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​Chapter One — Every Room Has a Ceiling
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The rent party had been going since nine o'clock and it was now past midnight and the room had reached the particular pitch of itself that Estelle Beaumont had been waiting for since she'd walked in.

She could feel it the way she could feel a key change coming before she played it — a shift in the air, something loosening in the crowd, the particular surrender of people who have stopped thinking about how they look and started thinking about nothing at all. It happened at every good rent party, eventually. The well-dressed arrivals stopped arranging themselves and the musicians stopped watching the clock and the room became, for an hour or two, the truest version of what a room could be.

She did not allow herself the same surrender.

This was not, she had found, a choice she had to make consciously anymore. It had become the thing she was — Estelle Beaumont at the bandstand, precise and magnetic and perfectly composed, giving the room everything it had come for and nothing it hadn't been offered. She could feel when people wanted more. She gave them exactly what she had decided to give and not a fraction beyond.

It was, she understood, a kind of genius. It was also, she had never said aloud to anyone, a kind of exhaustion.

The brownstone was on 136th Street and it was packed to the crown molding — musicians and painters and women who wrote for the Messenger and men who had come up from downtown to see what Harlem had decided it was this season. The piano had been pushed to the far wall and someone had strung lights along the ceiling that swayed when people moved too close, sending amber warmth rolling across the room in slow waves. It smelled like pressed bodies and good bourbon and the particular sharp sweetness of someone's gardenias dying beautifully in a vase by the window.

Estelle played.

She played the way she had been playing since she was nine years old and her father had first sat her down at the upright in the front room and told her that music was the only honest language left, which had been a lie but also, as she'd come to understand, the most useful kind of lie — the kind that points, imprecisely, at a true thing. She had been playing since then and she was thirty-one years old now and she had made of it something extraordinary, which she knew because rooms told her so. Rooms and the people in them and the columns in the society pages and Rollins, who had been her booking agent for four years and who communicated approval primarily through the sheer enthusiasm with which he counted money.

She played, and the room listened, and she felt the room the way she always felt it — as a thing she was inside of and outside of simultaneously, part of the warmth and also the architect of it.

Her hands knew the music without her. Her mind was elsewhere.

It was not, she would have said if asked, wandering. Estelle Beaumont's mind did not wander. It moved, precisely, along tracks she had laid herself, assessing and cataloging and managing — the couple near the far door who had come in an argument and were now listing toward reconciliation, the young man by the piano who was trying to work out what her left hand was doing and getting most of it wrong, the woman in the green dress who had been looking at her since the first song with an expression Estelle recognized as admiration sharpening toward something more specific and more complicated.

She gave the woman in the green dress a smile calibrated to acknowledge and gently foreclose. The woman understood and looked away.

Estelle played.

Her drummer, Calvin, caught her eye over the heads of the crowd and lifted one eyebrow in a question — the silent language they had developed over three years of playing together, the vocabulary of musicians who have spent enough time in the same room to stop needing words for the important things. The question was: one more? The answer was: yes, something slower. Calvin nodded and shifted his grip on his brushes and the tempo changed beneath her hands like a current reversing direction, and she felt the room shift with it, bodies gravitating toward each other, and someone sighed audibly near the window, which was, she thought, about the best a musician could hope for.

She was being watched.

This was not unusual — she was always being watched, in this room and every room — but there was a quality to the watching tonight that she had noticed in the first set and had continued to notice in the way she continued to notice things she had not decided to examine. Somewhere in the back third of the room. Not the admiration she knew, not the ambition she knew, not the studied appreciation of people who had come to be seen being appreciative of something excellent. Something quieter. Something that felt, oddly, like being read.

She did not look up to find the source of it.

She had learned, early, that some things became larger when you looked at them directly.

The set ended the way she had decided it would end, with a chord that resolved into a silence that lasted exactly four beats before the applause broke. She stood at the front of the bandstand and received it the way she received everything — with grace and with a certain precise generosity, just enough warmth to feel like intimacy without being intimacy at all. The room loved her. Rooms always loved her. She gave them every reason to.

She came down from the bandstand and Calvin said, "Good set," and she said, "Yes," and Rollins materialized at her elbow the way he always materialized at her elbow after a performance, smelling of cedar and calculation.

"Good set," he said.

"Calvin told me."

Rollins did not smile at this. He had the expression he wore when there was something he had been thinking about and had decided to say, which was a particular compression of the lips that she had cataloged years ago and never told him about.

"There's something I'd like to talk to you about," he said. "Not tonight."

"When?"

"Wednesday. Lunch." He said it with the care of a man laying down cards he wasn't entirely certain of. "There's a situation I think we should get ahead of."

Estelle looked at him. She was very good at looking at people — the sustained, level regard that she'd developed partly because it was useful and partly because she had discovered early that most people could not hold it, and a person who cannot hold your gaze is a person who has revealed something. Rollins could hold it. He had known her long enough to have learned to.

"Wednesday," she said.

"Wednesday."

She moved through the room after that in the way she always moved through rooms — with the slow deliberateness of a woman who has never been in a hurry in her life and never intends to start, pausing here for a word, there for a hand pressed briefly in both of hers, accepting a glass of something she drank half of and set on the nearest surface. She said the things she was supposed to say and listened to the things she was supposed to listen to and was, she knew, exactly what the room had come to see.

She did not find the person who had been watching her from the back of the room.

She told herself she had not looked.

By two in the morning, the party had thinned to its last faithful third — the ones who had nowhere else to be, which was to say, the ones Estelle liked best. She had made her rounds. She had performed the Estelle Beaumont that Harlem required and she had performed it well and she was, in the quiet place behind her eyes, tired in the particular way she was always tired after a good set — wrung out and restless at once, too alive to sleep and not alive enough to keep performing.

She made her goodbyes. She was good at goodbyes. She was good at most of the social forms because she had understood early that they were a kind of music — structured, patterned, emotionally legible to everyone in the room, requiring nothing more of you than to play your part correctly.

She let herself out through the kitchen, which was her habit, and walked the two blocks back to her apartment in the February cold with her coat pulled close and the sound of her own heels on the sidewalk for company.

The apartment was quiet in the way it was always quiet when she came home — organized, dark except for the lamp she left on by the door, entirely her own. She had furnished it herself, piece by piece, each object chosen for what it was rather than what it signaled, and she stood in the doorway of the front room for a moment and looked at it the way she sometimes did after performances, reassuring herself of its realness.

She crossed to the piano.

It was not the upright of her childhood — it was a Steinway baby grand she had paid for herself and which lived in the center of her front room like an argument about what mattered. She sat down at it in her good dress without taking off her coat because it was cold and because sometimes the urgency of the thing arrived before practicality could catch up with it.

She played four bars.

Not the music she had played tonight — not anything she had played for any room. Four bars of something that had been forming itself in her for three weeks, something that had no name yet and no audience, something that moved through a key she had not quite decided on and held there, unresolved, in a way that felt almost exactly like what she did not allow herself to feel in rooms where people were watching.

She stopped.

The silence came in.

She sat with her hands in her lap and the lid still open over the keys and the lamp throwing its yellow circle against the far wall, and she thought about Wednesday. About Rollins and his compressed lips and the situation he wanted to get ahead of. About the particular quality of the watching she had felt tonight, from the back of the room — that curious, reading quality, like being translated into a language she hadn't known was being spoken.

She closed the piano lid.

She would find out on Wednesday what the situation was. She would manage it, as she managed everything — efficiently, without drama, with the calm precision she had developed over thirty-one years of being a Black woman in rooms that had not necessarily expected her and had never, not once, been allowed to see that she had noticed.

She was very good at managing things.

She went to bed.

She did not sleep for a while.

In the morning, she did not think about the four bars she had played. She did not think about Rollins, or Wednesday, or the particular quality of being watched that she had not allowed herself to examine. She made coffee and dressed and went to rehearsal and conducted her musicians through a new arrangement with the calm authority that had made her reputation, and the morning passed into afternoon and the afternoon into evening, and Estelle Beaumont moved through it all with the precise and practiced grace of a woman who has made an art form of being seen without being known.

The four bars stayed with her anyway.

That was the trouble with the music that came from the place she did not usually let anyone see. It did not wait to be invited. It came when it chose, and then it stayed.
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​Chapter Two — The Geography of Respectable Women
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The train from Philadelphia left at seven forty-five in the morning and Cecile Thibodeau was on it with twenty minutes to spare, which was unlike her — she was ordinarily a woman of exact arrivals — but she had woken at four and found that there was nothing left to do in the apartment that she had been doing since midnight, which was to say there was nothing left to check, recheck, fold, or decide about, and so she had simply left.

The luggage was neat. She had seen to that.

Three cases, each packed with the particular care of a woman who has been trained by circumstance to make the outside of things presentable regardless of what was happening inside them. Her winter coat was pressed. Her notebook — the small brown one with the soft cover, which she had carried since graduate school and which was on its third re-stitching — was in her handbag. She had her train ticket and the address in Harlem where Dorothea was staying and a letter of introduction from the editor at the Messenger that she did not think she would need but had brought anyway, because preparation was one of the things she knew how to do.

She sat by the window and watched Philadelphia unspool itself and become countryside and became, for the duration of this, a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

She was twenty-nine years old. She had been married for seven years to a man named Fletcher Thibodeau, who was decent and conventional and not unkind, and she had left him seventeen days ago in a manner that was as orderly as she could make it, which was to say that it was not orderly at all but had looked orderly from the outside, which was perhaps the same thing. She had not filed anything. She had not decided anything about the word divorce, which sat in the back of her mind like an object someone had left in a room and not yet come back for. She had only packed her cases and kissed Fletcher on the cheek — he had stood very still for it, the way a man stands when he does not know what gesture is called for but understands that something is ending — and taken the car to the station.

She had not cried on the platform. She had not cried anywhere, yet, which she was aware was not the same as not needing to.

She opened her notebook.

She had been a poet since she was nineteen — or since before that, since she was fourteen and filling composition books with things she did not have words for and trying to find the words anyway, which was what poetry was, she had come to understand. She had published two collections with a small press in Philadelphia and had work in the Crisis and the Messenger and had been called, in print, "a voice of careful, luminous restraint," which had pleased her at the time and which she had been thinking about differently recently. The careful. The restraint. She was not certain anymore that these were compliments. She was not certain they were not.

She looked at the open page.

She wrote: Philadelphia.

She considered this for a moment, then crossed it out.

She wrote: What I am going toward.

She crossed that out too.

The countryside outside the window was grey and spare and February-bare, every tree stripped to its argument. She had always liked February, which was a thing people found strange about her — most people found February grim, but she had always thought there was something honest about a month that did not bother pretending. Everything visible. Nothing performing. She thought she might write that down, and then did not, because it felt uncomfortably close to something she did not want to look at too directly on a moving train.

She thought about the poems she had published. The ones that had been praised for their luminous restraint. She thought about what they were about, the surface of them — longing, loss, the texture of time passing, the particular grief of things that had not happened and perhaps would not. She had written these poems and believed, or had seemed to believe, that they were about the general condition of longing, addressed to the air, to the reader, to the abstract space where poetry lives when it is not yet about anything specific.

She thought, now, on the train, for not the first time in the last seventeen days, about whether this had been true.

She did not follow the thought to its end. There was a great deal of space between Philadelphia and New York and she was only halfway through it.

She wrote: I am going to New York.

Then, below it, smaller: I am going because I could not stay.

She did not cross this one out.

Penn Station arrived with the great organized noise of itself — the marble and the arched windows and the particular roar of a building that has spent decades metabolizing human urgency — and Cecile gathered her cases and her composure in equal measure and walked out into it. She was looking for Dorothea, who had said she would be by the Seventh Avenue entrance at half past nine, which it now was.

Dorothea was not by the Seventh Avenue entrance.

Dorothea was in the middle of the floor, holding a sign that read THIBODEAU in letters large enough to be legible from the street, wearing a coat the color of a well-ripened tomato, and talking to a man with a trumpet case who appeared to be trying to leave the conversation and not quite managing it.

Cecile had known Dorothea Voss for eleven years, which was long enough to have ceased being surprised by her, although the coat was impressive even by Dorothea's standards.

"You're on time," Dorothea said, releasing the trumpet man with a nod that was either a farewell or a promissory note. She
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