go ahead, Portia. Play us something,” she suggested.

         
         My father looked at me and nodded his head.

         
         Alone, I went back to the piano and started to play some of the old spiritual music, songs that were sung to me in the cradle,
            one right after the other. When appropriate, I sang some of them. I didn’t consider myself the best vocalist, but I could
            do well enough when called upon, as I was called upon now, playing and singing to entertain and soothe the savage breast of
            the president of the United States of America.
         

         
         Or maybe he truly was a beast.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Alice

         
         
            October 1901

         

         That afternoon was the first time I acted as hostess for my father, with all my skills as an ornament come to the fore. I
            reordered fresh tea for Mr. Washington and my father as both men sat in my parlor, relaxed and calm, speaking of political
            matters and refreshing themselves after their speeches.
         

         
         Of course, I could do this. My trip to Washington City, to start my crusade to find the right husband to be an ornament for,
            would work well. There was no need to be jealous of Portia and her goals, her skill, or her beauty. I could be happy for a
            new connection and still do what I needed to find myself a husband.
         

         
         Within the hour, Portia came in, taking a break from her lovely playing, home songs, as Mr. Washington called them, and classical
            music of the Germans, something that she specialized in and was studying at school. When she came in the room, Mr. Washington
            stood, and his gray eyes, clearly of European heritage, glowed with warmth and pride. How fortunate Portia was to have made
            her father proud and for him to have seen her, really look at her with such appreciation. Mr. Washington boomed out, “We had
            better go. Thank you for the tea and the talk, Mr. President.”
         

         
         Now my father and I stood and he spoke for us. “An unexpected pleasure, Mr. Washington. Miss Washington. These times when
            I’m able to relax in such a way are few and far between these days. So thank you both.”
         

         
         I extended my arm to show them both toward the door. I pushed a small folded paper at Portia. “I hope you’ll write,” I whispered to her as our fathers said goodbye to each other. 

         
         “If you wish.” Her hand shook a little as she took the paper, upon which I had foolishly written the address of the Executive
            Mansion. Who did not know it? Still, I didn’t want her to think that I wasn’t interested in continuing this connection. It
            would be most interesting to have a Negro friend, even as our fathers had been in such terrible trouble over their dinner
            last week.
         

         
         Once they left my room, my father closed my door and faced me, his eyes certainly of a different nature than Mr. Washington’s
            toward his daughter. I breathed in deeply. I should have known he was putting on.
         

         
         “I told you to look out for the girl, but when did you get it in your mind to invite a young Negro girl to your rooms, Alice?”

         
         “Today. Obviously, Papa.”

         
         He stomped back into my parlor, probably intent on having more of the cakes that Mama wouldn’t let him have. I sat back in
            my appointed chair.
         

         
         “Look. You have to be careful, Alice. You have no idea how the newspapers took stripes to me for having Mr. Washington in
            the mansion last week.”
         

         
         “I saw all that, Father. I love to keep up with politics in the papers.”

         
         “Well, maybe you didn’t see the cartoonist who drew the panel that showed Mr. Washington with his hand up your dress?”

         
         I shook my head. “Pure foolishness. I wasn’t even there. I don’t understand why people don’t have anything else they can do.”

         
         “That’s not the point. The point is that I don’t want you to have to take such stripes as I did.”

         
         I stood and came next to him. “Portia is perfectly lovely, and her father is the epitome of a Victorian gentleman. Why should we not have a nice afternoon with them both? Even you admitted that my entertaining and hostessing was relaxing.” 

         
         “For once,” he grumbled, and I gave him a kiss on his red cheek, which then got even redder.

         
         I pulled back from him and tilted my head. “I don’t understand it. Why do we have to hide from the public that we can speak
            with Negroes as well as anyone else?”
         

         
         “I don’t know why, Alice, but we must. When you are in the White House, the name I came up with for our new home, the eye
            of the public will be intent upon you and you must act accordingly.” He put a finger on my shoulder. “Be wary, Alice. That’s
            all I’m asking. Take care. If she is to be your friend, you must keep it secret.” He laid his finger on his lips.
         

         
         I did the same.

         
         “I know of your propensity to rebel, but in this, you must let me take the lead. I intend,” he whispered, as if there were
            people in the room to actually hear us, “I intend to keep Mr. Washington as a contact. I am president of the Negroes as well
            as anyone else.”
         

         
         “And Negroes do vote, Father.”

         
         “Yes. Some of them do. They may not be in regular practice of it, but they do.”

         
         “And since they do, women should also, Father.”

         
         He jumped away from me, a little shocked. “Alice. Please.”

         
         I giggled a little. “I have to try since I have the ear of the president, Father. It was just a little joke.”

         
         “Thank the Lord.” He straightened back up and adjusted his pince-nez. “Back to my suite of rooms I go. Please be ready early
            in the morning for our trip back on the train. And behave in the meantime.”
         

         
         “I will, Father.” Maybe.

         
         The maid came back in as my father left and, scowling, cleaned up the remains of the tea. Such a good day would be a good omen to my entrée into Washington, DC, society. 

         
          

         Oh, how wrong I was. Father was determined to keep me on a short leash the next morning, as he and I boarded his special car
            to take the train back to the capital city, with an entire phalanx of reporters who greeted us as we went to the train station.
         

         
         Thank goodness I had paid the right kind of attention to myself, fully corseted up in one of my light blue dresses with my
            bird hat on, ready to greet the day.
         

         
         “What do you think about going to Washington, DC, Miss Roosevelt?”

         
         I opened my mouth but Father was on top of it. “My Alice is happy to be coming home to the White House. She’s eager to see
            her brothers and sister and mother.”
         

         
         “Will you attend school, Miss Roosevelt?” another asked.

         
         I turned to the questioner, fixed him with a smile, opened my mouth, and . . .

         
         My father said, “Alice is not concerned with academic study. She will be the first president’s daughter to make her debut
            in the White House, once the period of mourning for President McKinley has come to an end.”
         

         
         Every single reporter made a note on that one, so happy that he gave them a tidbit of something, even though it stirred me
            just a bit. I’m not a political figure, so why should they care? Still, it did warm my heart a bit to hear that I would be
            making some kind of history in the White House and I hadn’t even gotten there yet.
         

         
         My father ushered me into the warm train car, where a spread of breakfast awaited us inside on a table. There was a desk fixed in the corner for my father to work, of course, and a davenport across from the table for me to sit and pester him to death as we traveled, no doubt. I did bring my book, so I would try to behave. 

         
         I fixed myself a plate, never one to be a shy eater, especially not of breakfast, and tucked into the warm plate of an egg
            over easy, ham, toast with jam, and a cup of tea. We ate in silence as the train jerked out of the station, not at all sick
            at the motion going over the tracks. Roosevelts were much hardier than that, for the most part.
         

         
         I wiped my lips free of toast crumbs and jam. “Father. Perhaps you should let me speak to the reporters. I can do it, you
            know.”
         

         
         He stood, straightening his jacket, ready to get back to work, ringing the bell for them to come and clear the dirty dishes
            away. “I’m well aware of that. But remember what your mother wants.”
         

         
         I never got this kind of one-on-one time with him. So maybe I should ask. Maybe I should say the forbidden. Her name. So I
            did. Because I wanted to know something about her. “Alice Lee mother? Or Edith mother?”
         

         
         At that exact moment, two men came into our compartment and cleaned away the dishes, quickly backing out of the atmosphere
            of tension that I had created. On purpose.
         

         
         “I mean your mother. The one who is living.”

         
         I knew that’s who he meant. I just wanted to see what he looked like when I mentioned her. “The other is my mother just as
            much,” I whispered.
         

         
         “Of course she is. But she . . . Well, she isn’t here to want anything for you.”

         
         “What did she want for me, Father?”

         
         He turned from me, moving to the desk, shuffling papers about. “What we want for you, both of us, is to keep your name clear
            from the papers.”
         

         
         “Ah. Mother Edith’s edict of a woman’s name only being in the papers upon birth, marriage, and death?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Well, didn’t your little announcement destroy that a little bit?”

         
         “No. A young woman’s debut is the beginning of the marriage season. It’s good that people know. After the holidays, in the
            new year, is when.”
         

         
         “Well, I certainly hope that I will have better apparel than at the inauguration. That dress was hideous. I might have been
            wearing a sign that said, ‘I am young.’”
         

         
         Father sat down in the chair provided for the desk, gripping his knees, a sure sign that I was trying his patience. “That’s
            because you were young five years ago, Sister. And as the then vice president’s daughter, it would not have done for you to
            show yourself as if you were ready for marriage. Now that’s changed.”
         

         
         “Because you are the president? As I wished?”

         
         “Sister.” He lowered his head, looking at me, but he couldn’t help a little smile playing around under his mustache.

         
         I brought forth my book. “You cannot deny it, Father. It was all my doing. I cast my spells and changed your office.” I lifted
            my hand, as if there was a wand in it, and made the sign of the cross in the air toward him. “You’re welcome.”
         

         
         I gave him my most impish smile. Would he look at me? Through me?

         
         “I mean, wasn’t it something to show those ones who put you in to be vice president to keep you quiet? Ha! Look at you now.
            All because of me.”
         

         
         “Well, I suppose you’ll do. Now, how about you cast your spell about Washington, DC, for a suitable husband, eh?”

         
         He turned from me to his work on the desk, as I knew he would. No looks for me. Or the saying of my name. Our name. Well. I supposed I couldn’t have expected it, not since I went to the place that was forbidden—mention of my mother. It would have been too much for him. And I shouldn’t have put him in a vulnerable place now that he was the nation’s leader. Still, there was that spot, deep within me, the place full of questions that wanted to know, the place that insisted on poking through the thick veil of secrets between us. 

         
         “I will, Father. I’m sure there will be someone out there rich enough who will be willing to take me off your hands for a
            fair price.”
         

         
         His chuckle resonated across the room to me as I cracked open my book, but I was being completely serious. He did not know
            that the book that I had brought with me to read on my trip was Mr. Washington’s own book Up from Slavery that had gotten so much positive attention this year. They had obtained a copy for me at the front desk of the hotel when
            I requested it.
         

         
         Another perk of being the president’s daughter.

         
         So many in New York had spoken well about how he depicted his life as a young man who had done much to lift himself from the
            peculiar institution that I knew I was bound to pick up a few tips from him regarding how someone might seek liberation.
         

         
         Washington, DC, would be the place I would set myself free.

         
         I couldn’t wait.
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            November 1901

         

         The options for a young woman of the race are not great.

         
         There aren’t many like me who go to college, especially one like Wellesley with those questionable cows who called me Marsh,
            short for my middle name of Marshall, instead of Portia. They insisted that no Negro should have ever been named after Shakespeare’s
            most beautiful heroine. I needed to come away from that, so I went back to Alabama with my father for a little self-imposed
            break from the breathtaking horrors of being ignored and mistreated at the finest school for young ladies of quality in this
            country.
         

         
         As I told Alice, the other choice was medicine, but I cannot stand the sight of blood, not even my own when I have my not-so-friendly
            visitor each month. I remember when the visitor came upon me and there was no one around, save for Margaret, the woman who
            had married my father when I was nine, to help me.
         

         
         “Well, now,” she had said. “It begins. Stay away from men if you want to avoid bringing shame to your father and to Tuskegee.”
            And that was that.
         

         
         The coming of my womanhood made me miss my mothers even more than I already had. How would they have ushered in this time
            for me? I liked to close my eyes and imagine a warm hug. A cup of tea. Soothing words with love in them. Things that I would
            have to learn to do for myself. Things Margaret would never do for me.
         

         
         I could teach. Follow in Margaret’s footsteps. Which did not sound appealing, but if I thought about it, my mothers were also teachers so I could follow in theirs instead. And learn the lesson of staying away from men—one of the handful of wise things Margaret ever said. 

         
         So I came home from Wellesley. While I was there, contemplating my next move, I resolved to do some good and organize a choir.
            Now that the hard work of establishing the school was in the past, Tuskegee was at the point where, in the cool of the evening,
            there could be some fun, like having music sings. The music sings would help me figure out who could sing the old soothing
            spiritual songs from our ancestral past, the ones my father loved and that I resolved would never be forgotten. While I was
            home, I would conduct sing-alongs, with an eye to forming a choir that might tour the country and sing spirituals to raise
            money for my father’s ever impoverished school. Even I, as his oldest child and only daughter, understood—our all must go
            to Tuskegee.
         

         
         The downside of coming home, defeated by Wellesley, meant staying in the Oaks where Margaret presided, I mean resided, with
            my father, but the bother of her was worth the journey. Besides, my brothers were also there and they provided a great buffer
            between the highly charged female energy of the two of us.
         

         
         Since I was coming in during the term, I missed the hiring of new teachers, the entire phalanx of them who were eager to come
            to Tuskegee to serve under the auspices of my famous father. But now since I was one, on a temporary basis, I was required
            to attend teaching meetings. Since I loved my father, I didn’t mind watching all the others fall all over him in awe. However,
            there was one of them who held himself off a little to the back, with a slight smile pulling at his lips, amused at the ceremony
            of the teachers fawning over my father.
         

         
         His hair was parted and combed back into sleek submission on either side of his well-shaped head, and his mustache was also neatly waxed and tamed. His skin, smooth and supple looking, was a pleasant tan shade and his eyes, alert and sparkling, surveyed the carrying on with a little look of amusement. 

         
         And then, those light eyes met mine.

         
         The amusement that had quirked about his lips disappeared and something else, something more alluring, more sinister, came
            about them. Why did I notice his lips were large, yes, Negro large, pleasingly plump, and slightly slick just below his waxed
            mustache?
         

         
         Those are singing lips.

         
         Yes, that’s what it was. He looked as if he might be able to form the words to the Negro spirituals that I would teach the
            student choir. It would be beneficial to have another teacher to help with the students.
         

         
         Calm down.

         
         But a new feeling, one that stirred around in my loins, beckoned me like an age-old song, to make music with my body in a
            way that I had never imagined, told me something new.
         

         
         You are a liar.

         
         The gaze between us pulled like an invisible hook, and whatever force it was compelled me to cross the room to him, moving
            me to him, walking over to him to stand before him, so that I could inspect those lips up close and to see all of him.
         

         
         Every part of him.

         
         So he could see all of me.

         
         There I stood, right in front of him in my usual white shirtwaist and dark skirt, wishing that I looked better, prettier,
            more attractive somehow.
         

         
         Once I came closer to him, closer to his presence, I could see he was not as tall as I initially thought. But what he didn’t
            have in height, he more than made up for in his broad shoulders and arms, those muscular arms that seemed to be fairly bursting
            from his suit.
         

         
         Then he spoke and my body ceased functioning in that moment. Well, not really, since I didn’t die, but it was a kind of death. A death of one part of my life for another. 

         
         “Good day, Miss Portia.”

         
         Live the new life.

         
         My eyelids fluttered rapidly, as if to cool the warm room in the August temperatures. “You know my name?”

         
         He stepped one step closer to me to minimize the distance between us. “Who would not know the only daughter of the great Booker
            T. Washington? Why, you are the very image of him.”
         

         
         Girls born for their fathers are born for good luck.

         
         The old saying resonated in my head. It was not the first time someone had said that to me, but it was the first time I was
            disappointed to hear it. As handsome as my father was, I did not want to be regarded by this man as handsome. “I am?”
         

         
         “Yes. But of course, with appropriate female adjustment.” Then his eyes, those intense eyes, made a casual sweep of my entire
            being. The new feeling grasped at my inner core and I quivered in a way I knew was unseemly.
         

         
         Some training, I don’t know if it came from my scattered youth or what, took control. “You have the advantage of me, sir.
            I do not know you and we have not been introduced.”
         

         
         He reached out and picked up my hand, which had been hanging in limp shock at my side, and pressed his lips, those lips, to
            the back of it. “I apologize. You’re correct and I should not have been so bold as to speak to you until we were properly
            introduced to each other.”
         

         
         Lips.

         
         “I’m Portia.” What kind of fool was I for repeating my name, because hadn’t he said it already? Oh dear.

         
         He laughed a little bit, more
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