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            Chapter One

         
         
            Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

            February 1850

         

         
            
               
                  Come home. STOP. Quickly. STOP.

               

            

         
         I have been clutching this telegram since I received it two weeks ago. The paper is wrinkled and sweat-stained now from my
            nervous hands. There are no details as to why I should rush home from my precious singing lessons in Buffalo—the ones Miss
            Lizbeth procured for me on the strength of a favor from a friend. The lessons that are mostly unavailable in my hometown because
            I am Black.
         

         
         Yet, no matter how necessary my lessons are, I booked passage on the first steamship I could take out of Buffalo Harbor to
            Erie, Pennsylvania. Then three days in a packet boat down the Erie Extension Canal until now.
         

         
         My knee bounces along with my trembling hands as I peer out the tiny grime-encrusted window of the covered carriage. This
            is the final mode of transport to take me to the only mother I’ve ever known, but the driver does not appear to be in any
            rush.
         

         
         More than anything, my worry stems from the fact that this telegram came not from Miss Lizbeth herself, but from her nurse, Sarah. When I departed for my lessons six months ago, Miss Lizbeth was in her regular state of frailty—she is nearly one hundred years old, after all—but she was not sick. Every morning she rose early to have our tea and biscuits ready before I was dressed. She could send her own telegram before I left home for my lessons. 

         
         “Here is the address,” I say to the driver, who has nearly passed our brownstone.

         
         The carriage halts so suddenly that I must stretch my arms forward to keep from being thrown from the seat. If I was a slender
            girl, I would have been. I give silent praise for my heavy bones and healthy appetite.
         

         
         Of course, my dear friend Lucien is waiting for me in front of our three-story brownstone on Mulberry Street. I had sent word
            of my travel before boarding the stagecoach, but there was no way of knowing when I would arrive. He could have been standing
            here for hours, dressed in his church jacket and pants, his smile stretching from one ear to the other.
         

         
         Lucien is tall and wiry, with sandpaper-colored skin and a friendly disposition. His kind nature makes up what he lacks in
            looks. Separately, his features aren’t ghastly: large, wide-set eyes, a broad and flat nose that takes up too much space,
            and thick, heavy lips that he can never seem to properly moisturize—they’re either too moist from his licking them or too
            dry from the elements. The collection of these features is not quite what most women consider handsome, but with his physique,
            chiseled from hard work, and a little confidence, he could still manage to turn many heads. Unfortunately, confidence is not
            something Lucien possesses, and he tends to slouch, making himself smaller.
         

         
         Lucien rushes forward to take my bag and help me down the two steps, making me feel like a lady for a change.

         
         “Lucien,” I say while he encircles me with his arms. “Have you spoken to Miss Lizbeth?”

         
         “She is not well, Eliza. It’s good that you’re home.” I hear the concern in his tone, and it makes me feel anxious to see
            Miss Lizbeth.
         

         
         Not wanting to go inside to Miss Lizbeth with a melancholy expression, I hold back my flood of emotions. I know how old she is. Perhaps I shouldn’t have gone so far away to take my lessons. 

         
         “It isn’t your fault.” Lucien consoles me as if reading my thoughts. “The doctor says it’s pneumonia. She’s taken to her bed.”

         
         “And have you seen her? Talked to her?”

         
         Lucien takes my arm with his free hand and helps me up the snow-and-slush-covered stairs. I am grateful for this, because
            the wind is whipping so that I’ve already stumbled twice since climbing out of the carriage. It is late February, and winter
            is still in charge of the weather. The winds are blustery, the skies overcast, and the cold chills to the bone.
         

         
         “I have not seen her,” Lucien laments. “Sarah keeps her hidden away from the world, or maybe just from me.”

         
         I believe this. While Sarah is an excellent nurse, she is not as fond of Black people as Miss Lizbeth, although she would
            never say as much around the other Quaker members of our closely knit community. I have seen her cast envious glances in my
            direction, especially once I entered adulthood. Perhaps I was less threatening to her as a little girl, and as a former slave.
            But at twenty-six, and with Miss Lizbeth still doting on me as if she gave birth to me herself, I may be a problem for Sarah.
            She would probably do away with me if she could, so I am sure she has no use for Lucien.
         

         
         I use my key to open the door and am overwhelmed by the odor of sickness. The brownstone smells of medicine and decay. Of
            a long life nearing its end.
         

         
         “Lucien, will you take my bags to my room? I want to go directly in to see Miss Lizbeth.”

         
         Sarah emerges from Miss Lizbeth’s bedroom with her lips pressed together in a grim expression. She looks neither happy nor
            surprised to see me, but I stretch my arms toward her anyway. She barely embraces me, and there is no love in the motion.
         

         
         “Miss Elizabeth is resting,” Sarah says coldly. “You will have to visit with her later.”

         
         “I will sit next to her while she sleeps.” I push past Sarah to open the door. “Excuse me, please.”

         
         Sarah narrows her eyes but does not object. She knows better than to do that. I may be Black, but I am still her employer’s
            daughter.
         

         
         Though I try to be as quiet as possible, Miss Lizbeth’s eyes flutter open when I close the door behind me. A weak smile teases
            her lips, and I force myself to smile back.
         

         
         “Eliza, you’re home.” Her voice is dry and raspy and barely above a whisper, but I can still hear her joy at seeing me. She
            pats the chair at her bedside. “Come and sit. Tell me about your lessons.”
         

         
         I fight back tears at her wasted state. She looks so tiny in her sleeping dress. Mostly she seems old and tired. Though she’s
            been in the winter of her life since I was born, she’s never appeared so frail. Miss Lizbeth has always been full of vigor.
            This pneumonia has stolen that from her.
         

         
         I sit and fold my hands across my lap, the way Miss Lizbeth taught me. Even with her education on etiquette, I am never sure
            how I will be judged by even the friendliest of white people. I know that my robust size and my very dark complexion cause
            some to believe I am a brute, no matter how genteel my behavior.
         

         
         “Lucien asks about you,” I say, not wanting to remind her of the lessons that kept me far away when she fell ill.

         
         Miss Lizbeth opens her mouth to speak, but she is overcome by a fit of coughing. She reaches for the glass of water on her
            nightstand, and I rush to hand it to her. Luckily, she is propped up on a mound of pillows and able to drink without incident.
         

         
         “Why hasn’t he visited? I would’ve enjoyed seeing him over these past few months.”

         
         “And he you. But Sarah would not allow it.”

         
         Miss Lizbeth’s eyebrows shoot up at this offense. “Sarah does not allow or disallow anything in my home. I will speak to her.”

         
         “No need,” I say, taking the glass of water from Miss Lizbeth and returning it to its place on the nightstand. “I am here
            now, and so Lucien will get an audience.”
         

         
         “No need to be so proper, my dear. You are home,” she says, patting my hand and calming me. “Lucien will visit, and we will
            laugh as we always do.”
         

         
         “We will, but first we have to get you better.”

         
         Miss Lizbeth’s heavy sigh does not match her smile, but I wait for her to elaborate. “I just bet Lucien was waiting for you
            when the carriage arrived, wasn’t he?”
         

         
         So we’re not going to discuss her health. Or her getting better. There is a sinking feeling in my belly. A person cannot live
            forever, but I cannot fathom my world without Miss Lizbeth.
         

         
         “He was. He is such a loyal friend to me. Always there when I need him.”

         
         “Well, he desires more than friendship. You know that.”

         
         I look away from Miss Lizbeth’s knowing gaze. This is a difficult subject for me. Everyone believes that Lucien wants to court
            me, but I don’t have the same feelings for him. I also do not have any other men inquiring after me, so there’s a small voice
            inside me that nags at me not to discourage Lucien so hastily. “He has not said as much, and I will not broach the topic myself.
            I quite enjoy our friendship.”
         

         
         “Lucien never changes. He is a good man.” Even in her whispery voice, I can hear the compassion Miss Lizbeth has for Lucien.

         
         “I do enjoy his company, but I sometimes fear there’s an additional motivation for his attentions. I don’t know what will
            become of us if he makes these motivations plain.”
         

         
         There are times when I let myself dream of something more than a life with a husband and children. But then other times I
            think I might welcome the security of a marriage, because what choice is there, really, other than spinsterhood?
         

         
         Still other times I wonder if it’s the idea of marriage that gives me pause or if it’s Lucien. Because would I want children and a quiet life if it was with someone other than Lucien? Someone who makes my toes tingle, if that is a possibility? I have never felt tingling with Lucien.
         

         
         “To anyone with eyes, his motivations are plain,” Miss Lizbeth says knowingly.

         
         I no longer wish to speak of this. Not today. Today, I care only about spending time with Miss Lizbeth.

         
         “I don’t know about Lucien, but I do know I’d like to tell you about my lessons.”

         
         Miss Lizbeth closes her eyes for a long moment, hopefully accepting my hint that I’d like to turn our attentions somewhere
            other than Lucien, at least for now.
         

         
         After coughing for an extended amount of time, she finally croaks, “And I want to hear about your lessons. How is Bella?”

         
         I cannot think about Miss Bella without wanting to adjust my posture and breathe from my diaphragm. The tiny Italian woman
            is well into her eighties but has the energy of a woman decades younger. Even miles away, I can almost hear her cane tapping
            in my head, keeping the tempo as I sing.
         

         
         Bella is short for Isabella Antonacci. She moved to America as a young woman. Her story changes almost every time I ask, but
            from what I gather, she had a promising career ahead of her as a prima donna and was trained by her cousin Tonio, who was
            a composer and one of the last castrati—young men who were castrated at an early age to preserve their soprano or contralto
            voices for the stage.
         

         
         She says her career was ruined, and she hints at the reason, but I can never quite pin down the exact story. I believe it
            had to do with her exquisite beauty. If the portraits hanging in her studio are accurate depictions, she was stunning, with
            lush dark hair, blue eyes, full lips, and a buxom figure.
         

         
         “Miss Bella is as fiery as ever,” I say. “Still teaching her young students too.”

         
         “The small children? Is she mad?” Miss Lizbeth manages to sound amused between a few weaker coughs.

         
         Weak not because there’s less congestion, for I can still hear the loud rattle, but I think perhaps she’s growing even more
            tired. I hate to leave her side, but I may need to heed Sarah’s advice and allow her to rest.
         

         
         “Miss Bella says she will continue to teach them singing and Italian as long as she has the energy. But lately she has started
            to use her walking stick all the time.”
         

         
         Miss Lizbeth now simply shakes her head in wonder. She motions to her tumbler of water, and I quickly give her a drink. Some
            of the water dribbles onto her nightgown, and she does not look refreshed, but she gives a tiny smile that makes her look
            peaceful.
         

         
         “Show me what you’ve learned,” she asks.

         
         “Well, I am learning an aria, but I don’t think it’s good enough yet.”

         
         “I’m sure it is better than you think. Learning from Bella is the next best thing to being educated in Europe. She may even
            be better. Let me hear it.”
         

         
         Another soft smile and a hand squeeze are all the encouragement I need. I push away the thought that this may be the last
            time I sing for Miss Lizbeth, but her chest continues to rattle with every breath, and the pale wrinkled hand that covers
            mine has lost its vigor.
         

         
         I swallow to moisten my throat. It isn’t enough, but I will not sing in full voice, and I will pull back on the high notes—things
            my teacher has instilled in me, things I didn’t know to do before. Miss Bella says my voice, my range, will not last forever
            and that I must do all I can to preserve it.
         

         
         Miss Lizbeth shudders when I open my mouth to sing the first melancholy note. This aria, from La sonnambula, is a sad one, perfect for this occasion.
         

         
         All the grief I feel at the thought of losing Miss Lizbeth comes rushing out over the notes as I sing the words. My parents, formerly owned by Miss Lizbeth, but now manumitted, went to the freed slave colony in West Africa called Liberia, along with my two sisters, when I was seven years old. Miss Lizbeth told me that my father had been brought over on a slave ship when he was a boy of about twelve years old, only a few years before the slave trade ended for good, and it had always been his dream to see Africa again. But my mother was born in America—a Seminole woman. 

         
         They’d left me behind in America, because when it was time for the ship to leave for Liberia in 1831, I had just recovered
            from a terrible fever, and the doctor did not believe I would survive the voyage. My mother could not stay behind if she wanted
            freedom. The only way the court would agree to the terms of the manumission was if the entire group boarded the ship and left
            America, never to return.
         

         
         So Miss Lizbeth promised to take me back to Philadelphia with her and educate me. Because I was only seven, and sickly, perhaps
            no one considered me a threat, and I was allowed to stay.
         

         
         Of course, I don’t recall any of this. This story was told and retold to me over the years, by Miss Lizbeth. And with every
            retelling, she adds or subtracts a detail or two. Like the last time, she remembered that there were eighteen people in total
            who left the plantation in Natchez to board the brig Criterion to travel to Liberia.
         

         
         What I remember of my parents and sisters is in bits and pieces. My mother’s soothing voice and her long, heavy hair that
            she wore in a braid that went past her bottom. I recall her being much shorter than my father, and his laugh echoes in my
            memories. It was loud and booming and seemed to go on forever once he got going.
         

         
         The memories of my sisters are even cloudier. Brown faces, chubby hands, and more laughter. That is all.

         
         I never questioned their decision to leave me behind until now, because when Miss Lizbeth dies, I will have no protector.

         
         Of course, I will have Lucien, who may have his heart set on marriage and family. He would perhaps relish being able to step in to protect me, but that protection would accompany his promise of forever. Only Miss Lizbeth’s love comes without strings. 

         
         Tears stream down Miss Lizbeth’s face as I hit the last note and perfectly trill as Miss Bella has taught me. The aria, while
            melancholy, is beautiful and haunting.
         

         
         “The words,” Miss Lizbeth says after another coughing fit, “what do they mean?”

         
         “I’m sure my Italian pronunciations are imperfect, but it begins with I had not thought I would see you, dear flowers, perished so soon. That is the translation.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t know if it was correct or not, since I don’t speak Italian.”

         
         We both laugh, though singing the words properly is part of my education. Miss Bella teaches me more than the rudiments of
            singing. She also teaches me how to stand, how to hold my hands, and how to look elegant and gracious while making my voice
            accomplish nearly impossible feats. And, of course, she tries her best to teach me Italian, so that if I become a prima donna
            one day, I will be able to visit Italy and learn from greater teachers than herself.
         

         
         “Miss Bella says I should honor and cherish each syllable,” I explain. “But it’s so hard, because I only know some of the
            words until I hear the translation. In Italian they are mostly sounds with music notes attached.”
         

         
         “I have confidence in you, my dear Eliza. You will learn as much as you can from Bella, and then you can receive more training
            in Europe.”
         

         
         “You are surer of these things than I am, Miss Lizbeth. Please do not leave me. I am not ready to be in this world without
            you.”
         

         
         There. I’ve spoken the words in my heart. I am afraid of what comes next without her.

         
         “Everyone, everything is temporary. But when we’re gone, we must leave the world better than when we entered it, yes?”

         
         I muster a smile. Miss Lizbeth has always been a fearless woman who has long navigated this world without a husband or protector, though she was married twice. 

         
         “And when I am gone, you will cleave unto Mary. She will be a comfort for you.” Miss Lizbeth delivers her words with certainty
            and finality. She hates hysterics.
         

         
         But my mind reels.

         
         “I am not ready for instructions on what to do after you’re gone. I do not wish to think about that.”

         
         “But you must think about these things. I don’t have much time left.” This is punctuated with a hacking cough that does nothing
            to clear the moist sounds in Miss Lizbeth’s chest. I pretend not to notice the blood-tinged spittle at the corners of her
            dry lips.
         

         
         “You have had illnesses before, and you have recovered.”

         
         “This one will finish me, and you are what I leave behind,” Miss Lizbeth says. “You must pursue your gift.”

         
         What a heavy burden to lay at my feet when she will not be here to see me endure the suffering that is sure to come with this
            pursuit. How can I be the thing she leaves behind? I am her namesake, and it is true that she has nurtured and cared for me
            my entire life, but she cannot bequeath unto me the one thing that will make cultivating this gift possible.
         

         
         “Pursue singing as a profession?” I ask the question, because the Society of Friends does not encourage singing or the arts
            in general.
         

         
         “Why not?” Miss Lizbeth scoffs.

         
         “The Friends . . .”

         
         One side of Miss Lizbeth’s mouth rises in her familiar lopsided grin. “Come now, Eliza. Don’t you try to convince me that
            you will follow the Quaker way of life when I’m gone. I can barely get you to visit the meetings. You and Mary have your Baptist
            church.”
         

         
         “We do.”

         
         “And last I checked, the Baptists are quite fond of music and singing.”

         
         “Yes, but I am”—I search my mind for the word that will best fit this sentiment—“limited.”

         
         Miss Lizbeth shakes her head. An adamant no. “You are gifted.”
         

         
         “Yes, but there are limits to what I can achieve. I am too dark to be seen as delicate in this world. People don’t expect
            beautiful music to come from my mouth. They must always be convinced. I must always prove myself.” My explanation is rambling
            and emotional, but she must listen to me.
         

         
         Though it seems as if it should be impossible for her to do so, Miss Lizbeth rises from her mound of pillows. She grips my
            hand with a strength that she doesn’t appear to have, and she gazes directly into my eyes.
         

         
         “Believe this. Every gift comes from God. Promise me you won’t waste it.”

         
         “I—”

         
         Miss Lizbeth’s frail body shakes with terrifying coughs. What little color remains drains from her face as more blood trickles
            from the corners of her mouth. I try not to scream, but I do let out a yelp that brings Sarah bursting into the room. She
            pushes me away from the bedside.
         

         
         “Eliza, she must rest,” Sarah hisses. “Can’t you see that with your own eyes?”

         
         I grit my teeth but allow Sarah space to do her work. Miss Lizbeth might be her charge, but she is my guardian, and she is
            slipping away.
         

         
         “Promise me, Eliza,” Miss Lizbeth whispers as Sarah gently lowers her head back onto the rearranged pillows.

         
         “I promise.”

         
         Miss Lizbeth’s eyes close as I give my uncertain response, and she falls into a restless sleep. Her body shudders with every
            rattling breath. Though I am unsure about where this gift will lead me, I am certain that Miss Lizbeth will not be here to
            witness the outcome.
         

         
         Sarah tucks the blankets high around her neck, though it looks uncomfortable, and then turns to glare at me.

         
         “I told you she was tired, but you disturbed and excited her,” she says in a tone that is not only unpleasant but disrespectful as well. 

         
         She does not deserve an answer, so I don’t give her one. Sarah resumes her station next to Miss Lizbeth’s bedside, and I leave
            the room.
         

         
         Lucien is waiting outside the door, with his hat in his hand, a look of worry on his face. Seeing his concern unleashes my
            flood of tears. I allow him to wrap me in the warmth of his strong, muscled arms, no matter how he may interpret my closeness.
            If nothing else, I feel safe with Lucien. I look up at his face, his smooth skin and kind eyes, feeling sorrowful that I don’t
            have an attraction to him. And as I gaze, I question if I could ever feel those deeper things for him.
         

         
         “It won’t be long,” I say, after abruptly pulling away from the hug when Lucien tried to hold on a little longer than was
            welcome. “She can barely breathe without coughing, and there is blood in her spittle.”
         

         
         “She has lived a good, long life. Don’t be sad.”

         
         But it is more concern and trepidation that I feel than sadness. I have made a promise to Miss Lizbeth, and I am bound by
            duty and by love to honor it. More than this, I want to believe in the greatness that Miss Lizbeth sees in me. Instead of
            marrying—no matter how much Lucien desires it—I will continue my lessons and see what unfolds.
         

         
         Hopefully, my friendship with Lucien will survive unscathed even if I don’t want to bear his children and cook his meals.
            There are, after all, many women in Philadelphia who can do these things for him.
         

         
         I am the only woman I know, however, who can sing La sonnambula.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         After seeing my dear Miss Lizbeth in such a state of deterioration, I must find a way to lift my spirits. So I send word to
            my sister, Mary, to meet me at the home of Miss Ophelia Price, our neighbor and friend. Ophelia is a widow and very wealthy,
            but as unassuming as a pauper.
         

         
         Mary waits for me in front of Ophelia’s brownstone, her dainty foot tapping with impatience. Everything about Mary is doll-like,
            from her big, bright eyes with heavy lashes and nose that comes to a point instead of spreading wide like mine, to hair that
            is as fine as silk. But the most stunning part of her face is her smooth brown skin. It is so perfect that I have witnessed
            people reach their hands toward her face to touch and make sure it’s real.
         

         
         I call Mary my sister, although our bond is by spirit and not by blood. Even though Miss Lizbeth hadn’t been Mary’s mistress,
            she had taken Mary in for a time when she’d escaped from a plantation in Mississippi on the Underground Railroad, and had
            contributed to her schooling out of dedication to her abolitionist cause. Perhaps she’d thought Mary would be a good companion
            for me, because I had none, and she was right.
         

         
         But Mary was only in school for two years before she met Isaiah when she was sixteen. She’d married him without hesitation,
            with everyone’s blessing, and with me as her young bridesmaid.
         

         
         I cannot recall the number of times I have compared myself to Mary or judged my own features against her flawless perfection. It is not fair to either of us for me to do this, but when life is made easier or more difficult based on one’s looks, it is impossible not to pay attention to the differences. 

         
         Mary is a perfect beauty, so it’s no surprise that Isaiah allowed her to sneak out of their boutique to come visit with me.
            He rarely tells Mary no. One bat of her lashes, and he melts.
         

         
         One would think that, since I asked Mary to use her feminine wiles to escape the rest of her workday, I at least could’ve
            shown up on time. But slipping away from Lucien had proved harder than I anticipated. He’d wanted to talk about his plans
            for his summer garden.
         

         
         I approach Mary with a smile and outstretched arms—two things she cannot resist. Her frown evaporates as she gives me the
            warmest of hugs.
         

         
         “What took you so long? Isaiah has given me three hours to visit with you, and then I must return. We have a large order of
            shirts from a wealthy gentleman who sets sail the day after next. Isaiah has already decided how to spend his money, so it
            will be best for us to complete the work, don’t you think?”
         

         
         “Yes, and please thank Isaiah for me.”

         
         “Isaiah says you can thank him by baking one of those delicious apple pies you keep promising.”

         
         “That’s too easy. Consider it baked.”

         
         Ophelia’s front door opens, and the scent of pastries wafts out ahead of the plump yet curvaceous woman. She waves from the
            top of her stairs.
         

         
         “Are you two coming inside or standing out here in the cold? I just took fresh tea cakes out of the oven.”

         
         Mary and I rush up the stairs and follow Ophelia inside through her cramped foyer. The home isn’t in disarray, it’s just full
            of eccentric trinkets from Ophelia’s travels. A peacock’s feather here, an Indian tapestry there. Woven baskets from bushwomen
            in Africa and teapots from China. Ophelia has been everywhere her dead husband’s money can carry her.
         

         
         Ophelia, much like Miss Lizbeth, associates herself with the Society of Friends, without being in full fellowship. Both women choose the pieces of the religion that they agree with, like abolition and equality, and reject the parts that don’t suit them. Such autonomy and boldness is rare even for white women, but their wealth and generosity allow them to move in these spaces without harsh judgment. 

         
         There is judgment, though, mostly from Quaker women who don’t think Ophelia or Miss Lizbeth are proper. There are rarely invitations
            for either of them to tea or other engagements. So they entertain how they see fit. Even if that includes hosting two Black
            women who love music and tea cakes.
         

         
         “How is Miss Lizbeth?” Ophelia asks. “I visited her a few days ago, and she could barely get through a sentence without coughing.”

         
         “She is the same, if not worse.”

         
         “Well, we will pray for her and leave it to God.”

         
         Ophelia calling for prayer and putting things in God’s hands is far from a platitude. She spent her years before marriage
            as a nurse and has seen Miss Lizbeth’s state. If her recommendation is prayer, things are bleaker than I thought.
         

         
         “Mary, is Isaiah still treating you well?”

         
         Mary glances at me out of the corner of her eye, and we share a grin. Ophelia always asks this, every time we visit, because
            Ophelia’s brother Henry is smitten with Mary. At the sign of any trouble between Mary and her splendid husband, both Ophelia
            and Henry are ready to rescue her. And even though it isn’t legal for Henry to marry her, he jokes that he’ll take her to
            Europe, where she will live with servants and wealth beyond her imagination.
         

         
         “He is,” Mary says. “And he sends his regards.”

         
         “Humph.”

         
         Mary closes her eyes, and her shoulders shake with silent laughter. Ophelia is used to getting the things she wants and so is her brother. Mary’s refusal to be wooed presents an ever-present challenge to them both. 

         
         “Ladies, follow me,” Ophelia says as she struts down a decorated hallway. For the moment, it seems she’s abandoned her thoughts
            of having Mary as a sister-in-law. “I have our tea service set up in the parlor. I am eager to hear what Eliza has learned
            in Buffalo.”
         

         
         “Eliza doesn’t need lessons,” Mary says. “She opens her mouth and entire songs just flow right off her tongue. I wish I had
            a fraction of her gift. I would always be singing.”
         

         
         “Her voice is amazing,” Ophelia says, “but Bella is a master of the vocal arts. Eliza couldn’t have a better tutor.”

         
         Walking several paces ahead of me and Mary, Ophelia throws open the double doors of her parlor. The last bit of afternoon
            sunlight spills into the hallway, illuminating the artwork on the walls. Beautiful paintings of African men, women, and children
            adorn the left side, and a painting of an Indian chief decorates the right. Walking through this hall reminds me of my parents.
            I wonder if they look as regal as the people on Ophelia’s walls.
         

         
         Every time Mary and I visit, she shows us something new. I want to gasp as we step into the spacious and airy room, but I
            hold it in and wait for Ophelia to tell us about her new treasure. I know there’s a story of how the white pianoforte has
            made its way into Ophelia’s brownstone.
         

         
         “Darlings, will you look at this beauty.” Ophelia gestures joyously as she almost sings the words. “A solid marble pianoforte,
            with ivory keys carved from elephant tusks. Come and listen to me play.”
         

         
         “I have never seen anything like this in Philadelphia,” Mary says. “You must have found this in Europe.”

         
         “Oh yes, of course. It was crafted by an Italian sculptor who creates musical instruments instead of the busts and statues
            of famous men.”
         

         
         Ophelia, grand in everything she does, takes a seat at the pianoforte, stretches her arms high, and wiggles her fingers.

         
         “What shall I play, darlings?” she asks, although I am sure she does not care one bit about our musical tastes.

         
         Mary helps herself to tea and cakes and sits on a beautifully embroidered chaise. Not very hungry after dining with Lucien,
            I choose instead to further inspect this lovely instrument. It almost looks too precious to play.
         

         
         Ophelia closes her brightly painted eyelids as if it will help her choose her musical selection. I marvel at the translucence
            of her skin and the blue veins at her temple that aren’t covered by a thick layer of powder. I am most amazed that she took
            such time to paint herself for a visit from me and Mary. I am drab in comparison.
         

         
         I also examine her hair, an intricate cascading pin curl creation. I believe it is a wig, but I cannot be sure. My own heavy
            and thick hair is braided and pinned into a neat bun at the nape of my neck—the way it is always styled. I wonder if I could
            try something like Ophelia’s. Miss Lizbeth would laugh at these musings and tell me to wear my hair however I please. But
            Ophelia’s is a style that commands attention, and I’m afraid enough attention is drawn to me by my size alone.
         

         
         Ophelia begins to play the opening bars of a song I know well. “When Stars Are in the Quiet Skies” is one of the first songs
            I learned while studying with Miss Bella. It is a ballad with a simple yet soothing melody.
         

         
         “Sing with me, Eliza,” Ophelia says, with her eyes now fixed to the sheet music in front of her. “You know this one, don’t
            you?”
         

         
         “We’d just like to hear you play, isn’t that right, Mary?”

         
         I glance over at Mary, hoping for help, but she munches her tea cake and grins. There’s no way my only partially trained voice
            can compare to this instrument, and I don’t want to embarrass myself trying.
         

         
         Mary tilts her head and dabs the sides of her mouth with a napkin. “I love the way you sing this song, Eliza.”

         
         “Now we have a majority,” Ophelia says. “Join me before my fingers tire of playing.”

         
         In my bedroom or in the garden when I am alone, I like to sing this song in my full soprano, but I did not run scales this
            morning. So I’ll need to start in the low register to warm my voice.
         

         
         “‘When stars are in the quiet skies, then most I long for thee.’”

         
         Ophelia’s eyes widen, and Mary’s head snaps up in awe when they hear my rich, deep baritone. Bella tells me that she has never
            taught a woman with notes as low as mine. I can go deeper still into the low bass typically heard only from men.
         

         
         “‘All my love lies hushed in light, beneath the heaven of thine.’” As I finish the first verse, my vocal cords feel alive
            and ready now to reach heights after climbing from the deepest depths.
         

         
         “‘There is an hour when angels keep familiar watch on men. When coarser souls are wrapped in sleep, sweet spirit, meet me
            then.’”
         

         
         In the second verse, which I sing in my middle, most comfortable range, the poor lovesick soul who wrote these words pines
            for their lover in the middle of the night. “‘And in that mystic hour it seems thou should’st be ever at my side.’”
         

         
         The sound of the pianoforte matching the tone and intensity of my singing is what stirs emotion in me, not the lyrics. For
            I have never known a love like this.
         

         
         I cannot imagine lying awake at night wishing a lover was by my side. Does such love exist beyond the words of a song? Mary
            tells me it does, indeed. Perhaps I will experience that one day, but it has not happened yet.
         

         
         A part of me fears that this sort of love is reserved for youth. And though I am not old, my adulthood did not blossom or bloom. It simply appeared. One day I was a little girl, playing with flowers in our garden, and the next I was a sturdy woman who would make some man a capable and reliable wife. It would have been nice to have more time to be that carefree girl instead of fretting, like Mary is doing right now, over the time that she spends away from her husband’s side. 

         
         On the third and final verse, I bring the full power of my soprano. Ophelia hardly breathes as her fingers glide over the
            pianoforte, climbing the notes with me. The intensity of sound coming from the pianoforte matches my voice. Or is my voice
            matching the pianoforte? I am not sure, but I do know I would like to command both instruments. Pianoforte and my voice. Then
            the passion in both will come from the depths of my own soul.
         

         
         I sing the words, “‘The thoughts of thee too sacred are for daylight’s common beam. I can but know thee as my star, my angel
            and my dream.’”
         

         
         I wish to know a love that consumes me this way. Or to have a man be obsessed with me to the point where his thoughts of me
            are too sacred. But I do not think it is possible for the likes of me. What man has ever written such a song about a sturdy
            and reliable woman?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            July 1850

         

         I feel outside myself as I stand before the roomful of Miss Lizbeth’s friends and admirers as they give thanks for her life.
            Miss Lizbeth was old when I was born, so perhaps I should have always planned for the day I’d be without her. She raised me
            to be independent, self-sufficient, and brave, but I am none of those things today.
         

         
         Even though Miss Lizbeth was not officially a member of the Society of Friends, this feels like a Quaker funeral. No one is
            dressed in black; the only tears being shed are mine, and Black and white people sit side by side as if we don’t live in a
            country where people who look like me are enslaved.
         

         
         I dab my eyes and take a deep, cleansing breath. The Quakers in the audience may not wish to hear me sing at this solemn occasion,
            but because I know Miss Lizbeth would want it, I am going to sing if my nerves and emotions will allow it. The non-Quakers
            sit in expectation of greatness. Wanting to hear from the daughter whom Miss Lizbeth raised and bragged about, because they
            are celebrating Miss Lizbeth’s accomplishments and I am one of them.
         

         
         I don’t know if they do it purposely, attributing my intelligence and talent to Miss Lizbeth’s rearing. In theory, these folk
            believe in the equality of Black people. They help slaves to freedom, hide them in their homes, and then give them jobs once
            they’ve escaped. Everyone in this room claims to share those beliefs.
         

         
         But their true feelings come out sometimes, in their surprise at mundane things like the fact that I am literate. Or when my singing teacher, Miss Bella, marvels at my ability to sing arias in Italian even though I am still learning the language. White people never marvel at excellence in one another. 

         
         The occasion is far from mournful, but my grief is evident as I sing “Rock of Ages.” I chose it because the words speak to
            me. My voice trembles at first, but after the first few words, my deep tenor notes get stronger, and my delivery is more like
            what I’ve heard when attending my Baptist church with Mary or visiting Lucien’s AME church. There is no accompaniment, so
            my sorrowful voice is the only sound in the otherwise silent room.
         

         
         When I’m done singing, I float back to my seat in the front row, wishing the room wasn’t so silent, because then my quiet
            sobs wouldn’t seem so loud. Mary sits to the right of me, and though she loved Miss Lizbeth as much as everyone else, she
            doesn’t drop a tear. She is strong for me.
         

         
         The time seems to drag on as various community members and friends say wonderful things about Miss Lizbeth’s generosity and
            character, many of them including stories about how from the time I was a little girl I was always at her side. All these
            things are true, but the words do not take away the aching in my heart, or the fear of what happens next.
         

         
         After the service has ended, Lucien stands next to me with his hand pressing my elbow, steadying me, as well-wishers greet
            me and extend their condolences. I smile and nod, feeling a need to escape the room and knowing it isn’t possible.
         

         
         Nurse Sarah approaches me, accompanied by a middle-aged white couple. Sarah’s face is tear-streaked like my own, but the two strangers look neither sad nor friendly. The woman wears a silk-and-lace gown, with a hoopskirt and petticoats. The lace umbrella on her arm completes her Southern mistress look. It is out of place here, with our simple attire, but she doesn’t seem to care. In fact, she peers down her nose at me, making me feel slightly threatened. Lucien grips my elbow tighter, as if he also feels what I feel. 

         
         “Eliza, I want to introduce you to Miss Greenfield’s niece, Carlotta Briggs, and her husband, Armand,” Sarah says. “They’ve
            come all the way from Mississippi to pay their respects.”
         

         
         Carlotta’s eyes sweep from my face down to my feet. It feels like an assessment. And then, after rudely gawking at me, she
            turns her attention back to Sarah.
         

         
         “We were under the impression that Aunt Elizabeth had freed all her slaves when she moved to Philadelphia,” Carlotta says
            in an exacting, businesslike manner. “Are there more than this one?”
         

         
         “She did free the people who were enslaved by her husband,” I snap, with intentional disdain.

         
         Carlotta narrows her eyes at me, as if she did not expect me to respond to her rude inquiry. As she looks at Sarah for an
            explanation, a low rumble of fury begins in the pit of my stomach. The southern drawl and pronunciation of her words is full
            of contempt for me, and maybe even for Miss Lizbeth—her supposed aunt.
         

         
         “I was under the impression that Miss Lizbeth had no family besides myself. No one ever visited her,” I continue, before Sarah
            has a chance to explain anything.
         

         
         “You forget yourself, girl,” Carlotta snaps, her words a warning that while she can speak to me with demeaning generalizations
            and insults, I cannot respond in kind.
         

         
         Lucien’s hand again tightens on my elbow, reminding me that everywhere is not like our close-knit Philadelphia community,
            and that it is never safe for a Black woman, whether she’s been manumitted or not, to sass a white woman. Perhaps Miss Lizbeth
            raised me too free and too sheltered. I have not been subjected to many of the offenses I hear about from my Black friends,
            but I should pretend to know better.
         

         
         I should remember to know better.

         
         “Mrs. Briggs, Eliza is not enslaved here,” Sarah says, sounding as irritated as I am, though probably more from the insult to Miss Lizbeth’s character (she’d loathe being mistaken for a current slaveholder) than out of loyalty to me. 

         
         “Please forgive us,” Armand says. “My wife is simply trying to ascertain the breadth of the estate. We are here on behalf
            of the family’s interests. We will discuss this later, after the funeral services.”
         

         
         The family’s interests. The family that Miss Lizbeth had no ties to, nor any respect for as they are plantation owners in
            the Deep South. The family who also declared that Miss Lizbeth was simply overcome by grief at the loss of her husband when
            she freed the people she’d owned and moved to Philadelphia. This family didn’t know Miss Lizbeth, and now after all these
            years they want to come and plunder the fortune she’s left behind.
         

         
         Armand whisks Carlotta away from me, and Sarah scurries after them. I am grateful for Lucien’s steadying presence as the fury
            continues to churn in my stomach. To wonder if I am a slave and part of the spoils of an estate is more than infuriating,
            though.
         

         
         It is terrifying.

         
         I struggle to blink back tears, as I am approached by another white woman I don’t know. Instead of mourner’s black, she wears
            a plain brown dress nearly the same shade as her dark curls that are parted down the middle and pinned on either side. The
            first thing I notice about her face is the strong bridge of her nose, which does not detract from her looks but downplays
            the angelic nature of her mouth and dimpled chin. Unlike Carlotta’s, her face is kind and full of compassion. I am tired of
            greeting people, but I try my best to return her smile.
         

         
         She gently places her hand over mine. “I just had to speak to you, Eliza. Your voice is remarkable. I have heard singers here
            and in Europe, and your voice is easily the most outstanding I’ve ever heard.”
         

         
         “Thank you. Were you a friend of Miss Lizbeth’s?”

         
         “Oh, not quite a friend, but we have similar interests and I greatly admired her. My name is Harriet Beecher Stowe. I am not a Quaker, but my husband and I do support Mrs. Greenfield’s abolitionist work. I’m a writer, among other things.” 

         
         I wonder what the other things are. As she speaks, I notice there is a youthfulness about Mrs. Stowe, but she manages to still
            look matronly and settled. It is of interest to me—a married white woman describing herself as a writer. Most of the married
            women I know refer to themselves as wives, yet this woman mentions both husband and vocation.
         

         
         “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Stowe.”

         
         “Please, call me Harriet. If you ever find yourself in need of anything, allow me to be a resource to you. I’ve left my address
            in the guest book.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “I fully expect to hear more from you, dear. You are simply phenomenal.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Lucien chuckles as Harriet rushes off to say hello to a group of women having a lively conversation. Across the room, Mary
            motions with her head toward the door, so I leave Lucien to whatever has tickled him to get some air. I feel as if I might
            perish in this stuffy meetinghouse.
         

         
         I step outside into the stifling heat as the sun blazes from a cloudless sky. Since my tears have slowed for the moment, I
            use Lucien’s handkerchief to fan myself. Miss Lizbeth will be buried in a quiet ceremony in the morning, so as soon as these
            people disperse, I will be able to go home.
         

         
         Mary appears at my side, seeming even more tiny standing next to me. With her petite figure and delicate beauty, she’s such
            a contrast to my short but robust body and plain face. Physically, we make an odd pair, but in spirit we are sisters.
         

         
         “It seems as if this day will never end.” My words rush out on a weary exhale.

         
         Mary links her arm into mine and pats my hand. No words are necessary, and the fact that she knows this is the reason our friendship bond runs so deep. 

         
         “I hope Isaiah is okay,” I say as I feel a tiny bead of sweat pool between my breasts. “He must be fretting with Emma. She’s
            more than a handful.”
         

         
         “Well, it is just fine for him to have a turn for a change,” Mary says with a mischievous grin. “Maybe he will appreciate
            me more after spending the day with her.”
         

         
         This gets a genuine and hearty laugh from me. The first I’ve had in days. It is not possible for Isaiah to appreciate Mary
            any more than he does. She is cherished beyond measure, and unlike how I feel about Lucien’s possible affection, Mary loves
            it.
         

         
         “Who were the fine Southerners who accosted you with Nurse Sarah?” Mary asks. “They didn’t much look like they belonged here.”

         
         “They did not belong anywhere other than a cotton plantation. They say they are Miss Lizbeth’s family members, but she’s never
            talked about the family she left behind, other than to say that they were slavers.”
         

         
         Mary leans in closer. “Folks always come out the woodwork when a rich person dies,” she whispers.

         
         This is true, but I wished they’d come to see about Miss Lizbeth when she was alive. I wonder if she ever missed her family,
            or if they rejected her because they despised her abolitionist work.
         

         
         “I must get back to Isaiah,” Mary says. “I will visit later.”

         
         “Well, at least I have Lucien.”

         
         “He’s your favorite anyway,” Mary jokes.

         
         I shake my head and laugh. “When did I say that?”

         
         Mary kisses both my cheeks as she leaves me with Lucien, who has joined me on the sidewalk outside the chapel, and she pats
            him on the back as she walks past.
         

         
         “Why are you so amused?” I ask Lucien.

         
         His sheepish grin spreads as he puts my arm through his. “Oh, that. Well, I was waiting for you to say something more to that white woman than thank you.” 

         
         “Which white woman?” I ask.

         
         “The last one. The writer.”

         
         “Oh. Mrs. Beecher Stowe.”

         
         “Yes, her.”

         
         “Well . . .” I respond with a grin of my own. “She was showering me with accolades.”

         
         “Was she now?” Lucien’s head dips in an exaggerated nod as his upper lip trembles, on the cusp of laughter.

         
         I swat playfully at the arm connected to mine. For a moment, this feels like any other afternoon when Lucien would walk me
            from church or Mary’s house. We’ve never had trouble with laughter. We find the same kinds of things humorous, and we know
            how to tease each other without hard feelings.
         

         
         “It’s just practice,” I retort. “For when I am the lead in an Italian opera.”

         
         Lucien pauses as if considering this. “Then perhaps we should work on your conversation skills if you are going to take up
            performing.”
         

         
         This response pulls me out of my brief jovial mood. I pull my arm from his grip and drop it to my side, breaking the connection.

         
         “‘If’? I plan to return to my studies as soon as we’ve settled Miss Lizbeth’s estate. The question isn’t if I am going to
            take up performing. It is when.”
         

         
         Lucien turns my body to face him and takes both my hands in his. “I thought the performing was Miss Lizbeth’s idea.”

         
         “No, it was God’s idea, giving me a voice like this.”

         
         “I just thought you loved singing in church.”

         
         “Why would I limit myself to church? I can make enough money to sustain myself.”

         
         “God gave you a voice, but he didn’t make you white.” Lucien drags his gaze away from me as he says this.

         
         “Because I’m a Black woman, I cannot make money singing?”

         
         “Why do you need to make money singing?” Lucien’s eyes meet mine again, and they plead with me to feel differently. “I could
            take care of you.”
         

         
         He’s said it now, and it cannot be unsaid.

         
         “What if I don’t want to be taken care of?” I snatch my hands out of his, wanting to escape again.

         
         “What woman doesn’t want to be taken care of, Eliza?”

         
         And now I look away, unable to meet Lucien’s intense gaze. Because he’s right. What woman doesn’t want the life that he’s offering?
            Outside of Lucien, I’ve never had another man show any interest. I’m someone an older widower might marry to take care of
            his children, clean his home, and cook his food. Except Lucien is offering to save me from this fate. He offers his love and
            security, unconditionally, with or without complete reciprocation. But if I were to bind myself in a marriage, it would have
            to be for a different kind of love. The burning and consuming kind. That is the only thing that could pull me away from singing.
         

         
         I do not have that kind of love for Lucien.

         
         “My dear Eliza,” Lucien says, sounding defeated, “I always thought you and I would marry one day.”

         
         If Lucien would just let me make it through this day before he plans my next one, I could breathe. The only mother I’ve ever
            known is gone, and all he can think about is making me his wife.
         

         
         “Lucien, I cannot think about this right now.”

         
         “These days, it’s all I think about. I dream of a future with you. Of taking long walks by the river, picnics, and sharing
            meals in our own home. I dream of our life together.”
         

         
         But this is not my dream. Lucien works hard, is a loyal friend, and is there when I need a heavy item lifted or a strong arm to guide me over a puddle or crack in the cobbled streets. Though his friendship is pure, and I have affection for him, there is nothing about Lucien that fills me with longing. 

         
         There isn’t ice at my core in place of a heart. I would be open to breathlessness or pining after my lover in the middle of
            the night. I keep waiting for these feelings to emerge with Lucien, but they have not, no matter how consistent and reliable
            he may be.
         

         
         And the culmination of Lucien’s dream—a house full of children with wet noses and eyes—does not sound pleasant at all. It
            sounds like a nightmare.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Impatience threatens to expose a crack in my usually calm demeanor as I sit in a large leather armchair in the office of Mr.
            Howell, who has served as Miss Lizbeth’s lawyer for the past twenty years, since the passing of his father, Mr. Howell Sr.
            Because it’s being held the day after Miss Lizbeth’s funeral, this meeting is supposed to be quick and painless. He had already
            informed me that Miss Lizbeth had left me an inheritance. It wasn’t news to me; I’d known it was coming. Miss Lizbeth had
            promised that she’d always take care of me.
         

         
         Mr. Howell appears nervous, however, making me think that the meeting may not be as painless as I thought. He shuffles papers
            left, then right, and finally makes a small pile in front of him on the desk.
         

         
         “It feels like you are stalling, sir,” I say. There is no reason to be formal with Mr. Howell. He was Miss Lizbeth’s lawyer
            but also a friend. He spent countless afternoons sharing tea and sandwiches in Miss Lizbeth’s drawing room.
         

         
         “You’re right about the stalling.” Mr. Howell’s tone is dry and somber. Not a good omen.

         
         Because I don’t believe I can say anything now without sounding alarmed, I sit with my hands clasped. Waiting.

         
         “I will start with the good news,” Mr. Howell finally continues, after more paper shuffling. “Miss Greenfield left you a substantial inheritance. You are to receive one hundred seventy-seven dollars a year. Once the initial payment of five hundred dollars is made five days after the estate is settled, you will receive each annual payment on January third of every year. Also, she has left you the house on Mulberry Street, with all its contents.” 

         
         One hundred seventy-seven dollars a year. A fortune! I didn’t expect it to be this much. She has provided for me, so that
            if I don’t want to, I never have to marry.
         

         
         “Lastly, there is a sum of one thousand five hundred dollars that is set aside for your mother, Anna Greenfield, if she would
            ever like to return from Liberia,” Mr. Howell says, still in his ominous tone. “If she does not claim those funds, they will
            be given to you as well.”
         

         
         “Has there been any recent correspondence from my mother?”

         
         “In the first year, after the group sailed to Liberia, your mother sent several letters. Those were mostly tragic, I’m afraid.”

         
         I close my eyes as I nod in the affirmative. I know of these letters. Miss Lizbeth shared them with me when I was old enough
            to start asking questions about my family, and old enough to understand their fates.
         

         
         That first year in Liberia was extremely difficult for the eighteen people Miss Lizbeth manumitted. They’d all survived the
            voyage, but many of them contracted what my mother had called African fever in her letters. My father and sisters included.
            I do not know what became of them, because, as far as I knew, the letters stopped.
         

         
         “Miss Lizbeth shared letters from when they first made it ashore, but I am speaking of more recent years.”

         
         Mr. Howell shakes his head. “If there were any such letters in Miss Lizbeth’s personal papers, I would not be at liberty to
            share them.”
         

         
         My heart races, as I ease to the edge of my chair. “But this is my family we are speaking about. If they are alive and well, I would like to know.” 

         
         “They may not be. Miss Lizbeth left money for only your mother to return to America. She did not leave funds for your father
            or sisters.”
         

         
         And now my heart sinks, although Miss Lizbeth never gave me any hope that they were alive, since she didn’t have much hope
            herself. Not after the trials many of the settlers in Liberia had with sickness and even the simplest things like trying to
            grow food. But no news was always better than a definitive answer.
         

         
         Perhaps Miss Lizbeth had received news regarding their fates and hadn’t told me. Or maybe she’d corresponded more recently
            with my mother than I knew about. But why would Miss Lizbeth not tell me about that communication?
         

         
         “The provision in the will is open-ended,” Mr. Howell continues nonchalantly, as if he had not just planted seeds in my mind
            suggesting duplicity on Miss Lizbeth’s part. “If your mother doesn’t claim the money to return to America in a reasonable
            amount of time, then it is to be given to you.”
         

         
         “Who is to determine what is reasonable?” I ask in an almost frantic tone. “You? How long will you wait? Will you try to find
            her? How will she even know Miss Lizbeth has passed away?”
         

         
         Mr. Howell exhales wearily, but I am confused by his weariness. I am only beginning to pester him about this. There are more
            questions, and I’m afraid they all deserve answers.
         

         
         “All right. Then, if you cannot share the letters, can you at least give me an address for her in Liberia? I’d like to write
            her myself.”
         

         
         “She did not respond to the last few letters that Miss Greenfield sent. And this was only a year ago. That is when she added
            the codicil to her will. To provide for your mother if she ever resurfaces.”
         

         
         “Well, if she comes forward and claims her portion of the estate,” I say, frustrated tears now spilling involuntarily, “please
            let her know that I would like to see her, Mr. Howell. You can do that, can’t you?”
         

         
         “If she comes forward, I will pass on your message,” Mr. Howell agrees. “Yes, I can do that.”

         
         Mr. Howell gives me a handkerchief to wipe my tears. I feel like an orphan all over again, even though my mother might be
            alive. Because knowing that she may be out there somewhere and not accessible to me is a cruelty.
         

         
         “There is more,” Mr. Howell says, sounding even more ominous than before.

         
         Yes. He had said there was bad news, but what could be worse than what he’s said about my mother? I cannot form words, so
            I motion with my hand for him to continue.
         

         
         “Armand and Carlotta Briggs have contested the will, stating that they are next of kin.”

         
         “Is that claim seen as valid?” I ask, feeling my sadness melt away and the fury return.

         
         “Mr. and Mrs. Briggs feel disinherited. They did not receive anything from the estate. Miss Greenfield left money to the many
            causes she held dear.”
         

         
         “Well, what does this mean for me? I need resources. I have no way of maintaining the brownstone without finances.”

         
         Mr. Howell clears his throat—stalling again. “Until the estate is settled, I’m afraid you’ll have to move out of the Mulberry
            Street house.”
         

         
         “I’ve never lived anywhere else. And it belongs to me now, does it not? It’s my home!”

         
         “Yes, yes, I know, Eliza,” he says with the first hint of compassion. “I hate that this is happening. It’s not what Miss Greenfield
            would have wanted. She went to great lengths to make sure you were provided for.”
         

         
         “So they would see me turned out onto the street?”

         
         “It isn’t just your inheritance they are contesting, Eliza. It’s the entire will. She left sizable resources to me and several
            other trustees to care for her interests and to ensure things are executed to her specifications.”
         

         
         “But I am the only one who will not have a home as a result of their interference.”

         
         Mr. Howell drops his head, unable to meet my gaze. I wonder how hard he will pursue justice on my behalf. It would be much
            easier for him to wash his hands of me and this situation. I can only hope that his loyalty to Miss Lizbeth endures even though
            she’s gone on to glory.
         

         
         “I’m sure I can arrange for you to lodge with some friends until this is all sorted.”

         
         I have no doubt that Mary would make a place for me in her home if I asked, but with Isaiah and their child, it is already
            full. There is no way I would ask this of her.
         

         
         “What will happen to the brownstone while the judge hears this ridiculous objection?” The panic in my tone has been replaced
            by righteous indignation.
         

         
         “Out of the funds from the estate, I will pay all taxes and send a caretaker to see to any repairs or upgrades.”

         
         “It doesn’t make sense that I can’t live there. Even if, heaven forbid, we do not prevail, what is the harm in me staying
            there now?”
         

         
         I rage at the foolishness of it all. That these two people who’ve come out of the shadows, who, if they are family, never once visited while Miss Lizbeth was ailing and never came to spend a holiday with her, are able to halt the
            execution of her will. And only by virtue of their whiteness.
         

         
         “It is the house they are after more than anything, and they have specifically made the request to the judge that you not
            be allowed to occupy it until the matter is settled,” he says, every syllable sounding apologetic. And he should be apologizing.
            He was put in place to protect Miss Lizbeth’s interests, and he has failed.
         

         
         “And the judge thought that was a reasonable request?”

         
         Mr. Howell sighs with apparent frustration. But he cannot be more frustrated than I am.

         
         “I am sure that if you were a white woman, he would have found that request unreasonable.”

         
         I know the reason for all this is the color of my skin, but I did not think Mr. Howell would admit it. Hearing him say this
            out loud when he certainly didn’t have to makes me think that perhaps Mr. Howell isn’t hiding other things from me. Particularly,
            facts about my mother.
         

         
         “How long do I have before I need to move?”

         
         My asking this is not resignation, but today I am weary, and there is nothing that can be done for now.

         
         “You have a week,” Mr. Howell says, his tone full of remorse. “I’m sorry. I wish I could give you better news, but I will
            fight for your inheritance. You’ll have it. It will just take some time.”
         

         
         Time is a commodity I do not have, now that I am at the mercy of the courts and the Briggs. These are exactly the kinds of
            unfortunate circumstances that force women to bind to men they don’t love.
         

         
         “A week.”

         
         Finally, my stoic façade crumbles, and the tears course down my face in rivers. The weeping doesn’t help, and in a week, I
            cannot plan or strategize. I am a woman . . . a Black woman, alone, with no resources. There is only time enough for a miracle.
         

         
         “Eliza, let me find you employment and lodging,” Mr. Howell pleads. “Miss Greenfield would have wanted me to help you on your
            way. I know you have helped care for children in the past—”
         

         
         “Have you heard me sing, Mr. Howell?” I ask, while dabbing at my tears and willing them to stop.

         
         Mr. Howell jerks back in his chair. Is it shock I see on his face? Had he expected me just to say yes to his offer of domestic
            work?
         

         
         “I have. In fact, you did a lovely job at the funeral. I’ve never heard a more stirring rendition of ‘Rock of Ages.’”

         
         “Then you must know that my goal is to study singing in France or Italy. Miss Lizbeth and I had planned for this before she
            died.”
         

         
         “The governess work would be temporary. Until we sort out your inheritance. Will you trust me?”

         
         I close my eyes and nod as a wave of sadness engulfs me. There is not much I can do to ensure that this departure from my
            dreams is temporary. Some would scoff at the idea of my aspirations and chide me for grudgingly accepting this help.
         

         
         Mr. Howell seems relieved, but I feel no respite. Only anxiety at what may befall me without the protector I had in Miss Lizbeth.
            All my life, I have been shielded from the cruel realities of being a Black woman. My protector was a wealthy white woman
            with the entire world in the palm of her hand. She begged for nothing and was respected wherever she went.
         

         
         She gave me her name, Elizabeth T. Greenfield. The T stands for my father’s name, Taylor, but the surname was Miss Lizbeth’s. She could give me her name, but she could not, however,
            bestow upon me the privilege of her skin. The mother who gave birth to me had white and Indian blood flowing through her veins,
            but I am the color of coal, like my African father.
         

         
         My promise to Miss Lizbeth weighs heavily on my heart. But before promises, I must address my needs. Meals in my belly, a
            roof over my head, clothing on my body, and shoes on my feet.
         

         
         Promises can come later. Much later. After I can endure an entire day and night without weeping.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Two sounds echo through the Mulberry Street brownstone I have called home since I was five years old: my heeled boots clacking
            against the hardwood floors and my voice as I sing the aria from La sonnambula. The one I sang to Miss Lizbeth as she lay fighting for her life.
         

         
         Quite unsuccessfully, I try to lift my own spirits before the ladies from my Baptist church arrive. Some of them attended
            the Quaker funeral, but Mary has warned me that they plan to descend upon me with the full force of their love and kitchens
            today. Although I would normally decline such a huge outpouring of charity, after talking to Mr. Howell yesterday, I need
            and welcome them.
         

         
         I walk down the hall leading to Miss Lizbeth’s first-floor bedroom and stop in front of the door. There is stillness here
            in this space, so I stop singing and rest in it for a moment. Since Miss Lizbeth died peacefully, I hope to feel some of that
            calming spirit.
         

         
         I ease open the door to her bedroom and step inside. Now that it is sterile-smelling and pristine, with no trace of her sickness
            lingering, I take in what will be some of my last moments with her treasured belongings until my inheritance is settled.
         

         
         With my eyes closed and my breathing slow and measured, if I concentrate hard enough, I can almost hear Miss Lizbeth’s laugh.
            I pick up a golden jar from the dresser and open the top. Her favorite facial cream. I inhale deeply its lavender scent. I
            smile as I remember her advice.
         

         
         Eliza, there is nothing worse than a dry and withered old woman. We cannot control the withering, but we can control the dryness.

         
         Things will never be the same now that Miss Lizbeth is gone, but in addition to my pursuit of the stage, she’s left me with
            an additional passion. Now I wish, more than ever, to be reunited with my mother, and any others of my family who may be alive
            in Liberia.
         

         
         Just as I feel myself about to break down into a puddle of weeping yet again, I hear the door knocker signaling that the church
            ladies have arrived. For a moment, I regret agreeing to this, customary or not. I would rather climb into Miss Lizbeth’s bed,
            snuggle down into her blankets, and remember all the times we sat and talked. But I must be the hostess, even though I am
            the one grieving.
         

         
         Before opening the door, I can hear the chatter of familiar voices outside on the stoop. A bevy of church mothers and sisters,
            all determined to lighten my load, at least in the kitchen, with their casseroles, stews, cakes, pies, and platters of meat.
            Despite my now being alone, they’ve undoubtedly made enough to share with one another, as funeral repasts in this circle are
            social events like any other gathering of friends.
         

         
         Mary is at the head of the group of ladies when I open the door. The conversation dies down, as I assume they want to assess
            my mood. I’ve been an attendee at these gatherings before. Sometimes they are merry remembrances, and other times they are
            tear-filled and mournful. I suppose today’s event will fall somewhere in the middle. Miss Lizbeth lived longer than most,
            so her life is one to be celebrated. But my current desperate circumstances don’t give rise to joyousness.
         

         
         Mary wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly, not waiting for me to signal one mood or the other. “Don’t worry, sister.
            Everyone is here to help.”
         

         
         The swarm of about ten women nod and vocalize their agreement. Their sympathetic looks tell me that Mary has shared more of my plight than I would have wanted her to, but I cannot be cross with her when I have such dire needs. With less than a week to vacate my home and no more than twenty dollars to my name, this is no time for privacy or pride. 

         
         Several of the ladies bustle past, arms laden with pots and bowls, down the hall, and to the kitchen. The scents that waft
            behind them remind me that I haven’t eaten, causing my stomach to grumble and lurch. I have not thought of preparing a meal
            today and cannot think of the last time I’ve eaten. I suppose that is one of the reasons for these gatherings. People who
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“This triumphant tale is sure to be an instant classic.”
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