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            To my parents, again and always

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I held him wise, and when he talked to me

            Of snakes and birds, and which God loved the best,

            I thought his knowledge marked the boundary

            Where men grew blind, though angels knew the rest.

            —George Eliot, “Brother and Sister”
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            Interstitial

         
         
            
               Rain lashed the windows. It ran in great gushes from the eaves. It plinked into the pots their mother placed around the attic
                  and drew a thick white haze like a blanket over the sea.
               

               
               Ennis kicked the wall. “Some vacation.”

               
               Guinevere ignored him. She was looking at a book.

               
               The woman who’d lived her entire life in this rented cottage, then died here, had been a librarian. Books lined the walls
                  of every room. Even the bathroom had a built-in shelf of rippled paperbacks to read in the tub. Guinevere was sure she could
                  hear the librarian’s ghost at night, moving among her collection: a soft sigh and an industrious bustle, trailing the odors
                  of ink and tea.
               

               
               Every book had some defect. Coffee stains, water damage, sticky fingerprints. Some were just old, binding coming unstitched and lost pages stuck in like bookmarks. In the back of each was a little paper pocket holding
                  a bone-colored checkout card, stamped with distant dates and the handwritten names of borrowers.
               

               
               (“I bet they’re all dead now,” Ennis said, with some satisfaction.)

               
               One book did not have a checkout card. It had something else.

               
               “En, come here.”

               
               Guinevere showed her brother what she’d found. In the pocket of a mildewed hardback of The Missing Chums was a gilt-stamped card, thick and fine as a wedding invitation. At its center, a design picked out in gold. Guinevere thought
                  it an abstract map, Ennis an odd compass rose. Neither was entirely wrong. Over it, in gold copperplate, ran the words:
               

               
               
                  Admits Two

               

               Below, in smaller script:

               
               
                  Date of Travel

               

               Beside that was a little box. Like all the little boxes on the checkout cards, it was ready to be marked with a date. Today’s
                  date, perhaps.
               

               
               Guinevere’s heart stirred in her chest like paper pages rustling. Ennis spoke before she could.

               
               “Where’d we see those old date stamps?”

               
               —Edith Sharpe, The Ninth City (Hart & Crane, 2000)
               

               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            One

         
         “Almost done.”

         
         The makeup artist spoke softly, flicking a little brush over her closed eyelids.

         
         “Take your time.” Guin tried to speak without moving her face. She hadn’t been sleeping well, and this felt like a sister
            to sleep. Floating in the dark, surrendering to a voice, a brush, the painterly scents of the morning show’s green room. Coffee
            and perfume, dust toasting on the bulbs.
         

         
         The makeup artist, Alison, was fresh in from Detroit. Moved to Williamsburg for a bad boyfriend and now she lived in Crown
            Heights with three roommates and a drum kit that blocked the front door. She’d spent the past ten minutes detailing the despicable
            personal habits of each roommate before going quiet.
         

         
         It was a quiet Guin recognized. Sure enough, the girl leaned closer, voice dropping. Her breath smelled strongly of matcha.

         
         “I lived in the Ninth City,” she said.

         
         A little charge ran up Guin’s spine.

         
         “When I was a kid,” Alison went on, “I basically lived there. I would read the books in order, then start right back at book one.”
         

         
         Softly Guin said, “Wow.”

         
         “Yeah. Look, I’m sure you hear this all the time, but—can I tell you how much your mother’s books meant to me?”

         
         “Of course you can.” Guin did hear this all the time. It was her job, as she saw it, to listen.

         
         Alison breathed deep, a little catch in the throat. “When I was eight my parents got a divorce. We had to sell our house and move to a different town so they could carry two rents. I had to start at a new school midyear, and my older sister basically stopped talking, and . . . god, I was so alone.” 

         
         Her voice was edged with a familiar lace of nerves and regression. All the misfit kids who’d grown up on the Ninth City series
            fell straight back through time when confronted with her, the actual Guinevere Sharpe. Daughter of author Edith Sharpe, living
            avatar of their favorite literary character.
         

         
         “I was at my lowest point when a librarian gave me your mom’s books. And they saved me. They saved my life. Here.” She tapped
            Guin’s folded hand. “Look.”
         

         
         Guin opened her eyes. The makeup artist had her head tipped back and to the side, sleeve yanked down so Guin could see the
            tattooed tree crawling up her arm and across her sternum. The Architect’s tree, its branches hung with keys. “I banked every
            dollar I made and got it when I turned eighteen.”
         

         
         “That’s amazing.” Guin pressed a palm to her heart. “She would have been honored.”

         
         “My favorite is The Wicked Few,” Alison said confidingly. “It’s so dark, right? The scene that always gets me is when Guinevere sees her mother on the screen
            in the Mortal Cinema and wonders if it means she’s . . . you know.”
         

         
         Alison had the sinister black bob and brows of a cabaret chanteuse. Beneath the impeccable lacquer of her makeup, she looked
            about ten years old.
         

         
         “Had the mom character actually died? Like, if the final book had come out, what would have—” She checked herself. “Sorry,
            people must ask you about the sixth book constantly. I even wrote a letter to Edith Sharpe once, asking when she was gonna
            write it. I was a kid and didn’t know yet that she was . . .”
         

         
         She pressed her lips together, looking down. Like it might shock or offend Guin, twenty-one years on, to hear that her mother
            was dead. Guin laid a hand on hers and said, “How old were you when you lost your mom?”
         

         
         The girl’s lined eyes narrowed. “How did you—”

         
         “Fellow traveler. I was eleven.”

         
         Alison nodded slowly. “Sixteen.”

         
         She was going to say something else, but a harried-looking production assistant popped his head in. “Guinevere, you look great.
            You need water? Coffee? I’ll be back to bring you to Samantha in ten.”
         

         
         He disappeared before Guin could respond. Alison shook her head and said, “He’s like a broken light. Always bzzt.” She shook like she was having a tiny seizure, then set about tinting Guin’s lips the brown of a bad apple.
         

         
         When she was done Guin stood, smiling. “It was lovely chatting with you,” she said, wrapping Alison in what was meant to be
            a quick hug. But the makeup artist melted into her, rings biting her ribs. After a moment Guin put a second arm around her
            back.
         

         
         They stood there, swaying. “Thank god, though, for my sister.” Alison spoke into her neck. “It helps, right? Not to have to
            lose someone alone.”
         

         
         Guin had an unhelpful urge: to laugh. She nodded instead. “It really does.”

         
         “Shit.” Alison spoke in a choked voice, pulling back. Head tipped up like she had a nosebleed, she said, “It was so good to
            meet you. I can’t cry, though. I’ll wreck my liner.”
         

         
         When Alison was gone Guin let her face go slack. Thank god, though, for my sister. The desire to laugh was gone now. She breathed out slowly, thinking about what the girl had said, about her favorite Ninth
            City scene. She could picture it: Book Guinevere watching a movie at the Mortal Cinema, where only the dead perform. Heart
            dropping as her mother walked onto its screen.
         

         
         The scene didn’t exist. Or it did, but nothing played out the way Alison recalled it. This happened more often than you’d think, readers misremembering plots,
            inserting new scenes, revealing things about themselves with these false memories. The Ninth City series as magic mirror.
            Guin never corrected them. She nodded and said, I remember that part. I loved it, too.
         

         
         Her coffee was cooling next to Alison’s makeup kit. She took a sip and checked her face. It looked like her own but more plasticky,
            subtly frosted. She was turning it from side to side when the man in the corner said, “Don’t mind me.”
         

         
         Guin whipped around. “God. I didn’t see you.”
         

         
         “I know. I came in when you were getting . . .” He waved a hand over his face. “Spackled.”

         
         He was a white man in his early forties, hair receding in deep grooves above each temple. It made him look sharky, like an
            old-timey gangster.
         

         
         “Guinevere Sharpe.” He drew it out, slow and mocking. “As I live and breathe.”

         
         They’d never met. She was good with faces, she’d remember his. Hard joviality atop an acre of entitled discontent.

         
         “Hi,” she said brightly.

         
         “Pete.” He stuck out a hand and leaned forward so the book in his lap canted upward. In matte black caps it said intimations: a novel. In print of equal size: peter lundell. Guin recognized its cover from the subway ads.
         

         
         She held her own hand out but didn’t step forward. He leaned, leaned, finally rose and crab-walked toward her in a folded
            V to shake. When he sat back down his face was flushed.
         

         
         “This shtick you’ve got going,” he said, “the whole saintly girl heroine thing. I’m sure it’s lucrative, but doesn’t it get
            old? You’ve got to be thirty, at least. I bet you get home and just start smashing shit.”
         

         
         “You’ve got something hanging out of your nose,” Guin said.

         
         His hand flew to his face, felt around. Nothing. “Oh, that’s cute.” He pointed at her. “You almost got me.”

         
         “I fully got you.”

         
         “A little childish, no? I suppose that’s your brand.” He leaned back, steepled his hands, made a show of enjoying himself.
            “So. Here to shill the ol’ memoir.”
         

         
         She nodded. “And you’re here to shill the ol’ novel.”

         
         “Well, I did write it.” He gave her a professorial smile. “How about you? Did you give it a go one long afternoon, or did
            you head straight to ghostwriter?”
         

         
         The back of her skull began to heat. A little yarmulke of rage, easy to compartmentalize. And it wasn’t like he was wrong.
            “Straight to ghostwriter.”
         

         
         “I never liked those books. The Ninth City books.” People loved to startle her with this reveal, each believing they were the first to dare. “My sister, though, what a fan. Total horse girl, never had a single date. She hung that photo of you and your brother on her wall, you know the one. To be honest, it all seems a little . . .” He fake winced. “Predatorial, in hindsight.” 

         
         Guin did know the photo he meant, and nodded. “I read your review in the Times the other day. What did it say?” She pretended to think. “The word was subservient, wasn’t it? To your influences? And derivative, if I’m remembering right. I bet, after reading that, you just started smashing shit.”
         

         
         “You are fun,” he said, tapping the book against his leg. It was as fat as the submarine novels her dad used to read, and he was tapping
            it hard. “This has been very fun. One more question. Your mother wrote books. Your dad was an actor. Your brother, I don’t
            know, I’ve heard he’s an artist now? But you. When you’re not putting your name on a ghostwriter’s work, what the fuck do
            you do?”
         

         
         Guin smiled at him, rubbing her fingers together. “Cash checks.”

         
         

         The Ninth City series is a collection of children’s books written by author Edith Sharpe, centered on a pair of child protagonists
            named for and based on her own two children. Five books of a planned six were published between 2000 and 2005, the fifth released
            several months after the author’s death at thirty-one.
         

         
         In each book intrepid siblings Ennis and Guinevere Sharpe find their way into the fantastic environs of the Ninth City. Per
            the series’ mythos, our universe is one realm in a twelve-layered multiverse. The earthly plane the children inhabit is known
            as the Fourth City, though the books never linger long in that messy, unmagical land.
         

         
         The Ninth is a tidier place, bounded to the east by a pale green sea and to the west—Oz-like—by a blistering desert of pure
            white sand. Unlike the other eleven realms, it’s an actual city. But it’s never quite the same city. Its terrain changes so swiftly and extravagantly even its citizens don’t leave the house without their pocket maps:
            wonderful artifacts that change in tandem with the land and can be infinitely unfolded, revealing its topography with increasing
            fineness.
         

         
         No alien child should stay too long in this marvelous place. Its entire architecture, each building and flower and tree, is plucked from the minds of its youthful visitors. From the moment they enter the City’s borders their dreams and memories are fair game, to be sifted, thieved, and scattered like dandelion clocks. These stolen notions—of structures half recalled, wholly invented, dreamed of or imagined—bloom into houses and shops and libraries, museums and plazas and gardens. 

         
         The Ninth City’s shapeshifting is overseen by a personage known as the Architect. An elusive figure of questionable morals,
            with an impeccable sense of both dress and theater, the Architect has no age, no name, no friends. They’re courteous enough,
            for a mind-walking thief, and whether they are enemy or ally remains unclear until the very end of the series’ five existing
            books.
         

         
         Imagine: falling through the City’s cheesecloth borders. Wandering its streets in a fugue of enchantment. Sleeping and waking
            to a small raw feeling in your heart or head, knowing that somewhere close by is a place that once belonged only to you: a
            pink hotel full of shady bellhops and eccentric actresses. A tall thin brownstone with an ocean-deep swimming pool in its
            cellar. A walled garden where it’s always twilight, and music plays forever from a place out of sight.
         

         
         The children who grew up on these books and reread them later often say the same thing: These are darker than I remember.
            Crueler, stranger, more haunted by longing and loss.
         

         
         All good children’s books are.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Guin met her publicist in the liminal space between backstage and set. Fern wore a high-necked dress that stopped mid-thigh,
            perched over her long legs like a wine float on a cocktail. Her mouth was a complementary blue, her brows microbladed into
            bossy parallelograms. She started talking before Guin was close enough to hear.
         

         
         “. . . a little under four minutes. Samantha Brice doesn’t read, so keep it broad. And her audience loves it when guests cry.
            Be prepared for emotional manipulation.”
         

         
         “Got it,” Guin said.

         
         Fern the publicist was one nut she’d never been able to crack. Guin knew as much about her today as she did after their first
            meeting two years ago. Florida girl, Howard grad, eldest of four sisters. No, she wasn’t named for the girl in Charlotte’s Web.
         

         
         Fern looked over her shoulder, then turned back and dropped her voice. “I want you to be on your guard with Brice. I wouldn’t
            have picked her for you, Regina insisted. Just . . . be warned. She’s nothing like she seems on TV.”
         

         
         “They never are.”

         
         “Uh-huh.” Fern stared vexedly at the open laptop she carried at all times, sometimes with a container of Sweetgreen balanced
            on its keyboard. “I briefed her team on the don’ts—nothing too direct about your parents’ death, nothing about your brother’s
            legal issues.”
         

         
         Legal issues. That was one way to put it. “I don’t talk about Ennis at all,” Guin said. “Ever. I’m sure Regina’s told you
            that.” Regina was the head of publicity for Hart & Crane. Also, terrifying.
         

         
         Fern’s expression was instantly strained, as if Guin had been dancing on her last nerve for a full hour. “He’s right there in the memoir,” she said. “The memoir about your family, that you’re here to promote.” 

         
         “The memoir is my story. By definition. And Edith is the draw. Please tell Samantha to keep the focus on Edith.”
         

         
         “Right, well. Given his announcement, I think it’ll be more noticeable if you don’t talk about him.”
         

         
         The dread that fell over Guin was instant. It was never too far away. “Announcement?”

         
         “About his new exhibit. Installation. Whatever.” Click click click. Fern closed tabs with one powder-blue nail as she spoke. “He put out a press release this morning. Have you not checked your
            email? Regina sent it through with some suggestions on how to approach.”
         

         
         Suggestions meaning Memorize and parrot this, or else. “I couldn’t check my email. I’ve been in a makeup chair with my eyes closed.”
         

         
         “Well.” Fern stopped multitasking and looked at her. “Shit.”

         
         Fucking Ennis. Once an up-and-coming painter, he’d become better known for his large-scale installations. And his recent legal issues. Guin hadn’t seen or spoken to him since she was eleven years old.
         

         
         Her teeth hurt. She unclenched them. “Ennis Sharpe and his career are irrelevant. Go tell them he’s another don’t. Please.”

         
         Fern looked almost thrown. “There’s no time. But given the title of his new show . . . I think it actually is relevant.”

         
         Guin felt a cold pooling at the base of her spine. “Right. What is its title?”
         

         
         “Okay, Guinevere!” The PA strode toward them, speaking in a stage whisper. “She’s ready for you.”

         
         

         There was a powerful cognitive dissonance in seeing Samantha Brice in the flesh. Weather girl turned correspondent turned
            morning TV queen, now an actual 3D person, honey-brown hair falling over her shoulders in layered barrel curls. Her pert woodland creature face was so familiar Guin
            felt a heat in her throat, a flash of déjà vu. A taste, maybe, of how her mother’s readers felt when they met her.
         

         
         But Samantha’s hand was limp as she shook Guin’s, her eyes a vacant waiting room. “Thank you for being here,” she murmured.

         
         “Thanks for having me,” Guin replied. Thinking, This is America’s sweetheart? She had the presence of a cardboard cutout.
         

         
         They were seated across from each other on the famous sage-colored couch, witnessed by a sea of mostly women, mostly middle-aged,
            shifting on stadium-style seating on the other side of the cameras. A stretch of incalculable time passed as an assistant
            fussed around Samantha then retreated. Endless, probably about fifteen seconds in the real world. Guin had been on TV before,
            she’d addressed bigger crowds than this, but the need to check her email was hitting her body like stage fright.
         

         
         She leaned forward. “Samantha? I’d prefer we skip any discussion of—”

         
         “Quiet,” someone said, off to the left, as the countdown to broadcast began. Guin tipped back, disarmed by the sight of Samantha
            Brice whirring to life like a haunted animatronic. Her eyes saturated, from flat blue crayon to cornflower. The empty stage
            of her face flooded with empathy and interest and a gentle wisdom. Guin’s skin crawled.
         

         
         “Welcome back,” Samantha said warmly. “I’m so pleased to have Guinevere Sharpe with us on the show today. Guinevere is, of
            course, the daughter of Edith Sharpe, author of the beloved children’s book series the Ninth City. She’s also the inspiration
            and namesake behind the books’ young heroine. Guinevere, thank you so much for being here.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”
         

         
         Words flicked by on the teleprompter then disappeared, the usual base layer of Edith Sharpe folderol. “Your mother’s books
            have sold tens of millions of copies,” Samantha informed her. “They’ve been adapted into hit films, graphic novels, even a
            musical.”
         

         
         A shitty one that closed in previews, Guin noted mentally. On her face was one in her arsenal of public smiles: humble yet
            proud.
         

         
         “And earlier this week you released Ninth City Dreamer, a memoir about your storied—literally!—childhood. Guinevere, you spent six years of your life in your parents’ famous Farmhouse, a beautiful and bucolic hotbed of artistic creation.” 

         
         That was a mouthful. Guin glanced at the teleprompter. The words had already gone away, replaced by Samantha’s first softball
            question.
         

         
         “So many people have wondered what it was like to be you, given the fascinating and tragic circumstances of your childhood.
            What can they expect from your new memoir?”
         

         
         Guin nodded thoughtfully. “The Farmhouse truly was a world unto itself. I’m so excited to share with readers a window into
            that world.”
         

         
         The host managed to dimple without smiling. “Edith Sharpe did interviews sparingly. She appeared at events only in her native
            New York. There’s so much readers don’t know about her. What might they learn from your book, in terms of casting new light
            on a literary idol?”
         

         
         “Well, to me she wasn’t an idol. She was my mother.” Guin laughed affectedly. “Her books have meant so much to so many people,
            and to me most of all. I’m proud to give her fans some context, as well as a glimpse at her creative process. Not that I was
            allowed anywhere near her when she was writing!”
         

         
         Polite audience laughter. Samantha Brice tipped her head, expression tautening by half a degree. Guin tensed.

         
         “There are,” she began, “some who wonder about the more difficult aspects of growing up the way you did, even before the tragedy.
            Raised by two famous parents, in an isolated environment. Your childhood and yourself written, in a way, into the heart of a cultural phenomenon.”
         

         
         Guin nodded along. She had a flow chart of responses in her head; her brain ticked steadily through it.

         
         “Your memoir, however, is rather sunny.”
         

         
         Samantha paused expectantly. But that wasn’t a question, was it? Guin recrossed her legs, giving herself a moment to think.

         
         “You’re not wrong. And, no, my life hasn’t been entirely sunny. I think . . . I do think that sense of, let’s call it nostalgia, that you might find in Ninth City Dreamer is a reflection of what a beautiful time that was in my life. And there probably were more hardships than I’ve put on the
            page. Before the Ninth City money came in, we were running on fumes, financially speaking. But my parents protected me from
            that kind of worry, always.” A pause, as she turned up the dial on her most effective public face: courageous orphan. “And
            when I think about what came after, I can’t help remembering that period of my life as a very bright one.”
         

         
         Samantha pressed her hands into prayer position, robot eyes registering sympathy. Then silkily she said, “You keep saying
            my. My life, my parents. Yet written into your mother’s books alongside you is your brother, Ennis. Edith Sharpe’s only son.
            He appears in your memoir as a bit of a cipher. A person of few words, always drawing, very private.”
         

         
         “He did draw a lot,” Guin interjected. She only had to get through one more minute. “As did my father, Llewellyn Sharpe. In the book I talk
            about that, how he turned to painting following his retirement from the stage.”
         

         
         Samantha favored her with a subtle nice try look. “Now a celebrated artist in his own right, your brother is as famous for his work as he is for his refusal to talk
            about your mother. He’s gone so far as to walk out of interviews if her name is mentioned. Why has Ennis Sharpe so thoroughly
            rejected the Ninth City and their author—his own mother?”
         

         
         Guin tasted blood. Not because she’d bitten her tongue, but because she was imagining biting Samantha Brice. Right there on
            her fat apple cheek, the one soft-looking part of her. It would taste like powdered strawberries, and she wouldn’t even scream
            until the cameras stopped rolling. Guin made a gentle moue, thinking, Don’t lose the plot, motherfucker.
         

         
         “Families are complicated,” she began. “Artists are famously temperamental. I think my bro—” She swallowed, reset. “I think
            if you look closely at Ennis Sharpe’s work, you’ll see it is very much in conversation with the Ninth City series. Even if
            he doesn’t talk about that openly.”
         

         
         Samantha nodded, head tipped to a calculated angle. Guin had answered well, and still she looked like the cat that got the cream. “Well, after the announcement he made this morning, I think he might be taking that relationship on the record. What are your feelings about your brother’s plans to open an installation about Edith Sharpe, just one week after the release of your memoir?” 

         
         “An installation,” Guin repeated, holding on to her smile like a dog gripping a Frisbee, “about Edith Sharpe?”
         

         
         Samantha’s voice dropped into newscaster cadence. “This morning the artist issued a press release announcing a new show, his
            first since the troubled closing of The Door Museum early last year. All he has revealed about the show so far is its title, Mother.”
         

         
         Guin stood. Not on purpose. A burst of shock turned her legs into pistons that drove her from her seat. The thought that rang
            through her head was made not of words but color. A hazy, lowering red. Hand rising, shaking her head to dispel it, she said,
            “Stop.”
         

         
         Her own voice brought her back. She blinked into dead air.

         
         The audience was silent. Even Samantha seemed startled on the sofa below, a pretty little hen wearing too much mascara. Guin
            must’ve looked like Mr. Fox, hanging over her on hind legs.
         

         
         She could give this to spooky Samantha Brice: she was a pro. Only the whitening of her fingers showed any tension as she gave
            a generous, sympathetic laugh. “Oh, please don’t go!” She looked out at the audience, inviting them to laugh with her. “We’d
            love you to stay a little longer, wouldn’t we?”
         

         
         The audience went, “Whoo!” Guin sat. Rather, her legs folded. She looked out at the dim sea of faces, their excitement gone sharklike. They’d caught
            the drifting odor of her fear.
         

         
         Samantha reached out and curled a hand tenderly around Guin’s bicep. “Like you said, families are complicated. I think a lot
            of our viewers can relate to that. Tell me.” She leaned in, conspiratorial, as if her guest wasn’t staring slackly into her
            poreless face. “For those who are just joining us, and those who haven’t yet read your memoir, Ninth City Dreamer, available wherever books are sold. Will you share with us, in a word, what it was like growing up at the legendary Farmhouse?”
         

         
         Guin felt like a struggling ingenue who’d been fed her line from the wings. She set out smile number whatever-the-fuck, this
            one meant to evoke the mist over the fruit trees, the golden lights of the Farmhouse kitchen.
         

         
         She said, “Magical.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three
1997–98

         
         Guinevere had no memories of her earliest years. Impressions only: Edith holding her on a subway seat, looking out into the
            rocking dark. Llewellyn spinning her in a park by a fountain, then tipping her upside down, so the pigeons fell from the bricks
            like bats. Ennis. Dusted white by afternoon sun, little fingers pushing blueberries into her mouth like she was a slot machine.
         

         
         This was in New York, when they lived in a Hell’s Kitchen walk-up. Her memories began to map, to knit, in Venice, in the water-lapped
            rooms of a borrowed palazzo.
         

         
         The palazzo was no place for children. Its walls molted deadly edibles. The wide shallow steps of its marble stairs were ridged
            at their edges with ultrafine mosaic, busy as baleen and brutal on shins. Beneath the windows the canal glistered temptingly
            by, breathing its sea-god odor of sulfur and salt. Best of all was the gondola: beached in a massive hall at water level,
            its bladed ferro looming with a piñata allure.
         

         
         Guinevere reached for it. She was always reaching for something. Strips of plaster to suck on, sun tossed up in pluckable
            sequins from the water. Her brother, a captivating being of infinite interest. Her beautiful black-haired mother.
         

         
         For most of their Italian year Edith Sharpe was twenty-four. Pacing the rooms in bare feet, jeans dragging the dust, hair
            falling unwashed to the middle of her back. She looked neck up like a sleepless Medici daughter. Neck down like a skater boy.
         

         
         Later she would claim to have begun writing the Ninth City books in Venice. They were portal stories, and Venice was a city of portals. An artist’s scavenger hunt. The Couriers’ Plaza, she’d say, was based on Piazza San Marco. The Seven-Year Island, a Brigadoon-ish place that would feature in The Salt Witch and the Wildwood Heart, was inspired by Torcello.
         

         
         Edith would tell interviewers, I spent a year in Italy, studying the masters. Not Titian and Tintoretto, but L’Engle and Aiken. Lewis and Barrie. Milne and Ibbotson and Carroll and Baum. She named them
            like a child naming the saints.
         

         
         It made a pretty picture. Edith Sharpe crossing the Grand Canal with a shoulder bag full of blistered paperbacks. And maybe
            it was true. But Guinevere didn’t remember any of that.
         

         
         What she remembered was music through the walls, pulsing from an old tape deck. Edith, backlit, breathing smoke through an
            open window. The smell of her, heavy and sweet, breath laced with turgid espresso. When she was happy, she gave them muscat
            grapes and cookies bound with marzipan. When she was not, she gave them her back, and their nanny carried them away.
         

         
         Where was Llewellyn? In the Venice of her mind, Guinevere couldn’t fit her parents into a single frame. They made a diptych:
            Edith on the left, cast in gloom, bare shoulders rising through it like roundels of moon. And on the right, Llewellyn. Sun
            King, his lion coloring bright as a standard.
         

         
         The whole trip was a Hail Mary cooked up by his agent, part owner of the palazzo and one of his last remaining allies. After
            he left his highly connected first wife for Edith, Llewellyn’s acting career dried to a trickle of voice-over gigs. Italy,
            his agent told him, would be a place of retreat and creative rebirth. Somewhere to live rent-free, a hop flight from London.
         

         
         But for all his scheming, Llewellyn’s comeback did not materialize. In the end, Venice was a one-year dream.

         
         There was one last offer on the table. When a pregnant Edith dropped out of her final year of high school to marry a man fifteen
            years her senior, her parents cut her off. Her father did make her an offer, though. Meant at the time to keep the girl and
            her belly out of sight, it had become tempting.
         

         
         The offer was a house. In Vermont, in the woods, very rustic. It had a dubious history: built generations ago by a family patriarch, who died there in the arms of his mistress. An embarrassment. His widow refused to acknowledge the place long enough to sell it. 

         
         There was another story there, a sticky kind of shadow that ran beneath the ordinary scandal. Something to do with the mistress.
            But Edith’s father would not be swayed by any rumor involving a woman.
         

         
         As far as he knew no one had troubled with the house for years and years, outside of a caretaker who ran the taps and kept
            the roof from caving in. He’d almost forgotten he owned it.
         

         
         They could stay there, he told his wayward daughter, as long as they liked.

         
         

         Time did a backbend as the Sharpe family pinged westward across the Atlantic. In a hotel room in Manhattan, the bathroom doorway
            caught her parents at last in one frame: Edith in bra and jeans, cutting off her long hair. Llewellyn standing close behind,
            running a clipper over her nape. The haircut rendered her an astonishing stranger, ship-line bones and a head sheared as cleanly
            as a jawbreaker.
         

         
         After Venice, the hotel’s sanitary odors were so alien to Guinevere they struck her as dangerous. She was glad to leave after
            one night, stepping off the curb and into a car that seemed suddenly to belong to them. Late sun kneaded her cheek. She held
            tightly to her brother, any part of him she could reach.
         

         
         Hours passed. They swapped highways for roads that narrowed between thickening woods. A man sang on the radio, lonesome voice
            dropping in and out. Edith held a map over her knees. “Up here,” she said, touching her husband’s neck.
         

         
         Up here. Waiting among the trees.

         
         If Venice was a sleek aquatic creature with sunstone eyes, Manhattan a rumbling reptile scaled with lights, then wooded Vermont
            was a slow and shaggy beast, lichen clotting its fur. It might slumber by daylight. But it woke at night.
         

         
         Guinevere felt its waking. Ennis, too.

         
         He undid his seat belt and shifted over to her side. Together they looked at the trees and the spaces between them. Wind touched their faces with fairy fingers and the music cut out. All they could hear were night sounds. They dipped their hands into the dark. 

         
         The dark reached back.

         
         

         Llewellyn unlocked the front door with a steady hand, ready to face whatever awaited them. Animal infestation, squatters,
            decay. He meant to be the first one inside, filling the house with his voice and his boldness so the others could be unafraid.
         

         
         When the house blew that first cool breath into his face, he stopped. He stood a long time there. Hand on the doorframe, key
            in his fist. His wife, son, daughter slipped past him into the dark, fearless, soundless, until he was left alone.
         

         
         Being alone did not suit Llewellyn. Against the clamor of some ancient part of him that soft modern life hadn’t entirely crushed,
            he crossed the threshold.
         

         
         

         The house was made entirely of wood—floors, walls, ceilings. It was laid out with glorious efficiency, each bit fitted neatly
            into the next. Where the palazzo was so grand and empty it made your insides rattle in sympathy, every inch of this place
            had a purpose. After years spent empty it should’ve smelled stale, but it was warm and sweet.
         

         
         Guinevere was five, she didn’t yet like the dark. But she liked this dark. It was full of good things: a fireplace big enough to stand inside, fronted by a pincushion couch. Ornate wooden staircase,
            kitchen hung with black cowboy skillets like animal heads on the wall. Actual animals, carved in wood and hidden all over:
            a fox-head newel on the front stair, a rabbit’s head on the back. A stag over the kitchen door. Fat wooden bees browsing the
            doorframes and spindles, silken when Guinevere ran a finger over their backs. In the biggest room—the great room, they’d come
            to call it—a doe and her baby grazed in the mantel of the grand fireplace.
         

         
         The family spent the first night in that room, on the floor, beneath blankets thick and cold as snow. In the morning Edith slept late, face turned into her pillow. The children followed their dad into the kitchen. The faucet creaked and yawned and put forth a sullen trickle of wet rust that thickened slowly to water. Llewellyn ground coffee with a hand crank and rattled around the stove, looking for the pilot light. 

         
         “Stay back,” he said as he lit it, bright hair hanging like a second flame. “God knows the state of the gas lines, we might
            go up at any moment.” Tilting his head skyward, he shouted, “‘Beware! Out of the ash, I rise with my red hair’!” He winked.
            “Good acoustics. We’ll put on plays here, like something out of Austen. Amateur theatricals. You two hoodlums are Sebastian
            and Viola to the life. Or perhaps your mam will write us a play. And I’ll—I’ll direct.”
         

         
         His words had come faster and faster. Now he subsided, staring moodily into his empty cup. He preferred tea; the coffee was
            for his sleeping wife.
         

         
         The children glanced at each other, each wanting the other to say the thing that would rouse their father. Sometimes you wanted
            to shake Llewellyn like a dressing bottle, get his highs and lows to properly mix. Through the window behind him, Guinevere saw a distraction: a man walking out of the trees, a toolbox in each hand. She
            pointed. “Look.”
         

         
         The man was lanky and sun-cured. He might’ve been twenty-five and he might’ve been forty. He walked in lockstep with a beautiful
            russet dog whose fur matched his hair exactly.
         

         
         “Oh, goody,” Llewellyn said truculently. “Neighbors.”

         
         Of course he went out to meet the stranger. He liked people, liked to be seen by and among them. Ennis shoved up beside her
            at the window and they watched the two men stand awhile talking. Llewellyn’s bullish posture softened. He threw his head back
            in unheard laughter.
         

         
         A thought pricked her, quick as a flu shot: their father could not be happy out here in the woods.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four
1998

         
         The stranger was the house’s caretaker. He would check the gas lines and fix the lights and clean out the flues.

         
         “How’d he know we were here?” Guinevere asked.

         
         “He must’ve seen us coming,” Llewellyn said distractedly. “Our car. Lights in the window.”

         
         “We don’t have lights yet.”

         
         He’d stopped listening. “Explore the house,” he called over his shoulder. “I want a full report by sundown.”

         
         They would’ve done that anyway. The house was as good as a country for exploration: three stories high, plus an attic. Its
            walls ranged in color from flax to chocolate and gave the effect of being inside a cigar box. As the sun climbed the air sweetened,
            light moving like a cat’s paw through the warbled window glass.
         

         
         The rooms were fully furnished, everything made of wood and immovably heavy. Guinevere loved all of it: the chair with clawed
            lion’s feet, the folding screen so finely worked the wood looked like filigree. She started to count the carved bees hidden
            in the bedposts and window ledges and walls, and stopped when she hit thirty. It seemed impossible that this house had sat
            so long without a family inside it. The whole place breathed cedar and kindliness.
         

         
         Except for one room. On the third floor, behind the last door they opened, not counting the attic hatch. A long room lined
            with seven windows, looking down over the orchard and the woods beyond.
         

         
         It was emptier than the others, nothing inside it but a big wooden desk peppered eccentrically with drawers. Guinevere crossed the room to look closer. On each drawer was a little hand-shaped pull, cupped or closed or pointing or splayed, all cast in a gold-colored metal. 

         
         The desk looked like something a witch had made. Possibly from the body parts of her neighbors. She touched her own index
            finger to a tiny tarnished one. Who would want a desk like this?
         

         
         Ennis yanked at a gold fist. The drawer made a rattling sound and didn’t open. He said, “I don’t like this room.”

         
         She didn’t, either. It was warmer than the hall, and so quiet you felt it like an earache. One of the seven windows was open.
            Guinevere could see trees outside, moving in the wind. None of that coolness washed into the room.
         

         
         Her left eye popped with fractured colors, like she was blinking away something bright. “Let’s go,” she said, and tugged Ennis
            back to the hall.
         

         
         Now the attic. She had to climb onto her brother’s shoulders to reach the pull that brought the ladder down. She tested the
            first rung with one bare foot. Then climbed it, hand over hand, into a room that ran the length of the house.
         

         
         The attic had a low peaked ceiling and slanted windows through which a blueness flowed. Ennis ran straight to the wooden racks
            on the southern wall, hung with guns of all sizes. By the next day Llewellyn would discover the cache himself and hide it
            away. But the children found it first. They lifted the old artillery in reverent hands, sighting down tarnished barrels.
         

         
         “We’ll build a lookout station,” Ennis said, “and store our guns up there. So we can keep watch over the woods.”

         
         Guinevere nodded. It was a good plan. “What are we watching for?”

         
         “Pirates,” he said definitely.

         
         When they tired of weaponry they moved to the banded chests lined up along the eastern wall. One was stacked with quilts, dusted with pale gray particles that might have been lavender. The quilts were patterned with fruit and honeybees and leaping rabbits, their colors barely faded. Another chest smelled of vinegar and vanilla and was full of books. Guinevere picked through the words on a cover. 

         
         T-he, The. The Per, Pearls. Perils? The Perils—
         

         
         She shook her head and dropped it back onto the stack.

         
         In another chest was a jumble of boots, and lain over the top a pair of women’s gloves, folded. Guinevere squinted at the
            left one, picked it up, and stuck her hand in as far as it would go. Not far. The glove had no ring finger, just a smooth
            gap beside the pinkie. Her third finger folded beneath it like a wing. She admired the effect for a moment, then peeled off
            the glove and tossed it back.
         

         
         The boots must’ve been put away muddy, long ago. The mud had dried and fallen into a sediment layer over the chest’s bottom.
            Adrift in the dirt was a rattling box of shotgun shells, red and gold like little Christmas crackers. She picked one up, touched
            her tongue to its end to feel the charge. Violence. Trapped like a djinn in metal casing.
         

         
         When they lifted the lid of the final chest, it was full of old bedding. The scent it released—startling, unmistakable—was
            the exact odor of a Venetian cathedral.
         

         
         With it came a full-color memory, catching her hard at the scruff: the bench that numbed her bottom, a ceiling so high it
            held sky inside it. Murmurous Italian running like an open tap, and a man in stitched robes walking by trailing this very
            scent.
         

         
         Nanny whispered the word in her ear. Incensario. A little metal pineapple full of God’s cologne.
         

         
         Guinevere pressed her cheek to plaque-colored cotton and stuck her arms down either side, feeling around until her fingers
            met something solid. Ennis helped her pull it out: a hard-sided leather purse with a seashell clasp, reeking of frankincense.
         

         
         Inside the purse was a hand. Distinctly feminine in shape, carved from a wood so pale it had the translucent glow of a salt
            lamp. Guinevere loved it on sight.
         

         
         “Lemme see,” Ennis said, and she gave it over reluctantly. It was a little larger than their own hands, though smaller than
            that of a grown-up woman’s. The base of the wrist had a rough texture where it must’ve snapped off a larger figure.
         

         
         “Weird,” he murmured, turning it over, then brightened. “Let’s bury it.”

         
         “Why?” She snatched it back, clasping it to her chest. “I love it.”

         
         He made a face like, Your funeral.
         

         
         All day they’d heard the movements of the caretaker, his boots making slow knocks over the floor. Now something under the
            house’s skin ticked, an unmistakable waking sound, and the lights turned on. Guinevere hadn’t noticed the bulbs spaced around
            the room until their filaments went fiery. They drove the shadows into the corners and flattened the twilit squares of window.
         

         
         She blinked, vision veined with afterglow. “He fixed it!”

         
         Together they looked out at the deep blue world. Grass and the spindly heads of a little orchard, not apple trees but peach.
            Beyond that, the woods. She imagined herself in a crow’s nest atop the highest oak, peering down her rifle at pirates scurrying
            through the underbrush. Bang.

         
         The caretaker stepped into sight far below, crossing the grass with his red dog.

         
         “Come on,” Ennis said.

         
         They ran from the house’s crown to its foot and out into the evening. It was the tricky clear-sky cold of late spring. The
            sky was deepening to navy, with flashes in it that would become stars. She thought they’d have to run to catch up with the
            man, but he was standing at the orchard’s edge, waiting.
         

         
         He had a funny face. Long eyes, wide mouth, freckles like flecks of wet paint someone had smeared. He smiled at them and his
            mouth grew wider. Guinevere wasn’t sure whether she liked him or not.
         

         
         “Evening, explorers,” he said. “Find anything interesting?”

         
         “Books,” Guinevere said, while Ennis said, “Bullets.”

         
         “The bare necessities.” The man’s eyes creased hard at the corners. Even up close she couldn’t decide how old he was. The
            question felt too slippery for something so simple.
         

         
         Ennis crouched in front of the dog and held out his hand. “What’s your dog’s name?”

         
         “Ask her,” the man replied.

         
         Ennis looked up, scowling. He hated to be teased. Guinevere minded it less and wasn’t entirely sure the dog couldn’t speak. Just in case, she knelt politely and said, “What’s your name?”
         

         
         The dog was so pretty, fur hanging around her face like the parted hair of a French singer. Though she looked intelligent
            enough to speak, she said nothing.
         

         
         “You’re making fun of us,” Guinevere said reproachfully, rising. “Now we won’t tell you our names.”
         

         
         “Too late. I got ’em off your dad.” The man tipped his head and narrowed his eyes, the way Edith did when she lit a cigarette.
            “How long you planning to stay?”
         

         
         “Forever,” Guinevere said. Ennis elbowed her in the ribs.

         
         “No, we’re not. It’s a vacation house. It belongs to our grandpa.” He didn’t mention they’d never met this grandpa. “Nobody’s stayed here for years and years.”
         

         
         The man pursed his wide mouth. The effect was unsettling: a long red caterpillar drawing itself into a ball. “Really? Nobody
            at all?”
         

         
         The children looked narrowly at each other. He wanted them to ask, Why did you say it like that? A moment passed, and Guinevere sighed. “Why’d you say it like that?”
         

         
         The beautiful dog made a sound in her throat. Not a growl, exactly. The man put a hand on her head. The skin around his eyes
            was whiter in the creases, a spray of pale lines you could see when he stopped smiling.
         

         
         “Because I’ve forgotten my manners.” Then his eyes narrowed. “What’s that?”

         
         He was looking at the carved hand. Guinevere had forgotten she was holding it.

         
         “You better hold on to that.” He cast a quick glance toward the house. “Don’t bring it out here. Keep it inside, so it doesn’t
            get lost.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         He winked without smiling. “Good luck charm.”

         
         “Really? How do you—”

         
         The man cut her off with a chirp that brought the dog to quivering attention. Guinevere itched to run her fingers through
            all that strawberry fur. But she wasn’t the kind of animal you were allowed to pet.
         

         
         “Have a nice vacation,” the caretaker said, and headed back into the woods.

         
         Guinevere watched man and dog disappear, then looked down at the wooden hand. It was obvious now: the thing was radiant with
            good fortune. She brushed her lips over its scented fingertips.
         

         
         They returned by way of the orchard, matted grass and hidden divots and the occasional surprise of a ground creature scuttling.
            If no one lived full-time in the house, who had planted the peaches? Already hard green lobes hung from the branches, dreaming
            their hot-weather dreams. When Guinevere touched one it felt velveted and firm, like the back of a fist.
         

         
         The sky had darkened when they weren’t paying attention. From out of the woods rose a lonesome two-tone whistle: the man,
            talking to his dog. Ahead of them, a row of third-floor windows was lit. Their mother’s shape moved slowly through the golden
            boxes.
         

         
         The night, the cold, the silver scoop of the moon. A sky crowded with stars you could actually see, and ahead of them a house
            she already loved.
         

         
         There was a secret pressing against Guinevere’s ribs from the inside, making her breath catch. Or maybe it was a wish. She
            held her wooden hand tightly and wished it.
         

         
         I want to stay here. I want to live here forever.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Five
Five days until Mother

         
         Guin slammed out the studio doors and onto Forty-Fourth Street in a face full of TV makeup. She felt drunk. Her body kept
            moving at a wobbly diagonal. She teetered toward an ugly piece of canary-painted metal she suspected was public art and perched
            there amid the miseries of Times Square.
         

         
         The email Regina had sent about Ennis Sharpe’s announcement was long and riddled with her usual formatting eccentricities.
            Guin scrolled past all of it to the attached press release.
         

         
         Last year, not long after her brother’s legal issues began, he was dropped by his gallery—not in response to the wrongful death lawsuit, but to the interview he gave about it
            weeks after. Where the release would formerly have opened with “Andrew Merchison Gallery is pleased to announce,” it read:
         

         
         
            On August 13, following an opening reception, Ennis Sharpe will present his fifth exhibition, Mother. An immersive experience in line with the artist’s previous presentations The Door Museum, Live at the Evernight, and Film Still, Mother exceeds them in scope and ambition. The show will take place in Brooklyn, location to be announced one hour before doors open
               at 9 p.m.
            

         

         Oh, a whole hour. Guin rolled her eyes.
         

         
         Beneath this slender description unspooled the standard boilerplate on her brother’s career. It was followed by his biography, which had the arresting shape of a road novel: a dropout’s two-year drift around Europe, funded by stints of physical labor and the sale of drawings and small paintings, which he peddled at markets and beaches for fifty bucks a throw. Then discovery by a Stockholm-based art dealer, followed by his first solo show at age twenty-one. Any mention of his extraordinary parentage or childhood was neatly excised. He might have sprung into existence at eighteen. 

         
         Guin was crouched on bad art staring at her phone when it rang in her hands. She startled, nearly dropping it into a toxic
            yellow puddle. Urine? Melted Popsicle? Both? This was why everyone hated Times Square. When she saw who was calling, she blew
            out hard. Massaged her cheeks so she could smile and Hank could hear it.
         

         
         “Hey, you,” she said.

         
         “Sweetheart,” her fiancé replied, and Guin knew. She rapped a fist hard against sun-hot metal.

         
         “You said you wouldn’t watch.”

         
         “I know. I’m sorry. But I couldn’t not call after that.”

         
         His voice hummed with concern and threatened to undo certain latches she needed to keep shut. “I’m fine. I shouldn’t have let her throw me like that.”
         

         
         “Your brother,” Hank began tentatively. Guin’s family was terrain he rarely breached, wrapped in caution tape. “Is he really
            doing a show about your—”
         

         
         “No.” She stood and started walking, weaving around clusters of tourists holding M&M’S store bags, visibly grappling with
            Paris syndrome. “He wouldn’t. I mean, he really would not. It’s gonna be one of those modern art things. Mother, like, metaphorically. He’ll, I don’t know. Have people enter through a giant plaster vagina. Or he’ll do something with
            the moon. Make a—make a tide pool. Or something so conceptual critics will have to pretend they get it, to be cool.”
         

         
         Guin was babbling. He broke in gently.

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay? The way you stood up when Samantha said—”
         

         
         She laughed irritably. “Hank, I remember. I was there.”

         
         “I don’t want you blindsided, that’s all. In case it’s not a giant vagina and a tide pool.”
         

         
         “I won’t be blindsided. I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         A pause. Then instant, easy retreat. “Okay. You know better than me.”

         
         “I do.” Hearing and hating the shirtiness in her voice.

         
         He sighed and said, “I want to hold you. You got time for that? Maybe around lunch? I’ll come to wherever you are.”

         
         “You don’t have time for that.” Hank was a public school teacher in Fort Greene. His lunch was a turkey sandwich he took bites
            of in between mediating altercations among second graders.
         

         
         “I’ll make it. I’m forgetting what you look like. You’re a talking head to me now.”

         
         Guin leaned against the glittery marble front of a theater building, shading her eyes. “I told you I’d be slammed for a couple
            weeks around pub. You told me you wouldn’t watch.”
         

         
         “I did, didn’t I. And now I’m being a big baby about it.”

         
         “Well. Who doesn’t like babies?” She said it without thinking, then tipped her head back and mouthed a curse.

         
         Hank’s voice turned twenty degrees warmer. It chilled her. “Who indeed. You’re my baby, and I miss you.” He let his Brooklyn accent thicken. “And if any other talk show hosts try to mess with you, tell him
            you know a guy. And he’s good at breaking things.”
         

         
         “Mateo?” She named his five-year-old nephew, a tornado of Pokémon facts and uncut hellfire.

         
         Hank laughed, a good sunshine laugh. It made her feel miserly, made her want to give him something.

         
         “Samantha Brice is an actual robot, by the way. She turns off when the camera does. I think I saw a plug in her back.”

         
         “Oof, don’t tell Patty.” His mom, a daytime TV addict. “It’ll break her heart.”

         
         Guin heard a beep and pulled the phone from her ear. The call was coming from H&C Regina. Regina Coleman, longtime head of publicity for Hart & Crane. Mid-fifties, with the coiled air of an old-school fixer. Regina was deliciously indiscreet, loud and funny and mean as a snake. She was also intensely protective—not of her authors, of the house. Guin felt actual fear, anticipating Regina’s response to her performance on Brice. 

         
         “Hart & Crane’s calling. I should take it.” She had no intention of taking it.

         
         “Don’t let ’em give you any shit,” Hank said. “Remember, you’re the talent.”

         
         Guin flinched. But he didn’t mean anything by it. Rather, he meant it. As if spending a few months feeding anecdotes to a
            ghostwriter qualified as talent. “I won’t.”
         

         
         “Good. Call me later, okay? I love you.”

         
         “Yes.” Flustered, always, by how casually he said it. “Me, too.”

         
         She hung up on him. Lovely Hank.

         
         The thought was almost resentful. He was slumming it with her, and he didn’t seem to notice. Three months ago, he’d coaxed
            her into a windy walk along the waterfront at Brooklyn Bridge Park, took out a ring box, and got on his knees. Both knees,
            not one. He’d been too nervous to keep his balance.
         

         
         The ring was small and pretty, a carved sapphire with delicate diamond shoulders set in white gold. Guin liked it. And she
            was surprised every time she saw it. In the mirror when she washed her face or glinting over a cutting board. It got turned
            around constantly, scratching her cheek when she slept, biting a red line up Hank’s back the last time they had sex.
         

         
         Not everything is a metaphor. She loved him. And it was intoxicating having someone rely on her. Not on what she could do
            for them but on her continued existence, alongside theirs. A first in her adult life.
         

         
         Even if she wasn’t entirely sure whether their engagement was a commitment or an experiment. Probably should’ve figured that
            out before she took the ring.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Six
1998

         
         Spring in Vermont stretched endless, fresh as peeled sapwood and clean on the tongue. Even on sunny days Llewellyn lit a fire
            in the great room and sent the children to bed with hot water bottles at their feet. Summer felt like a myth, then a creeping
            tide. It rose inch by inch and drowned the long saw edge of May.
         

         
         Each warm day the children went a little farther. First to the wildflowers that sprang up overnight, circling the house like
            the crown of a wild bride. Then to the orchard. Then the woods. They were questing for the border, searching for the place
            where their newfound freedom would hit a wall.
         

         
         They didn’t find it in the orchard or the woods. They followed the road awhile, looking, until a car passed so fast and close
            Ennis yanked Guinevere backward into the brush.
         

         
         It wasn’t its nearness that scared her most, or its awful speed. It was the fact that it existed at all. A blistering metal
            reminder of a world they no longer lived in. If—she was forgetting again, already—that other world existed at all. Manhattan
            was hallucination, Venice a briny dream. All of life was contained within these few acres of wind-combed Eden. It was an Eden then, though that would be hard to believe later.
         

         
         All that first summer she followed her brother. He was forever ahead of her, parting the drowsing trees, his narrow back browned then burned then peeling. The soles of his feet flickered callus orange as he scaled each climbable tree, leading her to a place where the leaves moved in green waves, shushing like librarians. The rippling grasses were sea swells, the trees great ships—or houses, hot-air balloons, floating islands in the Utter East. It went without saying that Ennis was captain of every endeavor, Guinevere first mate or swab boy, depending on his largesse. She didn’t care, she only wanted to be near him. 

         
         Those early months were a crash course in small injuries. They were unsurveilled, unimpeded, free to be scraped by branches,
            cut by rocks, bruised by everything, worked over like cheese on a box grater when they inevitably slid the wrong way off a
            tree’s trunk or down a creek bank.
         

         
         When they were hurt badly enough, they went to Llewellyn, who patched them up with calm efficiency and without reprimand.
            He was easy to find, installed morning to night in an empty outbuilding that stood between the orchard and the house. It was
            built like a church in miniature: high and narrow, a severe American folly. He’d taken to calling it his studio.
         

         
         Their father did not love the house. Not like the rest of them did. He slept inside it, and when the sun rose he trekked out
            the back door with his thermos of tea, which transmuted into wine or whiskey when the afternoon grew long. In the studio he
            kept himself in practice, reading plays and poetry and listening to old records, gospel and folk and soul. The guns he’d removed
            from the house were stashed there, though the children weren’t supposed to know that.
         

         
         The studio was also the seat of his apothecary. There he lashed the children with peroxide, wrapped wrist sprains, kissed
            bruises. When mosquitoes flashed like loose change in the trees, he fed them match heads. And if their cuts bled through too
            many Band-Aids, he stitched them up, neatly as the cloth skin of dolls. His mother, he told them, had been a bit of a healer.
            A bit of a hedge witch, too. She knew what cooled a fever and soothed an itch; she knew what stopped a liar’s tongue or started
            a love affair.
         

         
         Llewellyn planted his own witch’s garden in a ring around the studio. Dusty rosemary, glossy bay laurel, angelica frothing in green and white. Ennis looked up the new plantings in their father’s big flaking book of gardener’s lore. Angelica: longevity and protection. Bay: abundance and protection. Rosemary: purity and protection. 

         
         Often they found their father pacing the land, talking to himself, consulting marked-up scripts. Sometimes he made them act
            out a particularly thorny bit of stage business to see if it worked. Guinevere liked being hauled about like a mannequin,
            his warm hands on her shoulders, his eyes seeing not his daughter but a duchess, a maiden, a tricky society wife. In Venice
            he’d moved through their lives like a golden satellite, dazzling and disappearing on repeat. Here he stood still. He had no
            one to talk to, so he talked to his children.
         

         
         He was, of course, a good storyteller. His favored topics: fairy tales, the theater, and women. There were two kinds of women
            in Llewellyn’s accounts. First, the lush population of aunts and cousins who peopled his Welsh childhood, alongside his sainted
            and long-dead mother. Second, girls.
         

         
         All his tales of conquest bore a family resemblance. First looks leading to stolen kisses giving way to romantic pratfalls
            and acts of daring, culminating in a standard end: Llewellyn running away, a pack of angry brothers set like dogs at his heels.
         

         
         “What about Mom?” Guinevere asked him once. She knew a little bit—Edith’s mother had been one of the producers behind Llewellyn’s
            Broadway debut, they’d met at the theater—and she wanted more. A funny story like the ones from his youth. Edith cast as a
            pretty, sharp-tongued girl, cutting Llewellyn down to size.
         

         
         But her father looked startled. A sleepwalker tugged free of a dream.

         
         “Edith.” He said her name like it was something he was turning in his hands. A device of indefinable purpose. If it hadn’t
            been twilight, if the liquid in his cup hadn’t yet turned into wine, Guinevere thought he might not have answered. He gave
            a funny smile and said, “Listen.”
         

         
         Their cue to sit, to hush. They took it.

         
         “I thought she was a ghost, the first time I saw her.” Almost apologetically he added, “I was playing Hamlet. My head was
            full of it. Death, soliloquy, that strong medicine of rigorous work. ‘My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!’”
         

         
         He said the line with sudden force, startling the children. The past didn’t startle. It crept closer, tightening around them like a focusing spotlight. 

         
         “It was the night before we opened. Our Broadway opening, we’d already had a run in the West End. I should’ve been gone, in
            bed, except I knew I wouldn’t sleep. I stayed and went over the blocking. Not just mine, everyone’s, the whole play. I’ve
            always liked to do that. Speaking the lines in my head—I didn’t want to overwork my voice. I was looking out at the sea of
            seats, thinking Ophelia’s bit. ‘And I a maid at your window, to be your Valentine.’”
         

         
         His voice went feminine and somehow thrilling. Suddenly Guinevere could see him onstage. Not a man playing a woman playing
            Ophelia, but Ophelia herself. She shivered.
         

         
         “I turned, and there she was. Standing next to the ghost light. I really did believe for a moment she was not of this world.
            She looked like . . . not Ophelia. Like Persephone. Fresh as springtime. With eyes like two holes in the ground.”
         

         
         Guinevere glanced uneasily at Ennis. He was focused on their father.

         
         “‘Easy is the way down to the Underworld,’” Llewellyn murmured. “‘By night and by day dark Hades’ door stands open. But to
            retrace one’s steps and to make a way out to the upper air, that’s the task.’” He raised a hand. “Her hair was so black I
            couldn’t see it at first. Only that face, like a little white flower. Queen of Flowers. Queen of Hell.” The hand that gestured
            around his head to signify black hair came fluttering uncertainly down. “And I was lost.”
         

         
         Lost. Was this good or bad when it came to love? Guinevere wanted to hug him, but he always seemed surprised when you did. It was
            better to let him hug you first.
         

         
         Their father scrubbed both hands over his face. He seemed suddenly tired, red-gold and bleary and thick. A bear in a fairy
            tale who’d once been a prince. He turned his eyes to the house.
         

         
         His children followed suit, all three of them watching the strip of lit windows on the third floor. Behind them, that long warm room they hadn’t breached since the first day, with its desk all covered in hands. It had become Edith’s, where she went every day to—what? Read, probably. She’d carted all her books inside it and had Llewellyn bring up a chair. 

         
         Guinevere remembered the room’s closed-mouth stillness, its absolute quiet, all the treetops moving in semaphore outside its
            seven windows. What was so awful about it? She couldn’t remember now.
         

         
         The windows went dark as they watched. All at once, like blown-out candles. A minute passed, and Edith called out through
            the dusk.
         

         
         From books Guinevere knew that mothers liked to stand in doorways, shouting for their children. Suppertime! they’d say. Or, Be home before dark! Or simply their children’s names, one after another. Edith only ever called for Llewellyn.
         

         
         He rose and put his hands out. Each child took one, and together they crossed the grass. Edith waited in the doorway, house
            yawning at her back. When they were close Llewellyn let go of his son and daughter and moved toward his wife, unencumbered.
         

         
         She stretched long arms over the threshold and pulled him in.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seven
1998

         
         When were they going home? And where exactly would home be?
         

         
         Guinevere didn’t ask. Maybe if she ignored the questions they would be resolved in her favor. This is home. You’re already here.

         
         She woke one night with a dry mouth and a full bladder. Her neck and shoulders prickled with sunburn. In her dreams she’d
            been front-crawling along a briny Venetian canal, fishes nibbling at her skin. She crossed her legs, rolled onto her side
            then back again. Could she sleep, could she make it until morning? She could not.
         

         
         Guinevere peed and rinsed her hands as fast as she could. She didn’t like the second-floor bathroom, especially at night.
            The toilet chain felt rusty against her palm, the porthole window rattled when the wind hit it. Water from the tap tasted
            like it had been carried a long way in a bucket. The way to get it down was to pretend you were Laura Ingalls Wilder.
         

         
         On her way back to bed she heard her parents’ voices through their bedroom door. She shuffle-slid closer, until her ear hovered
            right over the wood.
         

         
         Llewellyn said, “I have to go back.”

         
         Edith, coldly: “You?”

         
         “We. Us. Me and you and the children. We have to go back, to . . .” He gave a strained laugh. “To civilization, Edie. Autumn’ll come soon enough, heaven knows what kind of schools they’ve got out here in the back of beyond. They need other kids to play with. And I have to work.” 

         
         “You have to work. What about me?”

         
         A palpable pause. “What about you?”

         
         “Are you kidding me, Llew? How many times do you need to hear it?”

         
         “I’ve heard it. You’ve been saying it since I met you. But, love, be honest. Have you written one word since we got here?
            I know you didn’t in Italy. That was the plan, wasn’t it? You wanted to sit in cafés with your notebook, you wanted to . . .”
         

         
         “You’re actually bringing up Italy right now? Are you high?”
         

         
         “No, I’m not—”
         

         
         “All that romantic horseshit about cafés was your idea, by the way, pitched to me after you’d already decided we were going. Venice was all about you, the rest of us were an afterthought.”
         

         
         “That’s not fair. Venice was a chance to rest, stop bleeding our money away on rent. To sort things out, plan my path back
            to—”
         

         
         “And how’d that work out?” Edith hissed. “Maybe Italy could’ve been good for us, if just once you’d kept your dick in your pants.”
         

         
         “Please don’t bring that up again.” Her father’s voice was so soft and defeated it made Guinevere’s skin hurt. “I know I’m
            selfish. I’m a selfish man, a weak man. But I love you. I love you. I love our children.”
         

         
         “Did you love me in Italy? Did you love your children? Or were you too busy fucking the nanny?”

         
         Guinevere’s shoulders jumped. Her mother’s words were vicious, impenetrable.

         
         “Edith, I’ve heard you. I’ve apologized. We left Venice, we came here, I’ve done what you asked of me. And it’s helped, really, all of us being
            here together. It’s taught me that I can be better. I can be who you need me to be, as long as I can work. It’s not good for me here. This house, it’s not good. I can’t stay here.”
         

         
         “What, because of a few weird dreams?”

         
         “It’s not a few . . . it’s every night, it’s the same dream, and it’s starting to feel like a warning. Door after door after—I’m sick of closing my eyes and finding myself in the same damned house! This house. How do you not feel it? The wrongness here?”
         

         
         What doors? What wrongness? Guinevere held her breath, but her father didn’t clarify.

         
         Edith spoke steadily. “This is how it’s gonna be. You say you want this family, I need you to prove it to me. You’ve already
            got two kids you’re not allowed to see, you really want to make it four? You think you’ll mount your great comeback with me
            stirring the shit, taking interviews? I’ll look like Mother fucking Courage.”
         

         
         “She’s a bit of a villain, love.” He said it reflexively.

         
         “Oh, shut up! You will give me my year. I gave you Venice, now it’s my turn. We have nowhere to go, you’ve burned every bridge, I want my year. The kids’ll roll with it. One year off the grid won’t kill them. It’ll be good for them, actually. They love it here. I love it here.” Her anger cracked open, just a little. “This place inspires me, Llew. I know I’ll be able to write here, I
            just need time. Have some faith in me, okay?”
         

         
         In a tight voice he said, “Alright. Fair is fair. I’ll call Alan tomorrow, let him know the new timeline.” He paused. “But,
            Edie? Save some of your time for the kids, yeah?”
         

         
         Guinevere mashed her ear to the door.

         
         “Please don’t start.” Edith sounded very tired. “They’re fine. I would’ve given anything at their age to have what they do. A sibling and an endless backyard. And they like you better
            anyway.” Guinevere could determine nothing from the way she said this: whether she was sad about it, or angry, or relieved.
            “I’ll be able to spend more time on them once I’ve written my book.”
         

         
         “They need you now, love.” His voice was soft. “They’re little now.”

         
         “They have me. I’m here. Why do you think I need to do this? I want to be someone they can respect, not some . . . child bride. I didn’t have time to figure myself out, remember? Instead I met you. Pervert.” She snapped the word like gum. “They’re gonna do the math one day. And what’ll they think of us then?”
         

         
         “Edith.” His voice was dangerous. “Stop.”

         
         “Oh, you don’t like that? How about this?” A thick stretch of nothing. Her voice came back, dark and low: “That you like. See? You’re a dirty old man.”
         

         
         He said something too quiet to hear. And Edith laughed.

         
         There were other sounds, unidentifiable. They didn’t speak again.

         
         Slowly Guinevere walked back to her room. Of all the things she’d heard, this was what rattled in her head: They need you now, love.

         
         It was confirmation of something, though she wasn’t sure what. It was connected to the pit she felt in her belly when Edith
            forgot to say good night, or when she looked at Guinevere with a kind of hard incomprehension, as if waking from a daughterless
            dream. And the feeling of looking back, tracing her mother’s lovely face feature to feature, searching for what she could
            not and would not find.
         

         
         Guinevere lay in the dark. She felt like she’d swallowed something sticky and thick, spoon after spoon.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eight
Five days until Mother

         
         The B train’s A/C barely dented the fug of a couple dozen sweaty New Yorkers. The walk home was worse, heat rising in a visible
            wobble over the sidewalks.
         

         
         But when Guin saw the woman waiting in front of her apartment, her body coursed with cold.

         
         She recoiled, as if from a vision. It really was her: Candace Street. Gutter punk collage artist turned artist’s assistant.
            Artist’s watchdog, nanny, acolyte, stirred into the Nolita foot traffic like a raven among wrens. She’d been Ennis Sharpe’s
            right-hand woman for over a decade.
         

         
         Guin stopped a few sidewalk squares away. “You’re here,” she said stupidly.

         
         Candy had to be sixty and she still dressed like Siouxsie Sioux. Like a time traveler from a different New York, before cannabis
            kombucha and the STD-like spread of Blank Street Coffee. She grimaced, peering off to the left. “You got a minute?”
         

         
         “Not really.” The timbre of Guin’s voice was traitorously erratic. She’d last seen Candy seven years ago, and the memory wasn’t
            good.
         

         
         The older woman fumbled around in her pocket. Briefly, ridiculously, Guin thought, Knife. Candy pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
            Benson & Hedges? Seemed like an overcommitment to the bit.
         

         
         “Talk to me for one, will you? That’s all I’m asking.” She shook the pack enticingly, like a perv offering candy. “Come on. Help yourself.” 

         
         Curiosity got the better of Guin. She took one.

         
         Together they moved to a bench outside a coffee shop. Lately Guin had been on a half-hearted health kick. As she took a drag
            she pictured smoke running through her system like men in dirty work boots, stomping over clean white floors.
         

         
         Candy held her cigarette like a dart, European style, ready at any minute to throw it in somebody’s face. On an exhale she
            said, “A memoir, huh? You running low on blood money?”
         

         
         Lest she thought Candy had gone soft. “Better talk fast.”

         
         “Ennis didn’t send me, alright? He doesn’t know I’m here.”

         
         That got her attention. “You’re not working for him anymore?”

         
         “No, I am.”

         
         “Then why are you here?”

         
         “I’m worried.”

         
         Guin bit the tip of her tongue, released. “About?”

         
         Candy shrugged. She’d figured out where Guin lived, come all this way, waited on the street for her as long as it took. Still
            she couldn’t bring herself to talk. The habit of protecting Ennis from his own sister was too deeply engrained.
         

         
         “Is it the lawsuit?” Guin said disingenuously, testing her. “Not sure what you think I can do.”

         
         Candy made a plosive sound, laugh-esque. “That won’t stand up. It’s just free publicity.”

         
         “Free pub—a girl died, Candy.”
         

         
         “Girls die.” Candy looked at her head-on. “People die.”

         
         Guin dropped her cigarette, stomping it as she stood. “Good talk.”

         
         “Give me a minute.” Candy adjusted herself irritably. “I’m worried about the new show.”

         
         Guin twirled a finger like, Hurry it up. Candy talked faster.
         

         
         “I don’t know anything. Ennis got a space without talking to me. He picked a date, put out a release. I didn’t even know the show was happening until last week, and I still don’t know what’s in it. I can barely—sometimes I can’t even find the guy. I don’t know whether it’s the lawsuit or if there’s a girl or if he’s having some kind of a crisis. And . . . his
            hand.” She gave Guin a forbidding look. “When he’s stressed he gets, you know. Phantom pain. I can tell it’s bad by the way
            he’s holding it. I’m not expecting you to want to help me. I’m asking you to . . .”
         

         
         “What?” Guin was fully smiling. This was more satisfying than she thought it would be. “What could you possibly have the nerve
            to ask me for?”
         

         
         “The show. I know everyone thinks . . . but I can’t see him doing a show about her. He doesn’t talk about your mother. Ever. So the title has me, uh. Concerned.” Candy’s eyes, with those unsettling brown-black irises, bore into Guin’s. “Look, how
            much do you remember? Ennis told me once he wasn’t sure how much you understood. You were pretty young, and considering what
            happened after—”
         

         
         “Shut up.” Guin said it so loudly a woman walking by with a shih tzu startled back a step. “You washed-up hypocrite. What did you say to me seven years ago?”
         

         
         Candy’s gaze skittered away from hers, landing somewhere over her shoulder. “I’m an addict in recovery. I don’t live in the
            past.”
         

         
         “How convenient. I’ve stayed away, like you told me to, haven’t I? I’ve left him alone.”

         
         Candy reached into the pocket of her disgusting leather jacket, streaked like bacon by years of hard wear, and pulled out
            a heavy cream-colored card.
         

         
         Why did Guin’s knees go watery before she’d even read it? Maybe it was the thickness of the stock. It looked like an invitation.
            Her mind was tugged to the opening chapters of The Ninth City. Guinevere and Ennis—the sanitized fictional versions—received an invitation, too. It detonated their lives.
         

         
         In centered sans serif font, the first line set larger than the second, the card read:

         
         
            
               
                  MOTHER

                  ENNIS SHARPE

               

            

         
         In minuscule print at the bottom was an address, a date, and a time: somewhere in Brooklyn, nine at night. Five days from
            now.
         

         
         “These’ll be delivered around the city next Wednesday.” Candy gave a risible French shrug. “Maybe you go check it out first.
            Maybe Ennis is there, and you talk to him.”
         

         
         Deliberately, taking her time with the creases, Guin folded the invite into fours. Then she flicked it off her palm. It thudded
            dully against ancient leather.
         

         
         “No way,” Candy said. “You’re not just gonna fuck off. Listen, Guinevere. D’you remember what he said to you, right after the—”
         

         
         Guin cut her off. “I fucked off seven years ago, at your request. Now you can do the same.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	Whirlybird (2018)

                  	Ennis Sharpe (1991–)

                  	Beekhof Museum, Amsterdam

               

            

         
         It wasn’t the first time Guin tracked her brother to a likely location. Her attempts to find him once she got there had the
            flavor of British farce: near misses, right place wrong time, Ennis always exiting one door as she entered another.
         

         
         This was too high profile for her to miss him, the kind of thing even a famously elusive artist couldn’t duck out of: the
            opening reception of his new solo show, Whirlybird.
         

         
         Guin didn’t try to sneak in. She didn’t think she had to. But as she approached the entrance a large man in a crisp cerulean
            suit stepped into her path, turning her wordlessly away.
         

         
         She hadn’t pegged him for a bouncer, despite his size. He was too beautifully dressed. Nodding, she started to walk away,
            then doubled back and took the entrance at a run.
         

         
         The man folded startlingly at the waist and caught her under the arms, driving her into the narrow street. His breath was
            harsh in her ear. She could smell the mealy peppermint of his mouthwash. “Buy me dinner first, fuckstick,” she panted, boots
            skidding in the snow. It was an epithet she’d never used in her life, flushed out like a pheasant by surprise.
         

         
         His beefy face was impassive as a golem’s. He dropped her and retreated, though not too far. Narrowly Guin kept her feet,
            preparing to scream her brother’s name. She’d already clocked a couple of people recognizing her. It wouldn’t take much to
            make a big beautiful scene.
         

         
         Then Candy was striding out the door, clad in her usual black. She looked like a stagehand. Or a pit bull, dressed as one. They’d never met, but Guin knew who she was. 

         
         “You’re not welcome here,” Candy said.

         
         “Arf arf,” Guin replied, making a barking motion with her hand. She was pretty drunk.

         
         Candy shook her head. “He doesn’t want to talk to you. How many times does he have to say it?”

         
         “Once.” Guin showed her with a finger. “One time, to my face, and I’ll go.”

         
         Candy advanced, head down. In her past life she’d been a junkie art star with a death wish, her whole career a slow-motion
            flameout. She’d long since cleaned up, gotten sober, gotten religion, even, if you counted Ennis as a god. Guin was pretty
            sure Candy did. In that moment she looked every bit the razor-mouthed brawler she used to be. Guin’s joints filled with a
            hard white light as she readied herself for violence.
         

         
         The way Candy touched her was unexpected. Gentle, more brutal than a punch: she slid her hand over Guin’s. Held it.

         
         She said, “I know.”

         
         A pop of hard static ran through Guin, head to feet.

         
         “No, you don’t.” The reply was automatic. There were things only she and Ennis knew, that no one else ever would.
         

         
         Candy leaned in.

         
         “He said the Farmhouse looked like a rocket ship,” she whispered. “In all that blue fire.”

         
         The kinetic energy animating Guin’s body snapped off. Suddenly she was spent, swaying on her feet like a boxer. Before she
            could recover—how could she recover?—Candy was stomping back into the building, over the light spilling in a golden wedge
            onto the snow.
         

         
         Guin allowed the golem in the beautiful suit to herd her into a cab. When he gave the driver the name of her hotel, she understood
            Ennis had been tracking her, anticipating her. She perceived at last that none of it was random.
         

         
         She had a brother. He was long and angry and brave and kind, made of vaulted skies and jumps into cold black water. Best and only playmate. Their childhood together stuck like sap to her skin. Candy wasn’t the first person to worship at the altar of Ennis Sharpe. 

         
         Guin had a brother once. And then she had none.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine
Five days until Mother

         
         Of course Guin memorized the address on the invitation Candy tried to give her. It ticker-taped through her head as she made
            coffee in her kitchen, ordered a lunch she didn’t eat, declined two more calls from Regina. Finally, she typed the address
            into her phone. Just to see.
         

         
         A train and a bus. One hour and she’d be there, if she were going.

         
         But Guin had worked quite hard to build a wall between herself and her brother. Made it of fury and betrayal and recrimination,
            brick by brick. It didn’t go up overnight. And it wouldn’t fall down because Candy came asking.
         

         
         When Regina called a fourth time, she answered.

         
         “Oh, hi, Regina. Are you having a nice day?”

         
         There, that startled a laugh out of her. Her enormous voice followed. “You’re adorable. I could almost forget you’re full
            grown.”
         

         
         They’d been working together since Guin was a shiftless twenty-year-old dumbass, desperately in need of some structure. She
            found it in an offer Regina made near the end of a double gap year that started as a quest and fizzled into an endless vacation:
            to be her mother’s stand-in, promoting the Ninth City series around the world. She was, after all, the Guinevere Sharpe.
         

         
         If she remembered correctly, she’d referred to herself in her first call with Regina as a wanderer. No irony detected. Their present dynamic—hard-boiled boss versus intermittently charming buffoon—was a relic of those early
            days.
         

         
         “I’ve been calling you for an hour.” Concern barely covered the publicist’s irritation, thin as the shell on a crème brûlée. “What was that?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” Guin let her forehead touch the cool marble of her kitchen island. “Samantha Brice got me. I got Brice’d.”

         
         “Not a phrase.” Regina sighed. “Honey, I didn’t call to scold you. We know he’s a sore spot, Fern shouldn’t have let you go
            out there unbriefed. We’re not gonna be stupid about this anymore. Okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” Guin straightened up. “Okay.”

         
         “Good. Your brother’s show. Right now, absolute honesty, what do we need to know? What kind of bombs could he drop?”

         
         A laugh bubbled out of her. “God,” she said. “No bombs.”
         

         
         “Right.” Regina didn’t sound convinced. “Any . . . hand grenades?”

         
         “The usual stuff. All the stuff you would think.” Behind her eyes, whirring like a carousel: The Farmhouse, the woods. The Farmhouse, the—
         

         
         “All the stuff I’d think? Guin, I can think of a lot of things. I’m a very imaginative person.”
         

         
         “Hah.”

         
         “Not really. You know what, I need to ask it.” Her voice was hushed, for Regina. Almost as quiet as another person talking
            at normal volume. “We’ve known each other a long time, haven’t we? And I would be remiss, as your publicist and friend, if
            I didn’t ask whether she ever, whether Edith or Llewellyn ever . . .”
         

         
         She stopped cold. Guin let her dangle.

         
         “If there was anything . . .” She made an exasperated sound. “God, Guin, don’t make me say it. The worst thing.”
         

         
         What did Regina know about worst things? Guin understood her meaning, though. Crisply, honestly, she said, “Never.”
         

         
         Regina exhaled hard into the phone. “Well, thank god for that.”

         
         “Speaking as my friend, of course.”

         
         “And as your publicist. Representing your interests. And your brand-new book, which really does present a very rosy picture.”
         

         
         “Samantha Brice called it sunny. Sunshine and roses, that’s me.”
         

         
         “I’m glad someone is having fun.” Regina was having fun, too. There was nothing she loved more than damage control. Sure enough: “Now that we’re square on that, let’s talk damage control. I’m working closely with Fern while we get you back on solid ground. Honestly, I can’t believe you let Brice of all people get to you. I once saw that woman bring an entire cooked turkey on a plane. It had its own seat. It was summer! What was I saying?”
         

         
         “Damage control.”

         
         “Right. Okay. Remind me, what’s the deal with your brother’s work?”

         
         “Large-scale immersive installations,” Guin recited. “Painting is part of it, with elements of set design, theater—”

         
         “Got it.” Regina cut her off sharply. The thing about Regina was that she was contemptuous of all art, including the books
            she promoted. What she loved was people, their flaws and hang-ups and figuring out all the ways she could hook them. She went about her work with a savage, addicted
            pleasure that had nothing to do with a love of literature. “So he’s opening an arty installation. About your mother. And you
            melted down about it on live TV.”
         

         
         “I froze up! That’s the opposite of melting down.”

         
         “Good, yes, very helpful hairsplitting. And what about the lawsuit? That isn’t going anywhere, is it?”

         
         “It won’t stand up.” Hearing herself echo Candy, Guin made a face. “I mean, it’s awful. But it’s clearly not his fault. The
            girl who died, she had a, um, history. Of poor mental health.”
         

         
         “Oh. Then I guess his ass is covered.”

         
         The disgust in her voice, barely disguised, made Guin’s stomach turn. Regina went on before she could mount any kind of defense.
            “Given the timing, the show will be taken as a direct response to the memoir.”
         

         
         “We don’t know it’s about Edith. I really can’t believe he would—”
         

         
         “Honey, he’s opening a show called Mother. It’s absolutely about Edith. I’m anticipating dueling narratives, and on the bright side a boost in sales. Which, to be
            honest, we could use. But if his narrative is in total opposition to your narrative . . .” Regina paused. “There could be a backlash.”
         

         
         “What would it matter? He could be lying. He would be lying.” Guin curled her tongue behind her teeth. “It’s his word against mine. It’s not like there are any living witnesses.” 

         
         “See, it’s statements like that that make me think there are things you’re not telling me.”
         

         
         Guin felt her mouth trembling with the effort of holding her smile. Even when she was alone, she couldn’t let it drop. “Regina,
            you were there. You’ve been at Hart & Crane since the nineties, you watched the books blow up. You knew my mother, you knew—” She didn’t
            want to say his name. “Her editor,” she finished.
         

         
         “Rest in peace,” Regina muttered.

         
         “Sure. What I’m saying is, are you worried about something coming out that you already know?”
         

         
         “Of course not.” There, now it was Regina on the back foot. “They didn’t have me on Ninth City until it became backlist. Not
            that your mother will ever be backlist.”
         

         
         “Of course not.” Guin had a fading bruise on her upper thigh, from running into Hank’s dresser in the dark. Below it ran an
            alternate memoir of her childhood, written in the dots and dashes of old scars. She flicked the dark lake bed of the bruise
            and said, “So we’re on the same page?”
         

         
         “That better not be a pun. But yes. On to next steps. I’m sending you out for a chat with a journalist who’s a friend, and
            you’re going to give her the full story on your relationship with Ennis Sharpe.”
         

         
         “Wait.” Guin slid off her perch on the kitchen stool. “What?”
         

         
         “Figure of speech. You’ll tell her nothing that isn’t in the memoir, while providing the illusion of transparency. And you’ll
            address two things. First, your freeze-up on Brice. Second, the show. Mother. Maybe you say something like, ‘I’m as excited as the rest of the world to see how my brother explores our mother’s phenomenal
            legacy.’ Yeah? Can you make that sound natural?”
         

         
         “Without the phenomenal, maybe?”
         

         
         “Great, bring your own adjective. Check your inbox. Go over the talking points and likely questions, see my suggestions on
            how to answer them, and nail this interview. We good?”
         

         
         “Yes. Good. When’s the interview?”

         
         “In an hour, bright eyes.”

         
         “An hour? That’s a little—I’m feeling a little . . .” Fragile. A word Regina would despise her for. What are you, a butterfly?

         
         “Nah, you’re good. You’re a trooper.” Regina sounded chipper now. Guin could hear her typing away. “Details are in the email.
            Go be your sunny self, and call me when it’s done.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ten
1998

         
         Guinevere and Ennis were gathering sticks. They had to be long—at least two Guineveres in length—and as wide around as her
            arm. Which looked different these days: sunbaked and strong, laced with scrapes all the way to her T-shirt sleeve.
         

         
         Dutifully she presented each find to her brother, who nodded or shook his head. This had been going on since May. When Guinevere
            couldn’t sleep she thought about their beautiful pile of sticks. Orderly and hidden, a ward against the vale of worries she
            walked each night on her way into dreaming.
         

         
         She hadn’t told Ennis what she’d heard through their parents’ bedroom door. She’d never had a secret before. Now she had a
            whole buzzing, stinging armful.
         

         
         Abruptly he said, “We have to do something about Dad.”

         
         Guinevere looked up, more relieved than surprised. This happened all the time, her brother speaking the thoughts out of her
            head. According to Llewellyn, she hadn’t said a word before age three. Why would you? You had Ennis to talk for you.

         
         “He’s not happy,” Ennis went on. “He wants to be an actor again and Mom won’t let him.”

         
         His face was stern; it usually was. It was her face, too: horizontal lines of brow and bottom lip, fat violin curves of the
            upper. Their eyes blue like Llewellyn’s.
         

         
         She loved her brother’s eyes. She loved his face. She wanted him happy, which was why she was keeping all these secrets. If only she could ask him whether this was the right thing to do!
         

         
         Then she had an idea. “Why don’t we put on plays here? Like Dad said, remember?” She was getting excited. “He said we would
            be a good, a good . . .”
         

         
         “Sebastian and Viola, yeah. You know he was just saying that, right?” Ennis spoke gently. “Like he always just says stuff?
            It’s fun to pretend, but it isn’t real.”
         

         
         “It’s not?”

         
         “Guinevere.” He held her elbows and looked at her straight, the way he did when he wanted to mesmerize her into doing whatever
            he said. It always worked. “He has to go back to the city and do real plays. He’s only staying here because of us.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Her nose was running. She didn’t want to sniffle, he’d think she was crying. “He should stay because of us. Shouldn’t he?”
         

         
         Ennis wore no shirt. His body was an in-between thing, all lanky limbs and knobby bits: knees, elbows, ankle bones. A newly
            prominent Adam’s apple interrupted the line of his throat. “Dad was famous. Until he married Mom. She got jealous and made him quit.”
         

         
         Guinevere thought about this. It seemed to her both right and wrong. She considered telling him about the promise Llewellyn
            made Edith, that they’d stay for a year, but that might shake loose the secret hiding beneath it. “I think Mom wants to be
            famous, too.”
         

         
         “Famous for what? Being mean?”

         
         “She told Dad she wants to write a book.”

         
         “A book? When did she say that?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Guinevere said swiftly. “But I don’t want to go back to New York. I love living here, I don’t want to leave.”

         
         “Don’t worry, we’ll come back. Even if Mom tries to stop us. We don’t have to live in her house.” He jerked a thumb toward
            their pile of sticks. “That’s why we’re building our own.”
         

         
         Ennis was a deep one. He’d never hinted at the sticks’ purpose before, only waited to drop it on her when it would have the
            most impact. It also had the effect of startling her into saying it. The worst secret.
         

         
         “Dad has other kids.”

         
         The words slipped out like watermelon seeds. For a moment she felt relief. Then she saw his face.

         
         In a dull voice, he said, “What?”

         
         He hadn’t known. She realized she’d expected him to roll his eyes and say, Duh, but he hadn’t known. The depth of her error was instantly clear. Over a dry throat, she said, “I heard Mom say it. She said
            he already has two kids he doesn’t see. If he goes to the city—what if he doesn’t come back? What if he doesn’t see us anymore?”
         

         
         Ennis’s face contorted, his mouth folded and shook. He straightened. Then he stalked forward and punched her in the chest.
            “You’re lying.”
         

         
         He’d never hurt her before. Not on purpose. Before she could react, he was gone, pelting toward the house.

         
         When her breath came back, Guinevere screamed. With her strong scratched-up arms she broke a perfect stick over one knee.
            Then another and another. Her knee was bleeding and she regretted the broken sticks and it was all Ennis’s fault and she hated him.
         

         
         She stayed in the woods until she wished she were home, then a while longer to spite him. When she finally set off, all the
            gold had rubbed off the day. Wind traced patterns in the darkening green and night sounds were rising. She drew her arms inside
            her shirt.
         

         
         It was clear within minutes she was lost. She kept going with her head high, in case Ennis could somehow see it. If she couldn’t
            find the house, she’d find the road. If she couldn’t find the road, she’d find a town, and have so much fun there Ennis would
            regret missing out forever.
         

         
         In truth the idea frightened her, opened into a pop-up vision of an Old West thoroughfare stocked with violent strangers.
            Weeks had passed since she’d seen any but her family’s faces.
         

         
         The first stars were out when help emerged like a dream from the gloaming. Standing at the end of a tunnel of trees, parted
            curtain of pop-star fur hanging around her face, the caretaker’s red-furred dog. She barked once before turning and trotting
            away. Guinevere followed.
         

         
         She might have followed a wolf right then if it showed the initiative. Her rational bit was curled up and sleeping. She was little, not quite six. Like a puppy or a duckling, she went along. 

         
         Clouds scudded fast over the moon, so it dimmed and disappeared like the dot at the center of an old TV. The dog didn’t lead
            her to the house or the road, but to a tidy cabin. Even by twilight you could tell it was made of a russet-stained wood.
         

         
         There was a bedtime story Llewellyn told them. At the end of it a little man dressed all in red dances around a red fire set
            before a red-painted cottage. He sings his own name aloud and, in revealing it, undoes the wicked curse he has set. Confusedly
            Guinevere pushed the tale aside, as the caretaker opened the door.
         

         
         The room behind him gave a wonderful impression of warmth and cooking smells. He didn’t invite her in, only touched the dog’s
            head. “Runaway or lost boy?”
         

         
         “Lost girl,” she said resentfully.
         

         
         He smiled at her, not quite warm and devoid of sympathy. “Wait right there.”

         
         

         His car was blue, not red. It smelled of French fries, and fast-food wrappers covered the floor. He was just a man after all,
            never mind his riddling talk and his beautiful dog. The animal sat in the passenger seat, head out the window, tongue flagging
            in the breeze. Guinevere slouched with crossed arms in the seat behind.
         

         
         “You sure you weren’t running away?”

         
         “I’d have my stuff if I were.”

         
         “Sure.” He drove one-armed, lazily. “Six pairs of underwear and a bag of apples. Life’s not a storybook. You have to plan
            your escape months ahead. Years. It’s not hunger you worry about first, it’s exposure.”
         

         
         He was talking to her like she wasn’t a kid. It softened her. “Exposure?”

         
         “To the elements. Rain, wind, cold. Let’s say you’re . . .” He considered her in the rearview mirror. “Four years old.”

         
         “I’m six!” It was almost the truth. It would be soon.

         
         “Let’s say you’re six. If you want half a chance—half a percent of a chance—of running away properly, you plan ahead. Far ahead. Not the fun parts, what you’ll pack and how you’ll slip away. Plan what you’ll do when you get there. How to stay warm
            and dry. Then how to feed yourself. And if one day you’ve got to run like hell, you can do it. Start planning now and you might be ready
            around the time you’re eight.”
         

         
         Eight? She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her. “Eight is not very old. Also, I don’t want to run away. I love our house.”
         

         
         “It’s not your house.”

         
         “Yes, it is,” she said irritably. “My bed is like a queen’s bed and all the rooms smell pretty. Every day I eat my cereal
            in the big fireplace room and every night I leave my window open so I can hear the woods.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh. And does your whole family love the house? All four of you?”

         
         She hesitated. “My dad says it gives him bad dreams.”

         
         The air in the car tensed. Barely but perceptibly, like water beneath the feet of a skimming insect. “Bad dreams,” the man
            repeated.
         

         
         “Yeah. My mom made him promise we’d stay for a year, though.”

         
         “You’ll stay longer.” He spoke definitely. “If you outstay summer, you’ll be here as long as she wants.”

         
         “As who wants? My mom?”

         
         A faint pause. “Yeah.”

         
         “I guess if we go back to New York, we could run away and live in a theater.” She’d gotten this idea from Llewellyn, who claimed
            to have done just that after running off to London at sixteen. He’d been working for the theater as an assistant set painter
            and dogsbody—a word that never failed to please her—which probably made it easier to get away with.
         

         
         “Don’t plan for New York.” The man spoke sharply. “Plan for here.”

         
         He was watching her in the mirror. Waiting. Hands guiding the car around twisty night-dark curves while his eyes stayed on hers. Guinevere had the thought, suddenly, that she should be listening better. Asking smarter questions. That maybe she wasn’t understanding what conversation they were really having. She nodded. He looked back at the road just in time to ease the car to a stop and turn off its engine. 

         
         Fear knotted in her throat. The taste of it changed when she saw what he’d stopped for.

         
         A black bear crouched on the road ahead. Its fur singed by the arc of the headlights, its eyes flashing sonar green.

         
         The bear was bigger than she thought an animal could be in a woods shared with houses and people. More real. The realest thing
            she’d ever seen. As they watched it drew itself up, up, stretched to its fullest height, pawing at the air in a pantomime
            of rending, then going stone still.
         

         
         They waited. The dog in the passenger seat had drawn her head inside. The car filled with the sough of trees and the dog’s
            panting breath. If the bear made a sound they didn’t hear it. Guinevere didn’t feel six or eight or any age. She didn’t feel
            right now or back then or angling toward some unnamed future. The feeling of waiting for the black bear to decide was one that defied shaping.
         

         
         Finally the creature dropped its lofted paws to the asphalt, swung its great head, and slipped into the trees on the far side
            of the road.
         

         
         The dog whined quietly. The man turned his car back on and drove.

         
         Guinevere couldn’t see the house when he stopped, just its lights through a scrim of trees. She climbed out without speaking,
            then remembered to turn and say, “Thank you.”
         

         
         He shrugged. “Wish I could’ve helped.”

         
         “You did,” she began, but his car was already moving away. The last she saw of them was the dog’s red ears and long tongue,
            tasting the moving air.
         

         
         Her head was stuffed with thoughts too big to name or hold. The time she spent traveling between road and lawn had the taffy-like
            consistency of time in a dream. She thought her whole family would be out on the grass with flashlights, calling her name,
            but the lawn was empty. The windows held only light.
         

         
         Guinevere stood cold and hungry by the peach trees, until a flash of motion made her turn. A figure barreled toward her, caught and held her. Ennis, smelling awful and breathing hard into her hair. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry I called you a liar. I’m sorry I hit you. I’ll never do it again. Never.”

         
         She’d been so angry with him. That was gone.

         
         “It doesn’t matter that Dad has other kids,” he said. “We only need each other. It’s only us, okay?”
         

         
         He was the one crying, the one trying to assure himself. His face was wet and scared, while she felt calm and still.

         
         Tomorrow she would wake up and pick a cleanish shirt and eat her cereal in the great room. Then she’d go looking for her dad.
            He could’ve had a dozen daughters stashed in a dozen houses, but she was the one whose cuts he stitched, the one who told
            her to squeeze her eyes tight, tighter, when he read the mermaid’s lagoon bit in Peter Pan.
         

         
         Right now, though, her brother needed her to nod and say, “Okay. You have to promise, though, that we’ll stay here. We’re
            not going back to New York.”
         

         
         “Good,” he said fervently. “I don’t care anymore what Dad wants.”

         
         “And we have to build our house. We have to be ready.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         She blinked and the black bear was waiting in the dark. Paws up, rising slow as a curtain. If one day you’ve got to run like hell. “I don’t know yet. We’ll know when it gets here.”
         

         
         Never had she been so bold with her brother. He nodded soberly, allowing it this once.

         
         An hour later she was in her bedroom, exhausted and awake. She sat a long time at the window, sure that if she waited long
            enough, something would happen below. The woods were a storybook, full of great bears and tiny cottages, mysterious men and
            clever dogs with no name.
         

         
         The moon lit the peach trees and all was quiet. The woods had no more tales tonight.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eleven
1998

         
         Summer reached its height. The heat was heavy as a carpet, the clouds moved like ruminants. The berries the children ate off
            the bushes were so heavy with juice their velvet capillaries popped at a touch, staining their hands to the wrist.
         

         
         Llewellyn became minorly obsessed with the orchard. Despite conditions of absolute neglect the fruit fattened, ripened, fell,
            and rotted, luring in a hovering apiary of bees. Their nectar beaded into syrup around the stem, a sweetness that hit your
            back teeth like ice cream.
         

         
         In July they ate peaches until their mouths tasted like Sweet’N Low. In August Llewellyn baked tarts and pies and buckles.
            He made inventively flavored preserves—peaches with thyme, almond extract, Earl Grey. Horrible! He was the only one who ate
            them, with knobby loaves of homemade soda bread. For all his efforts he barely made a dent in the harvest. All the fruit that
            was left by September belonged to the bees.
         

         
         That first summer hung on like a drunken belle, perfumed and raging. Autumn came on tiptoes, running fiery fingers through
            the leaves.
         

         
         One night in early October Guinevere and her brother lay belly down in front of the great room’s cold fireplace, playing a
            desultory game of Sorry! Llewellyn was flat on his back beside them, whiskey glass balanced on his ribs, humming “The Wreck
            of the Edmund Fitzgerald” with such resonance she felt it through the boards.
         

         
         When Edith walked in, stopping a few paces past the doorway, neither child looked up. Ennis mumbled, “Sorry,” sending one of his sister’s pawns back to start. 

         
         Llewellyn jumped to his feet, tumbler hitting the floor. “Edith!”

         
         They looked. Their mother stood on the other side of the couch. She had the distant expression of a person listening for music
            from another room. Her right arm was stiff at her side, her left curled against her chest, palm up, as if cradling an invisible
            egg. In a steady, empty voice she said,
         

         
         “I’ve lost my finger.”

         
         Guinevere’s eyes went to the cradled hand. What she’d taken for shadow was blood.

         
         “You’ve—what?” Llewellyn strode toward her. “Jesus God!” He reached for her, stopping short with his own hand raised. “It’s . . . where
            is it?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” He might’ve been asking what she’d dreamed the night before, for all the urgency in her voice.

         
         “You don’t—how did you—” His voice trembled and spiked. “Where did you lose it? Edith?”
         

         
         She shook her head, then said, “Out.”

         
         “Out. Out where? Love?” When she didn’t answer, he turned to the children. The whites of his eyes looked yellowish in his
            drained face. “Go find it. Now.”
         

         
         “Find her finger?” Ennis hadn’t stood, just rolled onto his back like a stunned pill bug. “Where are we supposed to look?”
         

         
         Llewellyn’s voice rose to a panicked shout. “I don’t know, do I? Follow the blood!”

         
         Guinevere caught her brother by the hand and pulled him to his feet. They slid sideways past their mother, who stood like
            a kidnapped idiot in a fairy story. Bloody and deranged and—god, was she smiling? Yes, faintly.
         

         
         They went toward the back door first, where there wasn’t any trail to follow. Same thing in the other direction. She must—and
            Guinevere gagged thinking it—have caught all the blood in the cup of her palm, the cotton of her shirt.
         

         
         Ennis grabbed her arm. “Look.”

         
         She followed his eye to a spot on the wall beside the staircase: a red fingerprint above the fourth step. Putting her foot on the first, Guinevere peered toward the landing. “You think she lost it upstairs?” 

         
         “There’s nothing up there that could’ve cut her. She said out.”
         

         
         If there was a loose finger rolling around the second floor, Guinevere would prefer to stay right where she was. But Llewellyn
            had given them a job. “She wasn’t wearing a jacket.”
         

         
         “It’s not that cold.”

         
         “Ennis.”
         

         
         His shoulders dropped. “Fine. Let’s hurry.”

         
         They pelted up the stairs. No blood, no blood, then a fat, juicy bead of it on the top step.

         
         Guinevere made bug eyes at him. “See?”

         
         “Obviously I see! You check their room. I’ll check the third floor.”

         
         The room with the creepy desk, he meant. Edith’s reading room. She hadn’t even opened her parents’ bedroom door before Ennis
            was shouting for her from above.
         

         
         She took the steps two at a time. He stood outside the doorway of the third-floor room. When she joined him the skin between
            her shoulder blades twitched like horseflesh. There was an odor coming out of the dark. Humid, coppery. It made her head pound
            with red visions. Their mother holding an apple and a paring knife. The downward swing of some barbaric antique paper cutter.
            The fast drop of a window. Edith crumpling, howling—though they’d heard no cry—and the raw place where her finger was not.
         

         
         Ennis snaked a hand in and threw the switch.

         
         No blood. Not anywhere. Electric sconces lit the floor in overlapping pools, illuminating nothing worse than dust.

         
         As they stepped inside, Guinevere remembered why she didn’t like it. The way the room held you, warmth brushing your skin
            like centipede legs. How could Edith spend so much time in here?
         

         
         She held her breath as they dashed along its periphery. Books stood in the corner in vertical skyscraper stacks, one of which toppled as she passed. A flash of red caught her eye—a cardigan, fallen off the chair. Coffee cups and ashtrays balanced on the mantel and the windowsills, and on the spindly desk sat an empty typewriter, a copy of The Princess and the Goblin, and an open notebook.
         

         
         Both pages were covered in Edith’s raggedy writing, most of it obscured by terse horizontal cross-outs. From what remained
            Guinevere picked out an orphaned scrawl.
         

         
         done: mirror, painting, fairy dust, rabbit hole + wardrobe(/closet) obviously. maybe: elevator, slide, cave? something w mailbox,
               train, train tunnel? (check Nesbit tho) Ferris wheel?? shit

         
         “Maybe . . .”

         
         Her voice was too loud in the room.

         
         “Maybe what?” Ennis whispered.

         
         “Maybe she didn’t mean lost lost,” she whispered back. “Maybe she hurt her finger really bad. Like, so bad she might as well have lost it.”
         

         
         He stared at her, jaw ticking back and forth. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. Anyway, it’s not in here.”

         
         All the way down the stairs Guinevere took in big lungfuls of ordinary air, praying they would reach the first floor and find
            everything resolved, Edith holding an ice pack to a bandaged, intact finger. But as they descended Llewellyn ran past with
            an armful of shoes and jackets. He saw them and shouted, “Well?”
         

         
         When they shook their heads he let loose a steaming stream of Welsh, throwing Edith’s boots to the ground. “Where are my car
            keys? Where! Get these on her. She’s in shock.” He bolted toward the kitchen.
         

         
         Edith had drifted into the hall. Dead calm, red and white as a peppermint stick: blanched but for the slapped-looking cheeks,
            the blood streaking her hand and wrist and shirtfront.
         

         
         Guinevere knelt in front of her, waggling a boot. “Mom?”

         
         Obediently Edith lifted one foot, then the other. As Guinevere tugged the laces on her boots, smelling leather and feet, she
            was dizzied by a head rush of fury. There was a soft pattering on the crown of her head, and she put fingers to it before
            she could think. Blood. She scuttled away, stomach rising.
         

         
         “Oh, shoot,” her mother said vacantly.

         
         Llewellyn ran back, car keys jingling, and took Edith by the shoulders.

         
         “Edie. Where is it?” His voice was deep and calm. “You must tell me. Guinevere”—he snapped his fingers at her without looking—“is going to put ice in a bowl, a bag, anything. If we find it, they can reattach it, so I need you to tell me right now where the hell your finger is.”
         

         
         Edith watched him with an expression so strange, so submerged in a place past reaching, Guinevere found she couldn’t move
            at all. Not to touch the blood in her hair or run to the kitchen to sling ice into a bowl. So she saw it when Edith rose up
            from wherever she had sunk, gaze sharpening.
         

         
         “It’s gone.”

         
         She said it with such finality all the panic went out of him, all the headlong motion. He slumped and in a changed voice said,
            “You’ll stay here.” Looking at Edith, talking to the children. “Ennis, you’re man of the house, take care of your sister.
            Be good, my loves. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”
         

         
         Edith shrugged free of him as he started to lead her out. “No, it’s fine. Look, Llew. It’s not even bleeding anymore.” Salt-pillar pale, smiling a radiant smile, she brandished her four-fingered hand.
            It was the ring finger that was gone, wedding ring with it.
         

         
         Llewellyn looked more afraid, Guinevere thought, than he would if his wife had been weeping, wailing, pouring blood. “That’s good, Edie.” He draped
            a coat around her shoulders, his tender lack of haste that of an attendant to a corpse. “That’s lovely. Let’s see what the
            doctor says.”
         

         
         When they were out the door, and the car had screeched down the dirt, and another minute passed after that, Guinevere said,
            “Where the heck is the finger?”
         

         
         “Where’s the blood?” Ennis was staring at the door like they might come back and tell him.
         

         
         She patted her head gingerly. “There’s some in my hair.”

         
         “Ew! Oh.” He looked disappointed. “That’s not very much. There should be more. Like, a lot more. Maybe she . . .”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         He gave a frustrated shrug. Who knew what their mother was capable of? And did it even matter? She lost a finger. Probably these things just happened, out here in the woods. Maybe lots of grown-ups lost a finger at some point, what did they know? A frustrated understanding
            passed between them. Not the what of it but the color, the green unknowable murk.
         

         
         “I’ll make waffles,” Ennis said. “You go wash your hair.”

         
         

         The finger. The finger. For a long time afterward, they would crook one of their own into a menacing hook and use it to tap each other’s shoulders.
            Boo! I’m ba-ack. They made sure not to do it when Llewellyn was watching.
         

         
         On that first night the finger wasn’t a gallows joke yet, and they were alone for the first time in their lives.

         
         The shower went screeeech, the pipes popped and ticked as they heated. The porthole window over the tub was a staring eye over which a cataract of
            steam crawled, edges in.
         

         
         Scritch scratch. The finger wasn’t out there, its nail marking messages into the glass. Nor was it tip-tapping along the hall when Guinevere
            stepped timidly out. It wasn’t waiting on the third-floor landing or plumped up on her pillow like a twisted gift. Yet she
            imagined all of these things, and felt as if she’d lived them.
         

         
         Ennis burned the waffles and forgot the syrup, but neither of them wanted to go back downstairs. Splitting up had been a mistake
            in the first place. They ate sitting on the edge of his bed. Once the door was closed and locked, they didn’t open it again.
            Their dominion over the house had shrunk to a single room.
         

         
         Ennis slept deeply, as Guinevere moved in and out of consciousness. The seven-windowed room was above them, long and airless
            and stinking like pennies in a pocket. A faint pattering sound came through the ceiling right as she began to tip toward sleep.
            If the rain had feet it would sound like that, running over the floor.
         

         
         But, Guinevere thought in the morning—waking early to find their parents home, Edith in bed and their dad bearing a bag of
            cold McDonald’s—maybe she’d imagined that, too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve
Five days until Mother

         
         The Hoxton lobby smelled of butter and coffee and sun-hot leather. Guin ordered tea and sat beneath a bank of windows.

         
         She’d pulled herself together in an adrenalized rush, glad to have a cover story for the nerves ringing through her. Now that
            she was sitting all that panic pooled in odd places. Her feet and fingers tingled. Her head beat with the sense that she was
            needed elsewhere, should be doing something that wasn’t this.
         

         
         It was a familiar feeling. That sense of leaning forward, hands already on her knees, ready at any moment to rise and depart.
            From what, going where?
         

         
         She burned her top lip on her tea, pushed the cup away. At least today she could name her restlessness. Ennis was here. In the city somewhere, prepping for his show. Thinking of her, speaking to her. Mother. Less a title than a provocation, pointed straight at Guin.
         

         
         How much do you remember?

         
         Candy had the nerve to ask her that, to try to drag her backward. There were memories that took bites out of you, that would
            strip you to the bone if you let them. So you didn’t. Guin shoved a thumb in her mouth and ripped a crescent of nail free, drawing a bright blood-point of pain: a banishment.
         

         
         “Guinevere? Sharpe?”

         
         Guin looked up, dropping her hand out of sight. The journalist was approaching her table, arms open in an attitude of delight. A fortyish Black woman with a marcelled pixie, sharp lipstick, incongruously tired eyes. She wore a sleeveless cream linen shirtdress and leather high-tops. 

         
         “Yes!” Guin said. “Hi! It’s me!”

         
         A headache tapped at her temples, intensifying with every exclamation point. Was this a hug situation? Before she could decide,
            the woman put a hand out to shake. “It’s so good to meet you. I’m Penelope Shirk, from The Cut.”
         

         
         “I’m Guin! Or, you know that.”

         
         A deathly few seconds ensued, as Penelope pulled out a chair, hung her bag from its back, smoothed her dress, and sat. Guin
            watched, reaching deeply into her well of small talk and coming up dry.
         

         
         “Pretty,” Penelope said, looking around.

         
         “Gorgeous!” Jesus. Guin pressed a subtle fingertip into her aching head, then used it to scoop back her hair. “Thanks so much
            for making the time.”
         

         
         Penelope laughed. “Regina Coleman isn’t easy to say no to. And I’m happy to be here. I’ve been a fan of your mother’s since
            high school. Her books made me want to be a novelist, for about a minute. Luckily for everyone involved, I never finished
            my plagiaristic masterpiece, Dream Town.”
         

         
         They tittered politely, then began.

         
         Penelope was good. Frank, smart. She made quick work of the on-the-record stuff: Guin’s childhood (“Isolated? More like . . .
            idyllic”). The deaths of her parents and their aftermath (“I don’t remember much about that period of my life”). The shepherding
            of her mother’s legacy and estate (“A massive responsibility, and a total honor”). Guin understood she was being tenderized,
            as a precursor to opening up about Ennis.
         

         
         Then Penelope surprised her. “Tell me more about your father. Llewellyn Sharpe.”

         
         That was an interesting gambit. People tended not to care much about him.

         
         “He was wonderful,” Guin said. “Like someone out of a book.”

         
         Penelope smiled faintly, chin resting on her fist. “Which book?”

         
         Guin riffled through options, regretting the phrase until she had it. “I Capture the Castle,” she said definitely. “He would’ve been right at home. His painting studio, that was his castle.”
         

         
         Penelope shook her head in mock dismay. Or maybe it was real. “But he was an actor. A fantastic actor, who retired at thirty-three. At the top of his game.”
         

         
         “I . . . yes, I understand he was.” Guin shifted in her chair. It was increasingly difficult to remember what she’d told the
            ghostwriter and what she hadn’t. Best to keep it simple. “I never got to see him perform, obviously. Unless you count bedtime
            stories. Not everyone gets a nightly reading from an actual Shakespearean.” Deprecating interview laugh. “By the time I was . . .
            aware, he was focused on painting.”
         

         
         “Right, but his paintings were shit,” Penelope said bluntly. “His acting was transcendent. Did he ever tell you why he retired
            so early?”
         

         
         Guin looked at her strangely. Surely Penelope had some idea. Llewellyn was a married man of thirty-two when he met Edith Cooper,
            seventeen-year-old schoolgirl. One year later, baby Ennis on the way, Llewellyn left his fancy London wife—a legendary producer’s
            daughter—and their four-year-old twins for a pregnant bride barely on the right side of legal. All his promise drowned in
            a sea of bad publicity.
         

         
         Over the years Guin came to understand Llewellyn’s first wife had probably left him. And that it was less bad publicity than his former father-in-law’s powerful hand that kept him from mounting a comeback.
            He’d lost more than he intended when he set out to seduce a teenage Edith.
         

         
         Guin tried reaching out to one of her half-siblings once: Chloe Sharpe, a minor mumfluencer whose heavily documented obsession
            with her AGA cooker struck Guin as unseemly. The reply came from Chloe’s barrister husband: a cordial command that she never
            contact them again.
         

         
         “Sorry.” She shook her head, smiling. “I wasn’t expecting—did you see him perform?”

         
         “Not quite old enough for that,” Penelope said. “My mother was a theater critic for the Voice. She told me your father’s Hamlet was the most electrifying thing she’s seen onstage. She flew to London on her own dime
            for his Macduff.”
         

         
         “Wow,” Guin said softly. “I wish I could have seen that.” Time and practice had reduced her father to a bouquet of bright
            anecdotes. A nosegay, really. In her head he’d been old at the end, old enough to play King Lear. In truth he’d died at forty-six.
         

         
         Penelope let a moment pass. When it was clear Guin would say no more about Llewellyn, she said, “This morning.”

         
         They laughed, Guin’s a touch too shrill. “It wasn’t a great morning.”

         
         The journalist nodded with convincing sympathy. “You seemed a little jumped by the news. Was that the first you’d heard of
            your brother’s announcement?”
         

         
         “You could tell?”

         
         Penelope pursed her lips. “How often do you see him? Or are you in contact at all?”

         
         “Not often.”

         
         “And is that by choice? Your choice?”

         
         Or his? The journalist didn’t say it.
         

         
         “My brother and I . . .” Guin paused, gathered herself. It was incredible how long she’d managed to avoid the phrase. “My
            brother and I occupy an extraordinary place in children’s literature. We’re the only surviving family of a beloved author
            who died far too young, and, for many readers, stand-ins for both our mother and the characters she created in our names.
            I’ve chosen to be the steward of Edith Sharpe’s legacy, and I’m proud of that. She and the books deserve it. But my brother
            chose to step entirely away. I understand his choice, and I struggle with it, too. The Ninth City can be a heavy weight to
            bear alone.”
         

         
         Penelope was nodding, though her interest had dimmed. Journalists knew patter when they heard it. “Now, it seems, he’s stepping
            back toward Edith Sharpe. Mother opens in less than a week. What do you think we can expect?”
         

         
         Phenomenal legacy. I’m excited to see how he explores her phenomenal legacy. She couldn’t say it. “We’ll have to wait and see, won’t we?”
         

         
         The dark laugh that followed was the most honest thing out of her mouth since Penelope sat down. She had the sense the journalist
            would have pushed harder were she not doing Regina a solid. Instead, she said, “Your memoir, Ninth City Dreamer. I’m sure you’ve gotten offers to write one before this. What spurred you to finally put pen to paper?”
         

         
         To get ahead of some bad publicity threatening to bubble up out of the past. And because she had to give Hart & Crane something. They might’ve commissioned the final Ninth City book otherwise, with or without her approval.
         

         
         “I decided,” she said crisply, “it was time to tell my side of the story.”

         
         God, she sounded like a pop star in a love triangle, dishing to E! Her side. There was only her side. Ennis wasn’t talking, and everyone else was dead.
         

         
         Except now he was talking. That’s why she was here, in this lovely space with this lovely woman, who could be off writing about something real,
            rather than sitting around listening to a D-list stranger obfuscate. “But I’m not really a stranger,” she muttered. “I’m everyone’s
            best friend.”
         

         
         “What?” Penelope looked unnerved.

         
         Shit. Okay. “I’m saying—that’s been my role in the culture, right?” Guin could feel the stretch of her cheeks. “People feel like
            they already know me. Lots of kids grew up wanting to be me. Then my life blew up, and I experienced the opposite of that. Pity, morbid fascination. The glamour of tragedy, all that.
            I decided”—she circled back to the start, kicking hard under the surface to make it—“it was time to tell my side of the story.
            Add my voice to the stories people have been telling about me, all these years.”
         

         
         “Starting with your mother.” The journalist’s expression was serene.

         
         “Right.” Guin resisted the urge to fuss with her cup. “Starting with her.”

         
         “Not to be crass, but being a child strangers identified with, felt ownership of, that must’ve been a mindfuck.” Penelope took a breath, opening her mouth to say more. Then she burped. Not too loud, and not so quiet, either. “Oh, lord.” She pressed a hand to her mouth. “Talk about crass.” Bending over her bag, she dug around and plucked out a tin of Altoids. “Please forgive me. I’m in breastfeeding mode, I’ve
            been eating like a Viking to keep up.”
         

         
         Guin made a happy face, tense and bright. “Don’t worry about it! How old’s your baby?”

         
         The journalist beamed like a Madonna. “Almost four months. I’m just back from leave.”

         
         “That’s wonderful. Are you a good mother?” She heard herself and gripped her cup. “I’m sorry. That came out in a tangle. I
            meant to say, I bet you’re a good mother.”
         

         
         Penelope sharpened. It was subtle, but Guin had been interviewed enough times to know what it looked like when a journalist
            scented blood. “I hope I’m a good mom. I’ve got a good role model for it. I was raised by an excellent mother.”
         

         
         The women watched each other. Sun through the windows heated Guin’s hair.

         
         “So was I,” she replied. “Until I was orphaned at age eleven. I think that trauma has defined the way I respond to notions
            of motherhood.”
         

         
         Penelope looked chastened, though there was an edge to it. Emotional manipulation worked better on stupider people. “Makes
            sense,” she said succinctly. “You were talking about the responsibility you feel to your mother’s work. Speaking as a fan
            here, does that extend to seeing the series completed? Do you think readers like me will ever get our hands on the final book?”
         

         
         The question of the sixth book was evergreen. Guin could field it in her sleep.

         
         “My mother worked on a typewriter up to her death. She left no digital record behind, and any notes or drafts she may have
            written were lost. We can’t ask—we can’t ask Jonathan Froud, either.”
         

         
         A sour taste on her tongue, and a brief pause to acknowledge the death of Edith’s editor. One of the lions of children’s publishing,
            reduced in his afterlife to a footnote.
         

         
         “I’m open to it,” she concluded. “Very. When the right storyteller presents themselves, I’ll be thrilled to see it done.”

         
         “How about you?” Penelope’s fingers pressed into her stomach, absently. “Would you ever consider writing the sixth book?”

         
         Guin smiled. Reflexive lift of the cheeks. Reconsidering the woman in front of her: the beautiful clothes, the exhausted eyes.
            The sense of intelligence held in check, for the sake of a powerful friend and a fluff piece. For a moment she was sure she
            heard a secret knowledge in the words. A mockery. She was a journalist, after all, heat-seeking.
         

         
         Then Penelope’s wrist twitched, eyes flicking quickly to her watch and up again, and Guin’s certainty receded. There was no
            cruelty here. Just a magazine writer, interested enough if a little careless, asking an idle question of a nobody. A great
            woman’s daughter.
         

         
         She laughed lightly.

         
         “God, no. I’m the black sheep of the Sharpe family. The only one without any talent.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirteen
1998

         
         Dusk, mid-November. Llewellyn set tin cans along a sawhorse and put a gun in Ennis’s hand.

         
         Ennis looked at it, rolling his wrist to catch the light on its metal. Guinevere waited for hers, but Dad shook his head.

         
         “Let’s get some more muscle on those twigs first, my fairy.”

         
         It had been a threadbare kind of day, windless and crawling. The evening that followed had the soft opacity of milk glass.
            Llewellyn showed Ennis what to do then stepped back, draping an arm around Guinevere. His breath smelled sour and his mood
            was high. When Ennis took his shot—missing the cans by a mile, hissing at the rifle’s recoil—all the mad chorusing crickets
            went silent.
         

         
         It was as if the whole night had turned off. In those noiseless moments before they began again, Guinevere heard something.
            Felt it. A waiting feeling, a kiss at the back of the neck.
         

         
         She looked up and saw Edith in a third-floor window. Flattened to a featureless outline, raising a hand when she saw her daughter
            looking. Guinevere waved back, turned away.
         

         
         Then a bolt of electric understanding hit her, tailbone to skull.

         
         She looked again, and the window was empty. The figure had vacated its frame. But hadn’t its hair been long? Carved in dark
            waves, against the room’s paler dark? Like her mother as she used to be, before she cut off her hair. Guinevere must’ve seen
            her wrong.
         

         
         What was Edith doing all day, up in that room? Working, Llewellyn told them. Give her some space.
         

         
         Working on what?
         

         
         

         Summer and autumn had come in creeping. Winter dropped like a sheet.

         
         One day she and Ennis could keep warm by running hard. The next day it was Northeast Kingdom cold, the sky a vicious blue and the air shot through with enough snow to make it glitter. The grass froze so fast it went the
            verdant green of blanched spinach. The ring of protection that circled Llewellyn’s studio, woven of angelica and rosemary
            and bay, crisped overnight to dead sticks.
         

         
         After a handful of these strange glittering days, Guinevere woke to a sky covered entirely in scalloped cloud. It brightened
            from slate gray to dark pearl and stayed there. A luminous, ominous sky.
         

         
         In the kitchen Llewellyn stood propped against the counter, looking out. “What would you call that color?”

         
         She thought about it. “Elephant leg.”

         
         He grinned at her, pleased. “Well, that’s sorted. Let’s stay in today, shall we?” Then he looked back through the window,
            at the elephant sky. “On second thought, let’s get out while we can.”
         

         
         

         They walked in the woods. Guinevere, Ennis, and their dad. They stuffed their pockets with pine cones and played Spud on the
            lawn. The wind bit every place it could reach. Without changing color, the sky grew heavier, pressing on the crowns of their
            heads.
         

         
         Ennis had tried to act aloof with Llewellyn since learning he had other children, but he didn’t always remember. Out in the
            bracing day, he forgot.
         

         
         After running a few laps around the house, their father shouting encouragement, they went inside. Llewellyn was building a
            fire when Edith blew in from a supplies run. Her eyes were bright, her skin scrubbed.
         

         
         “They’re saying it’s gonna be a big one. The worst in years.” She set down a box that rattled. Red wine and Canadian Club, two cartons of Parliaments balanced on top. 

         
         “Who is? Those malingering porch sitters down the general store?” Llewellyn pulled out a wine bottle and palmed it, frowning.
            “It’s the national pastime round here. Predicting the next big one.”
         

         
         Her expression darkened. “Fine. I’m a gullible idiot. Help me get the stuff in.”

         
         Still holding the bottle, he followed her out, saying, “Edith. Edie. Come on, I didn’t mean—”

         
         The door closed behind them. Guinevere wanted to stay inside, but Ennis said, “Let’s see what she got,” so she shoved her
            feet back into her boots.
         

         
         Together they carried in coffee beans, pancake mix, fresh and powdered milk. Cans of fruit, heads of cabbage, bricks of bittersweet
            baking chocolate, bacon and potatoes and onions and eggs. Local apples and maple syrup and a pound of butter wrapped in grease
            paper. There were two grocery bags full of damp-smelling paperbacks and a sixty-four-pack of crayons and new waterproof gloves
            for everyone. Ennis’s had Transformers on them; Guinevere’s, Minnie Mouse. They looked at each other, nonplussed.
         

         
         “They didn’t have your tea in, Llew. Just swill.” Edith set down a box of Lipton.

         
         Firewood had been delivered a few days ago. Llewellyn sent the kids through the house with matchbooks and boxes of fat white
            candles, to be placed everywhere in case of a power outage. They were as ready as they were going to be.
         

         
         Around nine p.m. Ennis said, “Look.”

         
         Snow was falling. The night was so dark, the snow so quiet, they wouldn’t have noticed if it wasn’t clotting in the screens.
            This snow was nothing like the frigid powder that blew through the enamel-bright days preceding this one. It was soft and
            thick, gathering on the land like white fur. Slumping to earth and muffling the freeze-dried green. The wind picked up and
            snow hit the window in gobbets, making an unhealthy sound.
         

         
         “Blow, winds,” Llewellyn murmured, “and crack your cheeks.” He drained his glass to the cubes. “Bedtime for ducklings.”

         
         They went up the stairs, he and the children. Guinevere looked back once and saw her mother at the window, alone. At this
            angle the light turned it into a mirror. Edith’s face was reflected perfectly in the glass: absorbed, unreadable. Secretive.
            Looking out at the rising snow, she smiled.
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1998

         
         Snow fell all through the night and into the next day. Soft, relentless. It rimed the glass and blocked the doors and hung
            in the air like a dirty white sheet. Edith made a fire and stacked the secondhand books she’d bought on the coffee table.
            Llewellyn passed around cups of milky tea and taught everyone how to play whist. The wind rose and tossed the snow around
            so you couldn’t tell whether it was falling anymore.
         

         
         That night Llewellyn put the children to bed in Ennis’s room to save on firewood. He’d stacked logs in the great room and
            on the front porch and on a tarp in the back of the car. Still he kept an anxious eye on their supply.
         

         
         The next day was more of the same, minus the novelty. Snow whitened the windows and cast the rooms in the soft apocalyptic
            color of ashfall. Ennis threw a ball against the wall in a steady rhythm, until Edith caught it on a bounce and snapped, “No
            more!” By afternoon Guinevere felt so wild inside her skin she did ten star jumps, cartwheeled into a wall, and cried.
         

         
         “How much tea did you give her?” Edith asked crossly.

         
         Llewellyn raised his head from the arm of the couch. He’d been lying like a corpse with his arms crossed, staring at the static
            in the windows. “It’s cabin fever, woman.” He winked at Guinevere. “You’re made of stronger stuff than this, my fairy. It’s
            day two. Think of John Franklin! Think of the Terror! They were months on the ice! Though they did die eventually.” He subsided a bit, then rallied. “But they didn’t have chocolate. Or crayons. Or playing cards.” 

         
         Edith said, “I’m sure they had cards.”

         
         “Pish.” He swung his long body off the couch and out of the room in one motion. A moment later they heard him pelting up the
            stairs. The three of them waited without looking at one another, like the ragged ends of an unsuccessful party. He returned
            brandishing a Polaroid camera.
         

         
         “Alright, you two. We’re mounting an expedition: to find and photograph five things with which to impress your jaded mother.”

         
         “What’s ‘jaded’?” asked Guinevere.

         
         He paused. “As in jade. A mineral of rare and coveted beauty.”
         

         
         Edith raised a brow and didn’t look up from her book: The Wolves of Willoughby Chase.
         

         
         Ennis shrugged. “Fine,” he said in a monotone, remembering today that he was mad at his father. “There’s nothing else to do.”

         
         They started on the first floor, and it was tricky. Edith already knew about the fitted perfection of the place, its mystical
            symmetry and hidden animals. But did she know the knotty wood under the back stairs formed a perfect goblin face? Guinevere
            peered at it through the camera’s teeny window and clicked. She loved the insect sound it made and immediately wanted to do
            it again. Dad took it gently from her hands.
         

         
         “Your brother’s turn.”

         
         The top panel of Ennis’s bedroom window was stained glass, peaches and leaves. Their doubles were cast on the floor: a banquet
            of fairy fruit glowing with alien vivacity against the flat snow light. Ennis took a long time lining up his shot.
         

         
         Next it was Llewellyn’s turn. He showed them something they hadn’t noticed before, lifting Guinevere onto his shoulders so
            she could see: the lavishly carved lintel of a third-floor bedroom, all leaves and bees and, among them—Guinevere had mistaken
            them, at first, for flowers—cupped human hands. Dad traced one with a finger. “A little spooky for a boudoir.”
         

         
         Ennis made a face. “Boudoir?”

         
         “Funny word, isn’t it? It means bedroom. For a lady.”

         
         “What lady?”

         
         “Hmm.” Llewellyn ruffled his hair, his thinking gesture. “This was a bit of a love nest. For your great-granddad. Or great great? The other woman—the woman he kept here—she was an artist. All the carvings are hers, and most of the furniture. She
            was . . .” He hesitated a moment. “She was a cunning woman, they say.”
         

         
         Guinevere rested her chin on his head. “Who says? What’s ‘cunning’?” The word felt good in her mouth. The kind of word that
            carries a knife.
         

         
         Her father reached up to tweak her ear. “All full of wild ways. My cunning girl.”

         
         Guinevere stayed low as he carried her back into the hall, toward the closed door of the seven-windowed room. She didn’t like
            it before, and she hated it now. Still dreamed sometimes of her mother’s severed finger tick-tick-tick-ing across its floor to find her. From her vantage point atop her father’s shoulders she saw something new: words carved
            over the door, two lines in an arch. “Dad.” She pulled his hair. “Look.”
         

         
         
            The time we like the best of all

            Is when the shadows creepy crawl

         

         “‘One after another,’” Llewellyn continued softly. “‘When the golden sun sinks down in the west, and the tired birdie flies
            home to its nest, and we’re left alone with mother.’”
         

         
         He broke off. Guinevere craned up to touch the lettering with the pads of her fingers, then wiped the feeling away on her
            father’s shirt. “Who wrote that?”
         

         
         “Don’t remember.” He seemed disconcerted. “Didn’t know I knew it. It’s,” he tapped his head, “fairly a junk shop up here.”

         
         He hefted her off his shoulders, kissing her head before setting her feet on the floor.

         
         The fourth photo was a discovery they made together: in the base of a bed frame on the third floor, what looked like solid wood wasn’t. Llewellyn noticed the catches, fan-shaped divots in the wood. Guinevere pressed one and Ennis the other, and out popped a drawer full of games. 

         
         Odd ones. Handmade—by the cunning woman, no doubt, who’d once been kept here—and ranging in craft from crude to extraordinary. The kinds of games a witch’s children might play. In a blue velveteen
            bag were a dozen multi-shaped dice carved from dark wood. A box whose lid lifted on leather hinges rattled with paler wood
            tiles shaped like dominoes. In place of dots each held an engraved image: a bowl of apples, a sleeping woman, a child in a
            rowboat beneath a waxing moon. Or maybe—Guinevere squinted—the apples were peaches.
         

         
         She picked up a deck of thick-cut cards whose backs were painted the soft electric colors of an Easter basket. She saw one
            card’s black-and-white front—a woman kneeling, flesh white and bare, her long hair wrapped around the fist of the clothed
            man standing beside her—before Llewellyn turned them face down.
         

         
         “Old men and their games,” he muttered.

         
         You’re a dirty old man, Edith repeated in Guinevere’s head. She coughed to expel the memory.
         

         
         “Here.” Dad tucked the cards back into the drawer as he spoke. “We’ll take a photo of the funny dominoes.”

         
         They laid out a quick faux game—nobody had half an idea how to play—and Ennis and Guinevere sat on either side of it. The
            camera went click-whirr, and their expedition was nearly done.
         

         
         Llewellyn went one way, the kids another. They found another hidden drawer, this one containing a set of six jewel-colored
            glasses and an unlabeled bottle, half full. Not amazing enough. Then Guinevere saw the flash of some shining thing peeking
            from beneath a bed’s plain coverlet. She and Ennis peeled it back, revealing a quilt—tapestry?—that looked so like an illustration
            they had to run their hands over the weave to believe it was stitching.
         

         
         It showed a woman with long hair made of silver thread, sitting in front of a hearth in which a fire burned. Behind and above her were four stitched windows. Each looked out onto a different view: snowflakes, a cirrus swirl of orange and red leaves, a tree covered in pink blossoms, and that same tree, heavy with tiny blush-colored fruit. This time Guinevere was sure they were peaches. The siblings grinned at each other across the bed and ran to get their father. 

         
         They found him inside the room with the rhyme over the door. He was facing the left-hand wall, camera loose in his hand. Something
            in his posture silenced them, when they’d been about to call.
         

         
         His tawny hair was dishwater in the dim, the line of his back taut as a cat’s. There was nothing in front of him. No decoration
            or furniture.
         

         
         The children watched as he raised the camera to his eye. Click-whirr.

         
         He turned, and for a moment didn’t seem to see them. Then he breathed in sharply and smiled, sticking the photo he’d taken
            into the kangaroo pocket of his sweatshirt.
         

         
         “Four is enough,” he said. “Let’s go amaze that mother of yours.”

         
         

         Edith stuck a finger in her book long enough to be amazed. The children invented games with the picture dominoes. Llewellyn
            drank whiskey and didn’t say much, occasionally rising to pace window to window.
         

         
         By nightfall the wind had quieted. The snow came down in clean white lines like movie snow, beautiful at last. The orchard
            was a Christmas village of heaped boughs and glistening shadows, inviting entrances between every pair of trees. A hot chocolate
            mood descended. Llewellyn made it while Edith put a record on. And as soon as she could get away with it, Guinevere sprinted
            back to the third floor.
         

         
         The lights in the hall were finicky, flickering in time with the secret song the house was always singing. You could only
            hear it up here. Creaks and ticks and a nearly musical humming, there if you listened. She could almost discern a melody.
         

         
         Guinevere counted the windows in the long, warm room: seven. Lined up like living paintings, swirling with snow. Claustrophobia
            pressed in and she ignored it, moving to stand where her father had stood. She scanned the empty wall, every line and knot
            studied and dismissed. She ran a hand over the chamois-soft wood. Not thinking too hard, she made a fist.
         

         
         Knock, knock.

         
         The hair on her arms prickled and rose. The space behind her navel tightened like a zip tie. Nothing else happened. Just her
            body lighting up for no reason.
         

         
         “Well?”

         
         Guinevere turned. Ennis was behind her, here to do exactly what she was doing. She shook her head.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         

         Guinevere was lying in the great room’s window seat, between glass and drawn curtain, when she heard her father say, “I think
            you should keep it.”
         

         
         She’d been struggling through the first pages of The Ordinary Princess. While she could make out the bead of each word, she couldn’t properly string them. She clicked off her penlight and peeked
            through the gap in the curtains.
         

         
         Her father stood across from Ennis, holding out the Polaroid camera. His voice was carefully careless. “You’ve got a good
            eye. I should know, I used to be a painter. Have I told you that?”
         

         
         Of course he had. Many times.

         
         “I didn’t go to London to act. I went there to paint. Talked my way into a job doing sets, which of course was how I . . .
            well.” He looked down at the camera. “It’s yours if you want it.”
         

         
         Take it, Ennis, she thought. What’s the point in being so mad?

         
         He did. One shoulder hitching like he couldn’t care less. “Okay,” he mumbled, turning the thing in his hands. “Thanks.”

         
         She leaned back with a sigh. Then sat up again, putting a palm to the window. The snow had stopped.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifteen
Five days until Mother

         
         Regina’s call came through seconds after Guin walked out the doors of the Hoxton. It was so neatly timed she turned a paranoid
            circle on the pavement in case the publicist was on the street somewhere, watching. She declined the call and sent a text.
         

         
         
            Interview went smoothly. Hit your talking points, all good.

         

         Regina replied immediately.

         
         
            Call me.

         

         Guin’s sense of obligation, usually no more than a nagging irritant, crystallized in a flash to rage. She stabbed her phone
            three times with an index finger—N, o, send—then shoved it to the bottom of her bag.
         

         
         For a block or two she walked blindly, shoulder checking the strangers who packed the sweating sidewalks. Then she turned
            sharply and made her way to the train.
         

         
         By the time it pulled in she was stuporous with heat. Half the car’s lights were out, the other half pushed greenly against
            her closed eyelids. Its cold rattling lulled her. She thought, half dreaming, of the sinuous undertrain, making its mammalian
            circuits beneath the skin of the Ninth City. Then a woman slammed a Foodtown bag onto the seat beside her and Guin returned,
            startled, to the G train.
         

         
         A few more stops in the refrigerator chill, then back into the fragrant heat of Brooklyn. Her path to the bus stop was jammed with vendors selling phone cases, mangoes sliced cleanly off the pit, perfumes with handwritten labels reading MIDNIGHT MAGIC or NO. 7 LADY. It was the dead center of the afternoon. The bus, when it came, carried one other passenger, a man perspiring through the
            thin cotton of his undershirt. He held a tiny radio in his hands, the Andrews Sisters trilling from its speaker. Their voices
            slipped through the open windows and tinseled the summer air.
         

         
         Her dad had a fondness for that kind of stuff. A small-town Welshman raised by sentimental women, fattened on a narrow cut
            of American culture. Guin dabbed at her melted eyeliner and tuned it out.
         

         
         When she stepped down into Red Hook the air had changed. It was muted, animated by a deeper kind of motion. Though she stood
            blocks from shore it felt less cityish than like a village by the sea. Maybe it was the animal in her, sensing the water.
         

         
         On her phone’s map the building that would house Ennis’s show was a long yellow box, riding alongside a bland blue inlet of
            the Gowanus Canal. In life it was an irregular concrete castle fronting water the exact greeny black of old bronze. Its hide
            was striated by age and the elements into an ombré of earth colors: ocher and tobacco and pale goldenrod.
         

         
         The building looked hyperreal, pressed flat against heavy sky. It was massive, its scale alone enough to unnerve her as she circled it on foot, noting its entrances, its many windows, their glass nacreous
            with filth and the lowering sun.
         

         
         This was the place. But she saw no preparations in play, no sign that an exhibition would open here in under a week. The building
            might’ve stood untouched for the last fifty years. Was Candy lying about the location? Was the show even real?
         

         
         The Gowanus threw glitter in her eyes as she turned away to consider it. No, she decided, and yes. She had reason not to underestimate
            what Ennis could do.
         

         
         Guin circled the building a second time, trying its doors. Grimy, locked, one inaccessible behind a rusted rebar X hammered into the concrete, like something out of a zombie movie. Peering into the window above it, she saw—not movement. The sense of it. An aqueous shifting behind the glass, some ancient material caught in a draft. She watched a little longer before moving on. 

         
         Turning the building’s final corner, Guin was just in time to see the first door she’d tried swinging shut. She broke into
            a run, but it closed before she could get there. Cursing, she drove a shoulder against it.
         

         
         This time it opened, smooth as Vaseline.

         
         Guin hovered at the threshold, heart beating quickly under the cup of her hand. Ennis could be inside. He could be right there. Two decades of unspoken things gathered on her tongue, sharp as a lemon drop. She didn’t call out. When she could see well
            enough, she stepped through and let the door close softly behind her.
         

         
         The building’s first floor was one massive high-ceilinged room. Dust frosted the windowsills, drop cloths made tormented shapes
            on the floor. Concrete support columns as wide as her own wingspan stood at intervals around the room, crusted with salt stains.
         

         
         There was no sign of anyone. Not a footprint on the dirty floor. But: drifting like music through the gloom, the unmistakable
            odor of fresh paint.
         

         
         Guin breached the grand space, looking for the source. For cans and rollers, a stretch of glistening wall, any sign of work
            or habitation. She saw nothing, heard nothing, as she walked the ghost factory. At the far wall a stairwell door was held
            open by a brick. Sun bled through the opening in a murky wedge, and by its light Guin thought she could see something on the
            walls. Not a flat wash of new paint, an image. She squinted, edging closer.
         

         
         From the floor above came the sound of footsteps.

         
         Guin froze for half a second, then sprinted to the stairwell. Whoever was up there had to be hearing her, thumping up the metal stairs. Maybe she was an idiot. They could be a squatter. An addict looking for copper wire, something to salvage and sell. At best a teenager seeking a moody hideaway in which to write poetry about decay. She kept climbing anyway, then charged through the door to the second floor. 

         
         It was darker here. She just made out an elegant curved ceiling that could’ve been part of an old railroad station, lined
            on either side by flaking struts. A massive furnace covered the bulk of the western wall, like a pipe organ in a church.
         

         
         What had been made in this place? Guin couldn’t begin to guess. All that emerged as she paced the room was a persistent sense
            of wrong, caught like an itch in the building’s bones. It set her teeth to humming.
         

         
         Then something slid out of the dark.

         
         She tensed. But it was only an insect. A honeybee, moving toward her in a lazy sine wave. Fat as Queen Mab, legs hanging loose
            beneath its furred abdomen.
         

         
         Guin breathed thickly and watched it come. Lofting and lowering, carving secret patterns into the air. Its buzzing was faint,
            but it set off a tremor at the back of her skull. A vision: Ennis in a doorway, reaching for her. The air behind him shimmering
            and alive.
         

         
         Slowly she raised her hand, palm out like a sleepwalker. The honeybee hovered, dipped, and alit.

         
         Its weight made it seem less insect than animal. Its little feet tickled, tippy-toeing over the pads of her fingers, almost
            too tender to bear, then up and over the back of her hand. Down her index finger and across, turning until it sat on her ring
            finger like a second, gaudier setting. She breathed lightly through her teeth, tracing its alien anatomy.
         

         
         Pain hit like an itch. Guin snapped her wrist instinctively, startling the little asshole into the air. It had stung her,
            right above her engagement ring. Stupid, so stupid, what did she think it would do?
         

         
         Dying now, the bee buzzed back in the direction it had come from. Toward a shape standing motionless in the half-light.

         
         Guin stopped breathing. The figure stood beside a metal strut that curved from floor to ceiling like the rib bone of a whale. They were facing away, Guin thought. She was looking at their back. A moment passed, and she was equally sure they were looking right at her. Another moment and she didn’t believe the shape was a person at all. 

         
         The sun must’ve been setting, the light must’ve bullied its way through dirty glass, because the figure was cast in a dim
            orange glow. The throb in her finger sharpened, cut her free of time’s flow. In that unmoored instant she called her brother’s
            name.
         

         
         It was a raw appeal, full of hope and fear. A younger Guinevere, calling across the years. The sound of it frightened her.

         
         The figure drew away from the strut that partially concealed it. A person, unmistakable.

         
         Then—gone. The person, the light.
         

         
         Guin startled back, arms out, muscles seizing with the shock of it. “What the hell.” She whispered it angrily, laughing under
            her breath.
         

         
         A minute passed. Nothing happened. Tentatively she approached the place where the figure had been.

         
         Her head started to ache, a gentle pressure. A few steps more and all the little noises she’d been hearing without hearing
            them—creaks and distant water, the occasional shouting from a baseball diamond somewhere below—dropped out.
         

         
         Another step. She was close, her armpits prickling with heat. Closer.

         
         A few steps short of the strut, Guin stopped. Turned heel. Ran.

         
         Her stung finger pulsed as she wound around abandoned materials and odd construction. The traces of a bygone enterprise, not
            entirely wiped away. She nearly collided with a pile of dusty brick, hip high, skirting it to move along the eastern wall.
            A few more steps, and a voice called out:
         

         
         “Stop.”
         

         
         Guin stopped. Heart pumping terror chemicals, eyes prismatic. She knew that voice. She knew that voice. It did not belong to Ennis.
         

         
         Then she saw what lay in front of her feet.

         
         A hole. Not a break in the floor, a circular hole, plunging down into dark. Eight feet across, if she had to guess. It was close to the wall and probably ran all the way through
            the first floor. Maybe it held grain, back in the day. Sawdust, or dry cement.
         

         
         She saw it in black and white, how it would have been if she’d run a couple steps farther. Flickering like a trick in an ancient cinema reel: The woman is here. The woman is gone. 

         
         The voice that stopped her was a woman’s voice, calling across an impassable divide. It was—Guin swore it—her mother’s voice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixteen
1998

         
         The back door opened to reveal a wall of snow higher than Guinevere’s shoulder. Llewellyn considered it, and said, “Plan B.”
            Following a lengthy battle with the glass in its old wooden frame, he climbed out the kitchen window.
         

         
         The children watched with delighted envy as he put down one booted foot, then the other. For a wondrous moment it seemed the
            snow’s surface, tempered by sun into a blinding crust, would carry his weight. Then he went through to mid-thigh.
         

         
         Llewellyn shouted, then laughed. His body was encased in a pair of rubbery overalls he’d found in the attic. Waders, he called them. He was determined to make it to his studio and its stash of proper tea.
         

         
         “What are you, nuts?” Edith said when he proposed this journey the night before. She gestured out a window. “Even if you can get through the snow, you won’t be able to open the door.”
         

         
         That sealed it. Guinevere’s parents were engaged in a brittle kind of war. They smiled hard smiles and spoke in prickling
            tones and did exactly what the other told them not to do.
         

         
         She and Ennis watched their father’s slow, high-stepping progress. They watched him tire, saw his slapstick struggles slow
            into a dogged grind through snow as indifferently vicious as open water. He stopped throwing thumbs-ups over his shoulders.
            In black coat and waders, he fought his way through a changeless white sea.
         

         
         Ennis squeezed Guinevere’s hand when their dad reached the studio. Her breath made excited clouds on the glass; she kept rubbing them away. They watched Llewellyn bow over the knob and stay there, unmoving, his posture that of a man recognizing his own folly. He turned, revealing a crescent of chapped face, and began the slow return. 

         
         He almost couldn’t lever himself back through the window. When he finally did, he rolled clumsily over the counter and landed
            hard on the floor. His face was red and white and rubbery, scorched into Silly Putty by his journey through the void.
         

         
         Stiffly he made his way into the great room, where he shunted more logs onto the fire and stood there dripping, arms held
            out like a snowman’s sticks. When he thawed enough to speak all he said was, “Motherfuckin’ lock was frozen.”
         

         
         The bad word carried a thrill, even debarbed by his accent—fookin’, they would repeat later, until it didn’t sound like a word at all. Right then it only made a pale thud against Guinevere’s
            consciousness. They were well and truly snowbound.
         

         
         

         Guinevere couldn’t remember seeing Edith at all that day. She would try, afterward, to place her—with them at the window,
            watching Llewellyn struggle through the snow. Reading by the fireplace. Eating bacon egg and cheeses with them at dinnertime,
            by which point their dad had regained his cheer.
         

         
         “Which of you will I eat first, when we’ve run out of meat?” he said. “You’ll be nice and tender, my fairy. But your brother
            will make for a bigger roast.”
         

         
         “What about Mom? Let’s eat her.”

         
         Guinevere wanted to see how he’d reply. He shook his head and said, “Salt and bitter herbs are none too nourishing. And you
            can’t eat me.” He slapped his belly twice. “I’m too pickled.”
         

         
         Then he seized and held her across both arms like a party sub, pretending to take bites out of her side while she screamed.

         
         Edith wasn’t with them at bedtime, either, when Guinevere lay with her brother beneath extra blankets and watched their father
            bank the fire.
         

         
         He started a new book that night: The Magician’s Nephew. Llewellyn always began their nighttime readings sitting on the bed and ended on his feet, the words moving through him, animating him. He might rouse himself to shouting, move himself to weeping, invent a cast’s worth of character voices on the spot. He’d come out of it laughing at himself. Your old mad dad.

         
         Tonight she saw strain at the corners of his mouth. It must have been the cast of the firelight. He squeezed every drop of
            genteel villainy out of Uncle Andrew, and made them shiver at the ringing of the bell that awakened Jadis.
         

         
         Right as all hell was about to break loose he set the book on the mantel with a Joker stuck in as a bookmark. He kissed them
            both, Guinevere’s cheek and Ennis’s forehead. Ennis allowed it, for which Guinevere would always be glad. At the door Llewellyn
            hesitated, his beloved shape painted orange by firelight. He breathed in, as if to speak. Then he backed into the hall and
            softly closed the door.
         

         
         He would not open The Magician’s Nephew again. It would stay right there on Ennis’s mantel, untouched. Maybe it was there until the very end. Guinevere forced herself
            to stop noticing it after a while.
         

         
         Later she would see the book from time to time, face out at a bookstore or in a person’s hands on the subway, and wonder.
            The first chapters were etched in diamond type on her mind. She didn’t know what happened next, how it ended. She never would.
         

         
         

         Guinevere dreamed. In her dream she stood before the blank wall in the bad room on the third floor, and it wasn’t blank anymore.
            There were seams in it that became a door, the light behind it warm and moving. Half awake, half asleep, she made her hand
            into a fist. Raised it.
         

         
         Something hit her, hard and sharp, between the brow and socket of her right eye.

         
         She woke up.

         
         Ennis’s back was to her, rising and falling with sleep. Her eye felt wet and warm, and she touched it, checking her fingers
            by banked firelight. Too dim to say whether it was blood. She sat up and saw on her pillow the carved wooden hand. Her good
            luck charm. Before sleeping she’d tucked it under the pillow.
         

         
         Ennis must’ve moved it. Only his hair showed above the blanket, a sight that made her feel too tender to disturb him. Tapping gingerly at her eye—bleeding, she was pretty sure—she crept to his bedroom door and opened it. 

         
         A ghost was moving past her, down the hall.

         
         Guinevere had seen ghosts in the palazzo. Young women, shy and sad and not at all frightening. But this one slunk on bare
            feet. It moved with an offhand rhythm. This time she was afraid, until it turned its head and became Edith.
         

         
         The fear didn’t go away completely. Edith’s eyes were an animal’s eyes, black with pupil.

         
         “Hey.” A little sense came into her expression as she stepped closer, touching her daughter’s brow with two fingers.

         
         Guinevere stayed very still as she did it. The place where her mother’s third finger should be, and wasn’t, held a kind of
            black static. A witchery. She was sure you’d feel something there, if you touched it.
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Edith seemed disarmed, somehow. As vulnerable as Guinevere had ever seen her. She lied anyway, out of habit. “I fell out of
            bed. I need Dad.”
         

         
         “Your father’s sleeping.”

         
         “Can you wake him up?”

         
         Her mother looked toward her own bedroom door. “Yeah. Okay. Wait here.”

         
         Guinevere watched her open the door just enough to slide through. She lined her feet up along two seams in the parquet, second
            position. She waited.
         

         
         When Edith stepped out of the unlit room it was impossible not to recall what Llewellyn said about the first time he saw her:
            Edith as Persephone, emerging from the dark. Queen of Flowers. Queen of Hell.
         

         
         “He’s dead asleep, sweetie. Come on. I’ll clean you up.”

         
         

         The bathroom was scary at night, its deer-footed tub all full of shadows. Guinevere sat on its edge. She devoured her mother’s
            nearness in small, quick bites, taken when she wasn’t looking.
         

         
         Edith twisted the top off a dark brown bottle, unpeeled a Band-Aid. She was underdressed for the weather: boxer shorts and a white T-shirt. A gold chain showed above her collar, intricate and unfamiliar. 

         
         Pretty. The word was in Guinevere’s mouth, fat as a grape. When she reached out boldly to touch the gold, her mother flinched away.
         

         
         “Don’t.”

         
         Shame made Guinevere’s temples thump. She said the first thing she could think of. “Daddy climbed out the window today.”

         
         “I know. I was watching from upstairs. I thought we’d have to drop a rope to him from the window.” Edith laughed, the sound
            strangely sad. “There’s no fool like an old fool.”
         

         
         Guinevere hated when her parents said stuff like this. Wry little phrases designed to go over her head. She curled her toes
            in their thick socks. “Aren’t you cold?”
         

         
         “Nah. I’m hotblooded.”

         
         It was true that her exposed skin breathed an incongruous scent of heat, flowers. As if she’d sprayed herself in a summery
            perfume. Lightly she pressed the Band-Aid into place, tongue set to her teeth as she made sure it stayed. “There you go.”
         

         
         Guinevere patted the Band-Aid. It felt spongy over her brow. “Why were you awake?”

         
         Her mother picked bits of wrapper off the tile. “I couldn’t sleep, nosy girl.”

         
         There was something stuck to the bottoms of her feet. What was it? Guinevere squinted, thought she saw . . . but, no. That
            wasn’t possible. Maybe Edith saw her looking, because she settled back with her knees to her chest, concealing her soles.
         

         
         “Feel better?”

         
         Guinevere shrugged, then nodded.

         
         “Good.” Her mom kept looking at her, and also through her, with a funny twist to her mouth. Like she was remembering something,
            and it wasn’t very nice. “You know, you’re a pretty tough kid. I would’ve wanted to cry at your age, getting a cut like that.
            Except, when I did cry, my mother would always—”
         

         
         She stopped. Shook her head and softly said, “But who wants to think about that?” Standing, she held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s get you back in bed.” 

         
         Guinevere tucked her own hands under her legs. Edith didn’t talk about her parents. Never ever. “She would always what?”

         
         Edith puffed her cheeks out, let them pop. “Forget it. I’m all over the place tonight. I’m full of—what’s the opposite of
            nostalgia? Nostalgia’s evil twin?” She mimicked Guinevere’s blank expression, mouth hanging slack. “Alright, bedtime for ducklings,
            as certain Welshmen would say. Hey, maybe we’ll be able to leave the house tomorrow. We could go sledding.”
         

         
         Sledding with Edith. It was neither a promise nor a lie but some third thing. A pretty notion from a parallel world.

         
         Guinevere wasn’t ready for this strange interlude to end. “I’m too scared to fall asleep,” she said. “I thought you were a
            ghost.”
         

         
         Edith smiled faintly. “You believe in ghosts?”

         
         “I saw them in Venice.”

         
         Unexpectedly, her mother nodded. “Me, too. But there are no ghosts here.” Not offering comfort. Sharing information.

         
         There was another fairy tale Llewellyn told them. About a bride who waits each night in perfect dark for a husband whose face
            she’s never seen. When he lies beside her, he always whispers the same refrain: What would you ask me tonight?

         
         Like the girl in the tale, Guinevere sensed she would only be allowed one question. She had so many: about her father’s other
            children, and Edith’s life before them, and what she did all day when they couldn’t see her. She settled on the most immediate
            thing.
         

         
         “If there aren’t any ghosts. What is here?”
         

         
         Edith’s expression of vague tolerance clarified. Guinevere had her attention now. It felt as alive as a bird between closed
            hands. Dropping down again, she pressed cool lips to her daughter’s knee. As she did so Guinevere glimpsed the golden charm
            that hung from the new necklace chain, hidden beneath her shirt: vaguely ovoid, ill-defined. Edith straightened and it was
            gone.
         

         
         “That’s a good question. What do you think?”
         

         
         Guinevere thought about the house. Its carvings and its hiding places and the bad room on the third floor, where Llewellyn knocked at an empty wall. “Daddy said a cunning woman used to live here.” 

         
         “You mean a country slut,” Edith replied instantly, then winced. “Sorry, that’s what my dad called her. When he offered me
            the house. The old hypocrite.”
         

         
         Slut. Hypocrite. Guinevere saved the words. She’d ask Llewellyn what they meant in the morning.
         

         
         “Your father’s right, though,” Edith went on. “There was a woman here once, a long time ago. Her house was as big as the great
            room.” She showed Guinevere its size with her hands: small. “It stood where the great room stood. When they tore it down,
            they left the fireplace, and built a new house around it. But she died a long time ago.”
         

         
         Had Edith’s father told her that, too? Guinevere didn’t ask. She said, “I love it here. I don’t want to leave after a year.”

         
         Edith looked at her strangely, and she remembered she shouldn’t have heard that conversation. Her mother didn’t mention it,
            just leaned in close and whispered.
         

         
         “Don’t worry. We won’t.”

         
         

         Tucked up again beside Ennis, Guinevere closed her eyes. She turned and turned, too hot, too cold, too restless for sleep.
            In her mind Edith slipped into her dark bedroom and out again, back and forth. Queen of Flowers, Queen of Hell. He’s dead asleep, sweetie. She could not shake the feeling that, had she opened their door herself, she’d have found an empty bed in an empty room.
         

         
         She thought again of what she’d seen on her mother’s feet. Though it didn’t seem possible, she was certain now. Clinging to
            their soles like the remnants of an unlikely dream, in defiance of the whiteout snow: blades of grass.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seventeen
Five days until Mother

         
         Had Guin almost died? Horribly, alone in the dark?

         
         She asked herself this as she retraced her steps over dust and industrial decay, down the stairs and through the ground floor
            with its stink of wet paint, her skin as tender as if she’d just broken a fever. Brine filled her nose as she stumbled back
            into the light.
         

         
         The sky was painful to look at. Breeze roughened her hair, and the water of the canal moved in softly blackening rills, like
            the coils of a rising creature. It was too bright, too much, her every sense felt flayed.
         

         
         But the voice she’d heard was fading, and with it that moment of bizarre certitude: that it was Edith speaking to her. One
            word, called out over the borders of time and death.
         

         
         Guin shuddered. She’d been saved by some other trespasser, that was all. A stranger she would never see again. She would forget
            how it felt, this cellular gratitude that made her ill and ecstatic at once. But now she made her way to the ocean, stripped
            to her underwear, and walked in.
         

         
         Salt scorched her tongue as she stroked toward the horizon, the minty shape of the Statue of Liberty bobbing mirage-like to
            her right. The water iced her throbbing finger. When she was far enough out, she turned onto her back and closed her eyes.
         

         
         Maybe, she thought, there’d been no voice at all. No shadowy figure. She might’ve inhaled some odorless hallucinogenic, a
            heavy-metal forever chemical that hovered in the factory like gas over a bog.
         

         
         The hole, though. That was real. She knew, because she could still feel its breath. The starry exhalation of the end. She’d felt it once before:
            Death moving by her, so close and swift her skin goose-bumped in the breeze of its passage. Twenty-one years ago, on the night
            the Farmhouse reduced itself to a blast zone of ashes.
         

         
         If she allowed it to, the past would approach. Stealing around her, a vaporous cat, black mouth opening until it yawned beneath
            her like that hole in the factory floor. Most days she pushed it away.
         

         
         Here, adrift in dark water and the dazzling miracle of survival, she let it come.

         
         

         The morning after the fire, not long past dawn, she and her brother were found in the woods two miles away. Speechless and
            stinking but physically unharmed, aside from the cuts and bruises of an active childhood. Some scars. Lots of scars. They’d
            grown up at the edge of the woods, after all. One strange thing: the injury on the boy’s hand. That was an older wound, though,
            nearly healed over.
         

         
         By the time two strangers calling themselves the children’s maternal grandparents showed up at the hospital to claim them,
            Edith and Llewellyn had been dead for nearly twenty-four hours. The story was out, spreading fast, swelling in stature with
            each revelation. First it was a house fire in a remote patch of Vermont. Then a fire at Edith Sharpe’s famous Farmhouse. Then
            a fatal fire that broke out during a house party full of glittering attendees.
         

         
         Finally, there was the slow march of names, delivered to a world waiting with mingled horror and thrill. Edith Sharpe, dead.
            Llewellyn Sharpe, dead. All of them, everyone at the party, Edith’s editor, another author, a stage actress and a sculptor
            and a model. Dead.
         

         
         And what about the children? Ennis and Guinevere Sharpe. Wild ones, door seekers, travelers through that luminous dream city.
            Everyone knows they’re not really the kids in the books, though sometimes it’s hard to remember.
         

         
         Alive. Just them. The sole survivors of a house fire so voracious there was nothing left to bury.

         
         Though the fire hadn’t touched them it served as a crucible, burning away what little humanity their fame had allowed them. They weren’t people anymore, they were representatives, of their dead mother and her shuttered land. Reminders of what the world had lost when
            it lost Edith Sharpe.
         

         
         Guin’s limbs heavied as she floated. She flipped over and found she had drifted. It took a long time to make her leaden way
            to shore.
         

         
         There was a dog playing in the surf, owner watching from the rocks as Guin dragged herself from the water. The animal kept
            submerging herself to the chest and running out again. Twisting her body like a seal, biting at the foam, face split into
            a crocodile smile. Guin had never seen a happier creature.
         

         
         She dried her hands on her abandoned shirt. The sun was gone, the air suffused with light. She sat in her underwear on the
            rocky sand, salt pricking her skin as it dried. Thoughts moved through her, mute as visions. She followed the distant passage
            of a container ship, like a moving sheet of Cubist glass.
         

         
         The air was a still blue bath. The present had been scrubbed away by cold water. Her mind burrowed deeper, back and back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eighteen
1998

         
         The morning after she met Edith in the darkened hall, Guinevere slept late and woke alone.

         
         The fire had died in the night. The air was so cold it tasted like mineral water. But the sun was back, shining from an empty
            sky. It hung in every window as she moved through the house, blanket cape dragging behind her.
         

         
         No one was in the great room. No one in the kitchen making coffee or tea. She looked out over the back lawn. The wreckage
            her father made of the snow between house and studio had been shaken out like a bedsheet by the wind.
         

         
         She heard her mother’s voice. The great room wasn’t empty after all, Edith was hidden by the sofa. Guinevere circled its back
            and found her mother crouched in front of it, speaking softly.
         

         
         She would make this trip again in her mind, many times. Toward the old green couch then around it, in a room dusty with light.
            Edith on her knees, voice gentle, holding Llewellyn’s hand. Guinevere took a few more steps and saw him. Her dad.
         

         
         He looked correct, if tired. Llewellyn on too little sleep, at the end of his stash of acceptable tea. His eyes open against
            that hunting sun. When he turned them on his daughter—they were Ennis’s eyes, too, and her own—she felt fear.
         

         
         It was not of any particular flavor. Not cut by other emotion or fueled by some discovery. Pure. He looked at her briefly,
            then turned his eyes away.
         

         
         Guinevere kept staring. Watching him fixedly, waiting for the fear to explain itself or dissipate. He mumbled something to Edith, who nodded and looked at their daughter. 

         
         “Your dad’s not feeling well.”

         
         Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes had a plastic shine. She could’ve been the sick one, if she weren’t humming with . . . not
            health. Something else, hectic and barely suppressed. There was no record in her face of the night before.
         

         
         “Give him some space today,” she added. Then, to Llewellyn, “This’ll teach you to go flailing around in two feet of snow.”

         
         That bit was said not for his benefit but Guinevere’s. To comfort her, or at any rate stop her wondering. Sometimes the things
            grown-ups said and did were as mysterious as the choreographed rise of larks from a hedge. And sometimes they were clear as
            glass.
         

         
         

         Llewellyn didn’t worsen as the days went by. Nor did he get better. He wasn’t coughing or sneezing or calling for soup. He
            didn’t soak his feet in a hot bucket or breathe mentholated steam from a covered mixing bowl or at the slightest provocation
            bellow, Ill urged to one that is so ill! before falling into a fretful simmer.
         

         
         In other words, he wasn’t just unlike himself but unlike the person he was when he wasn’t himself.

         
         “Dad.”

         
         He didn’t turn from the window.

         
         “Dad.”
         

         
         “What.” He said it flatly. His reflection watched hers in the glass. She was a tiny girl inside it, far away.

         
         “Will you read to me?”

         
         “Can’t. I’m sick, remember?”

         
         “Oh.” She put one foot on top of the other. “D’you want some soup?”

         
         “You know how to make soup now, Guinevere?”

         
         No humor in his voice, no my fairy. It was true no one in the house could cook but him. Just this morning he’d rattled around the kitchen in a bathrobe and
            a terrible humor, chopping potatoes with angry thunks, muttering, I live with three children.

         
         Softly she said, “No.”

         
         Some of the air went out of him. “Oh, don’t mind your old man. I’m only dead tired.” He faced her, smiling, eyes not in it
            and mouth bracketed by hard lines. “So tired I don’t even dream. Just—pass out.”
         

         
         She chewed her lip. He’d said something about dreaming, that night she listened through the door. “Do you . . . mind it?”

         
         “Let’s make a deal,” he said instead of answering. “Let’s fall asleep tonight at precisely 9:01 and meet in dreamland. Somewhere
            pleasant. Venice.” The word colored with longing, maritime blue. “We’ll walk the bridges and eat gelato, and I’ll feel all
            better in the morning.”
         

         
         Guinevere had gotten too old to believe in such fancies. Discovering this right then drove a stake through her heart. She
            said, “Deal.”
         

         
         He held his arms out and she went to him, rested her head against his chest. A thin odor rose from his skin. “Don’t worry
            about me,” he murmured. “Promise?”
         

         
         “I won’t,” she lied.

         
         

         Guinevere lay next to Ennis on the floor of his bedroom, staring at her book without exactly reading. He was sketching the
            back of his own left hand, palm pressed flat to the floor. The fingers he drew were too skinny at the ends, like carrots.
            She looked back at her book.
         

         
         A sound cracked the quiet. A wartime clatter: rat-a-tat! They sat up straight and stared at the ceiling.
         

         
         It went on, maddeningly arrhythmic and peppered with pauses. It would go on for years. This first time, though, it was unfamiliar. They sprang to their feet and followed it to the doorway of the third-floor
            room.
         

         
         Edith sat at the creepy desk, back to them, whacking away at the typewriter. She didn’t pause, didn’t turn. Shadows moved
            over the gloss of her hair, though everything else in the room was still. After a minute she spoke in a clear voice.
         

         
         “Shut the door, please. I’m writing.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nineteen
1998–99

         
         The typing was relentless. Even when she couldn’t hear it, Guinevere could feel it. Edith smoked while she worked, filling the third floor with a blueish haze. In the worst weeks of winter, beneath a lowering
            sky of smoke and sound, the house felt like a three-story submarine.
         

         
         March came at last. Edith stopped typing and started pacing, marking up her stack of pages in pencil. Guinevere and Ennis
            abandoned their indoor games—hand after hand of Speed, Garbage, War, enough to make you swear off cards forever—and ventured
            out into the butt end of that filthy winter.
         

         
         Then it was April again, one year since the day they arrived. There were crocuses coming up, purple and yellow and white,
            and Edith walking in the front door shouting, “Llewellyn! Llew! Get down here!”
         

         
         Her voice was almost frantic. She’d driven to a diner an hour away to meet with a New York editor, who’d come from much farther
            to speak to her. She returned with a bottle of champagne and another of sparkling apple juice, and she was talking very fast.
            Words stood out like black buttons: six figures and lead title and crash release.
         

         
         As she spoke she opened the bottles, filled four glasses, let them bubble over in her haste. Llewellyn sat on the window seat,
            daylight coming in from behind and rendering him hazy. Edith was all fizz and nicotine, moving around the room.
         

         
         “It was worth it.” Prayer hands pressed to her lips, eyes so wide with triumph their whites stood out in rings. “I knew it would be. The things he said about the book, Llew. And the money. This is money like we never—and this is the start! The book is going to editors all over, my agent thinks—”
         

         
         “What was it worth?”

         
         Llewellyn’s voice was mild. It stopped her chatter cold.

         
         “What?”

         
         “You said ‘it was worth it.’ It. The book, the money. Was worth what.”
         

         
         “All that work.” Her laugh rang with nerves. A crash was in the offing, following the sugar high of getting everything she
            ever wanted. “All the late-night writing, all those revisions. And you, making sure we got fed and the place didn’t burn down
            when I wasn’t looking. And you two.” She winked at Guinevere and Ennis. She was bad at winking, it looked like a tic. “You’ve been so patient with me. So
            good about giving me space to write.”
         

         
         Guinevere shrugged. Ennis and Llewellyn reacted not at all. At least Dad had gotten dressed today. Or—a glum recalculation—he
            was still dressed, from yesterday. His new beard hid the thinness of his face. Her daydreams were full of curative magics a little
            girl might stumble upon in the woods: fairy flowers you could brew into tea, healing lozenges found in clear water, disguised
            as pretty stones. A single wish, granted by an entity she’d yet to find.
         

         
         Now he gave a tight smile and said, “Well done. All your sacrifice, paid off.”

         
         The triumphant shine in Edith’s eyes was fading. She huffed a half laugh and said, “I guess I thought you’d be proud of me.
            Pretty stupid, huh?”
         

         
         Llewellyn stood. His movements were measured, his expression one of vague equanimity, yet she flinched. He only lofted his
            jelly jar, half full of champagne, and said, “Of course I’m proud. To the victors go the—et cetera.” Moving with the careful
            dignity that meant he’d switched from tea to whiskey earlier than usual, he left the room. Ennis slipped away behind him.
         

         
         Edith watched them go, chin trembling. Apple soda burned the back of Guinevere’s throat. “Mom?”

         
         No answer.

         
         “. . . Mom? Mo—”

         
         “Jesus, Guinevere, what.”
         

         
         She swallowed. “What’s your book called?”

         
         “Oh.” Her mother’s shoulders dropped. “God. Sorry I yelled.” She bit her lip. “It’s called, The Ninth City.”
         

         
         The way she said it, with that little pause first. Like a secret. Like a pearl. “The Ninth City.” Guinevere tried it out. “What’s it about?”
         

         
         “Magic. Adventure. Doors to other places. All the good stuff.”

         
         “Wow.” She felt dazzled and shy, her mother transformed into a glamorous stranger. “Can I read it?”

         
         Edith smiled shakily. “Of course you can. It’s not ready yet, but . . . soon.”

         
         

         Guinevere drank carbonated apple juice until her stomach hurt and her blood felt bubbly. For months she’d been listening to
            her mother typing away. Now the words she wrote in this house, within Guinevere’s earshot, were being turned into an actual
            book.
         

         
         The idea lit a flame in her. It fizzed steadily along a fuse in her chest she hadn’t even known was there, burning down to
            an explosion at her very center.
         

         
         She would write a book. She already did it in her head all the time, reading until her eyes ached and continuing the story in
            her head as she dropped into sleep. Sometimes her version was better than the real thing.
         

         
         She would tell no one. Just Ennis, obviously. When she was done, she’d sell it. Her parents wouldn’t know a thing until the
            book was in their hands, bound in hardcover with her name on the front. Her father would read it aloud by the light of the
            fire, his voice turning the room into a stage. Oh, my fairy, he’d say when he was through, wiping the tears away. It’s magnificent.

         
         And her mother. Edith would give her a private smile and they’d both know what it meant. I see you. And you are the same as me.

         
         Guinevere would have her own desk. She and her mother would write together side by side, in their beautiful house in the woods.
            And all would be well.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty
Five days until Mother

         
         Guin stayed on the beach until her underwear dried. Then she pulled her clothes on and found the nearest bar.

         
         It was ideal for her purposes, malodorous and populated by solitary drunks. Dusty Christmas lights were strung along the wall,
            underscoring a permanent air of last call. She could see her face in pieces in the bottle-lined mirror behind the bar. Salted
            hair, the itchy flush of a settling sunburn. A certain madness in the eyes. She set her phone down in front of her and googled
            her brother’s name.
         

         
         The early consensus was that Mother was a publicity grab. A naked attempt on Ennis’s part to drown out the bad press around the lawsuit. Skimpy press release
            aside, there was no actual information.
         

         
         His former gallery offered a stiffly worded statement of measured support. His best-known ex, a canny art-world hydra named
            Arlene Fitzpatrick, managed to shill for two of her own projects in the course of a single quote. Candy, of course, had no
            comment.
         

         
         The rising narrative did make sense: embattled prodigal son of famous parents exploits his past! Like Regina had said, He’s opening a show called Mother. It’s absolutely about Edith.

         
         And yet.

         
         Guin turned her phone over, ordered a shot and a beer. Someone a few stools down gave her a dirty look, and she realized she
            was smacking the bar with an open palm. Ba-bang ba-bang ba-bang, a secret rhythm she’d been carrying all day. Ever since Samantha Brice spoke the name of her brother’s show out loud.
         

         
         She transferred her palm to her knee and kept tapping, letting the rhyme she’d been summoning crawl at last into the light.
            Another century’s nursery chant, carved over Edith’s door.
         

         
         The time we like the best of all

         
         Is when the shadows creepy crawl

         
         Her shot came. She double-tapped the glass before throwing it back.

         
         One after another

         
         The gesture wasn’t hers, it belonged to her father. And it was his recitation she heard in her head.

         
         When the golden sun sinks down in the west,

         
         And the tired birdie flies home to its nest,

         
         And we’re left alone with mother.

         
         

         The moon was high and her phone nearly dead when Guin stepped out onto the sidewalk. It was drenched in that deep city dark
            that happens sometimes in summer, when the streetlights get caught in the leaves. They glowed above her in surreal flotillas
            of Lite-Brite green.
         

         
         With the last of her charge Guin called a car. By its dome light she saw her bee sting swelling, puffed up above her engagement
            ring. As the cab rolled northward, she managed to shimmy it off, dropping it into the coin pocket of her wallet. Half an hour
            later she was unlocking her apartment door.
         

         
         You wouldn’t look at Guin’s apartment—spacious and spare, pleasant in the nonspecific way of a boutique hotel suite—and think
            it was a place bought with book money. A few years ago she brought a guy back at the end of the night. He did a slow circle
            on the parquet floor, under the recessed lights, and said, “If you go home with somebody and they don’t have books, don’t
            fuck ’em.” He checked her face, and his smugness washed away. “John Waters quote,” he muttered.
         

         
         Anyway, Guin didn’t fuck him. She thought of him, though, the first time Hank came over. When she was alone the space felt
            serene. After spending hours amid his apartment’s friendly clutter, she worried it was soulless. And when he’d seen all its
            rooms he did say, in a wondering tone, “You don’t have any books.”
         

         
         Guin went to him and wrapped her arms around his waist, pressed her cheek to his chest so she was looking out at the city. She said, “They make me think of my mother.” 

         
         The truth. One piece of it. He held her very tightly and didn’t ask again.

         
         Now her windows were open. The apartment was high enough above the city that its sounds took on an oceanic quality. Height
            distilled the odors of the street into a thin exciting scent she could never break down into its parts. Guin opened the fridge,
            reaching in a practiced motion for her water pitcher. It wasn’t there.
         

         
         Rather—she frowned, peering through tipsiness—it wasn’t in the door, where she kept it, but centered on the bottom shelf.

         
         She’d been doing this lately. Little things. Hand soap moved to the wrong side of the sink, knives upside down in the block.
            Minuscule seeds of discord, sowed into her own engraved routines. Book release stress, she told herself. Or subconscious self-sabotage.
         

         
         In the course of pouring herself a drink Guin dropped the pitcher, knocked the glass into the sink, and spilled water all
            over the floor. Ah, well. Dropping a towel on the puddle, she headed for the couch.
         

         
         She lay back with one foot pressed to the floor, bracing herself against the room’s drunken sway. There was a reason she rarely
            had more than one. She’d done enough drinking in her life to know that too much made her feel raw. Skinned like a grape.
         

         
         Her father was like that. His tendency toward Welsh melancholia—his hiraeth, as he called it—could be fed into a river by drink. Or, just as easily, kept at bay. It was a roulette wheel he’d spun every
            day.
         

         
         Her dad. Llewellyn Sharpe. Literary husband, gentleman painter of little distinction. Former stage actor. What was it the
            journalist called him? Transcendent.

         
         Guin knew he’d performed on Broadway and in the West End, knew he’d done Shakespeare in the Park. She was aware of his good
            voice, his rugged beauty, and distantly recalled the high ambitions and bombastic weathers that predated his chronic illness.
            But for so many of her years with him, he’d been such a reduced man.
         

         
         She opened her laptop. Blinking drunkenly to focus, she typed llewellyn sharpe hamlet into search. There were some old reviews, PDF’d in smudgy newsprint or cut in half by a paywall. The praise was high, but it bounced like blunted arrows off her brain. Who knew what impressed people in 1990? Guin never liked Hamlet much anyway.
         

         
         She went to YouTube and searched her father’s name again, just his name.

         
         The first few hits were Edith-related. Then a clip, grainy even in thumbnail, titled “Macbeth Macduff London Theatre ’88.”
            Guin clicked and there was Llewellyn.
         

         
         The sight hit her in the back of the neck.

         
         The video must have come from rehearsal. Her father wore jeans and a flannel shirt. His feet were bare, and he was young.
            Two years younger than she was now, hair scooping softly around his collar. And that voice, like a knife scraping lines through
            honey.
         

         
         “How does my wife?” he said.

         
         Two men were with him onstage. The younger one said, “Why, well.”

         
         “And all my children?” said Llewellyn. Young and far and beautiful.

         
         Guinevere started to shake.

         
         Numbly she watched as Macduff was informed of his family’s slaughter. Watched her father play so beautifully at love and grief.

         
         My children too?

         
         My wife killed too?

         
         All my pretty ones? Did you say all?

         
         Guin pushed the computer away. She heard him, her father. Not muffled by time and a mid-quality recording, but right in her
            ear. Hello, my fairy. Where’s that brother of yours?

         
         A ghost traveled through her. An infinitesimal possession. It was her younger self, dirty-haired and small for her age. Pain
            compacted in her chest like wet Wonder Bread.
         

         
         “Eleven.” She spoke aloud, her voice broken and strange. That watchful child with the insect limbs, who felt so old and thought she
            knew so much and was cleansed of this notion by fire. She’d been eleven years old.
         

         
         Then Guin was alone again, her own ghost departed. When the pain eased, she called Hank.

         
         “Hey, you.”

         
         She’d woken him up, she could tell. But he sounded warm and glad.

         
         “Hey,” she said. “Could you grab your laptop?”

         
         He paused, hearing her. “Baby.”

         
         “Could you?”

         
         “Yeah, of course.”

         
         “I sent you a video.”

         
         “Uh. Let me . . . okay, I got it.” His voice deepened when he saw what it was. “Oh. Guin.”

         
         “Watch it. Please.”

         
         She could make out the faint hum of the actors. When it stopped, she said, “He was good, wasn’t he?”

         
         “He was so good.”

         
         What was Hank’s sense of Llewellyn? Guin tried to remember what she’d told him. She would have leaned into the misty high
            points. Paint and poetry. The green vistas of the homeland he left at sixteen, ever present in his voice. The way he’d put
            a record on and swing her little body around the great room, toes skimming the rug. Had he done that lots of times, or just
            the once? The memory stuck out like a crag on a cliff face.
         

         
         “Come over,” she said.

         
         

         Hank was strong, stocky. Built the way baseball players used to be. He was solid in the dark.

         
         “You taste like a distillery,” he whispered.

         
         She bit his lip, not too gently. “Hush.”

         
         From the start sex had served for her as a place of retreat. She could lose herself in its generalities. It was different
            with Hank. She moved with him and simultaneously inward, away. Then he would whisper her name, cup her face, kiss the scar
            beneath her eye. And she would surface from that solitary dream, burning with a feeling like fever.
         

         
         It was the feeling of remembering all the things he knew. What she’d told him, what he’d guessed. Not everything, not even most of it, but more than anyone else. There was a nakedness deeper than skin, and it terrified her. 

         
         Later. In the dark.

         
         “Where do you go?”

         
         Guin turned her head. Sleep held her in silken fingers, tugging her down.

         
         Hank rested a hand on her bare stomach. “Guin. Where do you go?” Self-conscious as he repeated the phrase. Pat, too poetic,
            yet getting at something real. Something that hurt.
         

         
         She murmured, torporous and a little drowsier than she really was, and reached for him.

         
         Again, again. He tasted of salt, and she thought of the long swim she’d taken as the last of the sun glazed the water. The
            way it felt at the end, when her body was almost too tired to reach shore. Her hair was dirty mermaid’s hair, greasing her
            pillowcase.
         

         
         I almost died today.

         
         Of course she didn’t say it. Kissing his mouth and then his eyes with the feeling of closing them against something dangerous.

         
         What came next didn’t feel like sleep. She closed her eyes, that was all, and when she opened them she was somewhere new.

         
         No. This was an old place, one she’d been to many times. An old dream.

         
         In the dream the Farmhouse hallway stretched long before her, lined on either side with closed doors. All was quiet. There
            was nothing to repel her, nothing to fear. She was filled with such rapid horror it tore her straight out of sleep.
         

         
         She was in bed again. Hank was holding her, saying, “Guin. Honey, wake up. Sweetheart, wake up.”

         
         Guin shook, dry-eyed, in his arms. She didn’t cry out. Her eyes were so wide it was like she had night vision. The room was
            iced with moonlight, bright as a pale gray noon. After a long time she said, “I’m fine. Bad dream.”
         

         
         He said nothing, but his arms slackened. After a while his breathing evened out, and she slid from his grip to the edge of the bed. She lay there watching the light change, swaying in and out of sleep until morning. 

         
         Hank was curled on his side, turned away from her. She kissed his shoulder and went to make coffee. When she brought him a
            cup, he was awake, pulling his shirt on. His expression was pensive and he didn’t look up.
         

         
         “Hey.” Guin shifted, knees cracking. “You’re not leaving yet, are you?”

         
         Hank stood, pulling on his jeans. “Why? Did you want to talk?”

         
         Unsettling emphasis on talk. “I mean, it’s Saturday. Regina doesn’t need me till later, I thought we could hang out.”
         

         
         Hank buttoned his fly with the focus of an explosives specialist. Guin wavered between asking and changing the subject.

         
         “We could get breakfast,” she said brightly.

         
         The look he gave her was brief but piercing. “I’m not hungry.”

         
         Guin watched him another minute, then retreated to the kitchen to busy herself with nothing. He walked past her and put his
            shoes on at the door. Straightened, cleared his throat.
         

         
         “I’m heading out.”

         
         She kissed him goodbye. As she pulled away, he stopped her, face inches from her own.

         
         “I love you.”

         
         “I know you do.” She leaned in again, he turtled his head back.

         
         “I love you, Guin.”

         
         “And I do, too.”

         
         Hank breathed in, eyes narrowing, and she braced. He only said, “Good,” and kissed her one more time.

         
         The kiss had a taste to it that she knew well. A pang of ending. But—she reminded herself as she locked the door—they would never end. Not until death at the earliest. That was what engagement
            was for. She glanced at her hand for reassurance.
         

         
         Panic burst in her temples when she saw her empty finger. In the next moment she remembered the factory, the sting. Her knuckle
            was tender when she pinched it, so she fed the ring onto a chain and fixed it around her neck.
         

         
         In the bathroom mirror she appraised its minute blue-and-white glint, the way it fell off-center between her collarbones. She hadn’t gotten up the courage to ask Hank whether the ring had been given to the other woman first. 

         
         The woman before her. Jenna, Hank’s six-month fiancée.

         
         First Jenna was a hair tie Guin found in his bathroom, strung with two dark strands. A faded Georgetown T-shirt washed up
            around the back leg of his bed, and in his fridge, camouflaged among the million jars of chili crisp, a long-expired bottle
            of lavender kombucha. Then she was a late-night reveal, whom Hank talked about in the resonant, fake-wise tones of the deeply
            wounded. A former university soccer player who worked in fundraising at a nonprofit. The breaking of the engagement was, he
            told her, a mutual thing.
         

         
         Guin looked Jenna up once. Once or twice. She was exactly the sunny-shouldered, shiny-haired nightmare you’d expect. She had
            photogenic friends and a rescue dog named Sherman, and she was always being photographed in front of some kind of gorge or
            peak. Just two weeks ago she went to Dublin with her mom and sister. Lots of nice pictures taken in pubs.
         

         
         Guin wasn’t entirely stupid. Of course she knew it was the same ring. Hank was living in brownstone Brooklyn on a teacher’s
            salary. The real question was, to what degree was their own speedy engagement a direct product of his first one?
         

         
         Better to pin it to Hank’s endless romantic optimism than his recently broken heart. Some men were just the marrying kind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three Months Ago

         
         It was May, the evening warm and rainless. Guin walked across the Brooklyn Bridge to meet her boyfriend at a restaurant near
            the water.
         

         
         The restaurant he’d picked was nice, the kind of place where the food had more provenance than flavor. They sat in a flickering garden, candles and late spring
            light glazing their plates and half-empty wineglasses into a Vermeer still life.
         

         
         Hank was nervous. For once he wasn’t plowing through his food, wasn’t mopping up the dregs with bread then eating whatever
            was left on Guin’s plate. He alternated between looking determinedly at his plate then up at her, with accusatory hound dog
            eyes.
         

         
         She knew why. Two nights ago, wound up with her in his bed, he said, “What if you lived here.”

         
         He’d paused then. Waiting, maybe, for her to rush in. When she didn’t, he went on, made it plausibly deniable. “Right here,
            in my arms.”
         

         
         He tightened them. The room’s dreamy air tightened, too. Its molecules changed, became prickly and malevolent. Guin noticed
            herself breathing and, in noticing, forgot how. In, out. In, out. Jesus, wasn’t this supposed to be automatic?
         

         
         “Guin.” He leaned back, frowning. “Are you hyperventilating?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Hank watched her uncertainly, then his jaw set. “If you’re not ready to live together, you can say so.”

         
         She’d reached for the nearest, weakest joke. “So.”

         
         “Got it,” he said shortly, and switched out the light.

         
         There was that. It wouldn’t be the whole story, though, would it? It was never anything she’d done, in the end. It was always
            just her. Inevitably the things men liked about her at the start—her independence, her resolve, that thing in her that everyone she
            dated named differently: spontaneity, absolute chill, a refreshing lack of commitment obsession—would curdle into the things
            that made them hate her.
         

         
         The uncomfortable date. The beautiful, bad restaurant. This was a breakup.

         
         Her wine savored suddenly of nail polish remover. It was inevitable that she and Hank wouldn’t last, but now that the end
            was here, she was gripped with unexpected sorrow. She thought they’d have more time. Hadn’t yet begun looking for an escape
            route. Or an exit wound.
         

         
         After paying Hank threw his napkin on his plate, obscuring his partially uneaten—uneaten!—trout in cilantro foam. He said,
            “Hey I know let’s walk to the water.”
         

         
         It was delivered in a rush, morosely, as rehearsed a line as she’d ever heard.

         
         Execution time. Guin swallowed the last of her wine.

         
         The evening smelled of brine and ice-cream cones, and everyone in it was young. This was new to her: not the feeling of being the oldest person in a place, the confirmation. They walked without speaking to the water. There Guin leaned back,
            fingers wound into the railing, neck turned easy toward the axe. She liked Hank too much to make it difficult for him. But
            when he looked at her, his face a picture of misery, she had to press her lips together to keep herself from gripping his
            shoulders, saying, Not yet.
         

         
         He dropped to his knees. Fumbled a small something from his pocket and held it up.

         
         She stared. The lights of a party boat slid by, making a panic-colored streak in her peripheral vision. Passersby slowed to
            watch them. Guin could hear their soft exhalations, strangers catching on to what was happening an instant before she did.
         

         
         Not yet, she thought again. The sentiment had changed.
         

         
         Hank looked up at her, dip-dyed in twilight. In his eyes, love and terror. In his hands, a little box, ring nestled starlike
            inside it.
         

         
         Deep inside of her, a curtain pulled back. She saw it with cinematic clarity, moving toward her in a brilliant wave, unstoppable:
            her future. So clean and sharp it was rendered in uppercase. Marriage. She could have a Husband. She could be a Wife.
         

         
         It was the dyad toward which adulthood bent, dropping ripely into her lap. She’d literally never thought of it. It was so
            loud a notion, so utterly new, it drowned out everything. All the clamoring questions inside of her, and the great blank space
            in which they moved: silenced, filled. Could it really be this easy? What was her face doing? It felt masklike, unknowable.
         

         
         Guin reached into open air. Like Macbeth, reaching for a phantom knife: sharp and elusive and right there, real adult life offered to her in a box lined in velvet. Also, she loved him.
         

         
         She gave him her hand.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-One
2000

         
         Guinevere slammed into the house all sun-dazed and sour, teeth grimed with unripe mulberries. A woman was sitting at the kitchen
            table.
         

         
         She laughed at Guinevere’s expression. “Hi, cutie. Did I scare you?”

         
         The woman wore Doc Martens with yellow laces, faded jail-stripe overalls, and a T-shirt that said big star. She had an accent, but an American one. Boston, Guinevere found out later. Did I sceh you?

         
         Guinevere’s stomach was churning. Ennis told her the berries weren’t ready, and she ate them anyway. Green fruit tasted like
            lightning and made her feel like a witch. She lifted her chin, summoning her witch self. “Who are you?”
         

         
         The woman stuck a hand out. “I’m Anne. I’m a painter. If you walk into the woods right there,” she indicated over Guinevere’s
            right shoulder, “and go straight for about two miles, you’ll run into my studio. I usually drive, though.”
         

         
         Guinevere shook the woman’s hand—callused, blunt—and studied her face. Older than Edith, younger than Llewellyn. Her hair
            was in a platinum topknot and all her exposed skin was freckly, even her lips. She made Guinevere wish for freckles, and hair
            long enough to tie in a knot.
         

         
         Still, she didn’t like the way Anne sat in their kitchen, the entitlement with which she drank coffee from the stained Zabar’s mug. If Edith were here, she wouldn’t dare sit so boldly. But Edith was in New York, because her book had been published. It was everywhere, in bookstores and people’s houses and even—she told them—in the pages of the New York Times.
         

         
         She promised Guinevere could read it. That promise had legs and it kept on running. A few months ago, in a burst of uncharacteristic
            good cheer, she offered to bring all three of them to the release party in the city. Then Llewellyn said, There’s a conversation that needs to happen first, don’t you think?, and she’d looked thoughtful and not mentioned it again.
         

         
         Ennis said probably the book sucked and she was embarrassed. Guinevere didn’t think that was it.

         
         Anyway, Edith was far away. Anne was right here. And Guinevere didn’t see new people often enough to waste the opportunity.
            “What kind of stuff do you paint?” she said.
         

         
         Anne leaned in, conspiratorial. “Want to see?”

         
         Llewellyn walked in. Hair wet, trailing a sharp musky scent. He put a hand on Guinevere’s head and smooshed her hair around.
            The touch was gone before she could lean into it.
         

         
         “I thought you were out with your brother, playing wild things.”

         
         He sounded jovial, almost. She blinked at him, trying to locate the other change: he’d trimmed his wild-man beard. The jersey he’d been slouching
            around in for days was gone, the sleeves of a black T-shirt cut against the softening muscles of his arms.
         

         
         Anne held out her mug. “I was asking your daughter if she’d like to see my studio.”

         
         “What a thought,” he said, taking the empty mug. He laid his other hand on Anne’s freckled skin, right where her shoulder
            became her neck. It rested there brief as a butterfly before he moved to the sink. It was long enough to fill Guinevere with
            a dizzy loathing.
         

         
         “I don’t care about your stupid studio,” she said, and slammed back out into the icy spring light.

         
         Her brother’s anger could simmer for hours. Hers went up like a match. Spitting sparks, burning bright, blowing out. By the time she reached the trees the fury that sent her there was gone, her spirits blackened and spent. She took it out on herself, running until she felt hollow. 

         
         

         The next day Anne was back, helping Llewellyn carry things in and out of his studio. Guinevere hung off to the side until
            Anne smiled and beckoned her over. A bleach-spotted handkerchief was tied over her hair, and in the sunlight her eyes were
            a tumbled hazel shade. “Mornin’. You want to help us set up your dad’s studio?”
         

         
         Guinevere watched Llewellyn stride by with the space heater in his arms, carrying it back to the house. “Set it up for what?”

         
         “Painting. Look at that thing.” Anne put two hands to the small of her back, admiring the peaked building. “It’s like a little
            toy church. We’ll make it an art church.”
         

         
         “Why are you helping him?”

         
         “I like to be helpful. I have to stay busy, it’s my curse.” She crouched so they were eye to eye, then sat flat on her butt.
            “I teach at a studio in town, that’s where I met your dad. In a couple months it’ll be my high season—lots of summer people,
            paying lots of money. Right now, I’ve got time. And if I paint all day, without ever checking in on the world, I start painting the inside of my head.”
         

         
         “What does the inside of your head look like?”

         
         “Oh, I love that question.” Anne looked up, teeth catching and releasing her bottom lip. “Lately I’ve been in an abstract
            mood. I always know what I’m painting. An idea, a place, a memory. A person I want to figure out. I like a feeling of movement in my work. Light and air and . . . escape hatches. If I don’t get out among people, I can feel the hatches closing. The
            paintings start to feel like paint.” She shrugged. “That’s me, though, I’m an extra extrovert. Other artists need solitude. How about you?”
         

         
         “How about me what?”

         
         “What do you need to work? To—express yourself? Sorry, I’ve never liked that phrase. You know what I mean. How do you do it?”

         
         Did her dad tell Anne about the stories she was writing? He couldn’t have, only Ennis knew. She thought a moment, then said
            it aloud for the very first time. “I’m a writer.”
         

         
         Anne’s eyes lit. “Oh, cool. What do you write?”

         
         The painter’s interest was almost too much. Guinevere felt like she’d swallowed fire. “Nothing,” she said hastily. “Stories and stuff. Don’t tell my dad, okay?” 

         
         Anne didn’t ask why. She only said, “Promise I won’t.”

         
         

         “Dad wants to marry her, I bet.”

         
         Guinevere blew out derisively. “He’s already married.”

         
         She and Ennis sat at the edge of the orchard, tearing at a loaf of bread. Anne had given it to them. She always brought something
            to the house, handmade by one of her many friends. Farmer’s cheese, pickled baby radishes, translucent soaps speckled with
            dried marigold. Today a loaf of sourdough, flavored with caraway. Guinevere didn’t think she was trying to win their favor.
            It was just that people liked to give her things, and she liked to give those things away.
         

         
         “Doesn’t matter,” Ennis said darkly. “He’ll divorce her. Why wouldn’t he?” He spat on the ground.

         
         “If he married Anne, we’d have a mom.”

         
         She spoke without thinking. Her brother stared at her, chewing, digging his fingers into the dirt. “Shit,” he said. He’d been
            trying out swearing, the word sounded newly made. He said it once more, and this time it seemed natural.
         

         
         They ate the rest of the loaf in silence. After that day she didn’t like anything made with caraway. It had a desolate taste.

         
         

         Ennis was chilly to Anne right up until he saw her studio.

         
         It was perfect. Exposed-beam ceiling, white walls, windows on all four sides looking out onto unbroken trees. Its odor was
            pleasantly toxic, soporific, made of chemicals and coffee and a three-wick amber candle. It was the three of them. Anne didn’t
            invite Llewellyn.
         

         
         Ennis stopped in front of a painting done in purples and blues, that might’ve been fog or shadow or the surface of a misty
            lake. It had an unnerving tensile quality to it. All the paintings were like that. Planes of shifting color full of likely
            points of emergence. They kept your eye on the move.
         

         
         “How did you do this?” He sounded almost angry, which meant he was impressed.

         
         Anne looked as close to uncomfortable as Guinevere had ever seen her. “Can I tell you something?”

         
         Ennis nodded.

         
         “I don’t talk about it.” Her voice was nearly a whisper. “I think if you talk about art too much, it goes away. It doesn’t
            want to be pinned, you know? It doesn’t want to be a dead butterfly.”
         

         
         “Don’t you teach art?”

         
         “I teach technique. That’s the part you can teach. The rest has to come from the artist.” She put her hands up, showing their palms. “I travel light. Whatever I get,
            I let go of. Sometimes it comes back to me better, sometimes it’s just gone. Art is my one constant. I need it too much to
            risk it.”
         

         
         Ennis watched wide-eyed as she spoke, mouth open a little, moving. Like he was reading Anne’s words as she said them. “Yeah,”
            he said. “That makes sense.”
         

         
         “You wanna come work with me sometime, bring your sketchbook? I’d like the company, if you think you’ll find it interesting.”

         
         “Sure. That’d be cool.”

         
         Loudly Guinevere said, “Our mom’s book came out.”

         
         She didn’t know whether it was the way her brother was looking at Anne or how good the paintings were, but she felt a stab
            of buried loyalty. Anne smiled and said, “I know. I’m excited to read it. And I’m really looking forward to meeting her.”
         

         
         Later Ennis said she was probably bluffing. Both of them were sure Llewellyn was in love with her. Who wouldn’t love Anne, Guinevere thought recklessly.
         

         
         The answer presented itself, prompt as a punch line: Edith.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Two
2000

         
         Anne said, “I love kids. Every child is an artist. Every child is born knowing everything that matters. Then they forget it
            all, and that’s how they become grown-ups.” She laughed. “I never want to be a grown-up.”
         

         
         Guinevere inspected her. “How old are you?”

         
         “Twenty-eight.”

         
         “So you are a grown-up.”
         

         
         Anne beckoned Guinevere close and whispered. “I’m just wearing a grown-up suit.”

         
         She tried again to blow into a blade of grass. Again, she produced no sound. Guinevere shook her head, picked a nice broad
            blade, and used it to blow a kazoo note that made Anne laugh. They were sitting in the shadow of Llewellyn’s painting studio,
            full of prepped canvases, an easel, paints and brushes and stacks of monographs. It was now officially known as Art Church:
            he’d broken a bottle against its eaves and dubbed it so.
         

         
         Guinevere hadn’t seen her father this happy, this silly, this well, since he got sick. Ennis was happy, too. He’d gone back to Anne’s studio three times already and stayed for hours. Guinevere
            would’ve been jealous if it weren’t so boring watching someone else paint.
         

         
         She let her grass blade fall. When she looked up, Ennis was clipping toward them from the house. Arms pumping, mouth held
            in the way that meant trouble, wide and flat like a bullfrog’s. Briskly he said, “Mom’s home.”
         

         
         Guinevere’s stomach dropped. Anne pushed herself off the grass. Her hair was in storybook braids, she’d let Guinevere stick violets in them. Her fingers moved quickly, combing them out. That was how Guinevere knew she was at least a little bit nervous. 

         
         “The famous Edith,” she said. “Let’s go say hi.”

         
         

         Edith and Llewellyn stood in the hall, clinging to each other. Her mouth was at his ear, the column of her throat stretched
            long. His face was buried in her hair. She’d sharpened her cut while she was away.
         

         
         Edith saw the children first, then the woman behind them. For a moment her posture was straight out of a horror film—warding,
            recoiling. Then she straightened and pulled away from her husband.
         

         
         “Hey, kiddos.”

         
         After days of not hearing it, her voice poured into Guinevere like Coca-Cola, foaming and dark and painfully sweet. When she
            opened her arms Guinevere walked into them. First tentatively, then as tight as she could, she hugged her mother. She smelled
            like a stranger. Unfamiliar soap, new perfume. Clove and a peppery note. Guinevere’s ear was pressed to her heart, so she
            knew it was racing.
         

         
         The sharp point of Edith’s chin dug into her scalp, holding her there. Over her daughter’s head she said, “Hi. I’m Edith.
            Who are you?”
         

         
         

         Edith and Anne were poised at opposite ends of the couch, two patient spiders. Llewellyn moved fretfully here and there, a
            skittish fly. The children perched silently on the window seat, hoping they’d be forgotten. They needn’t have worried. No
            one paid them any attention at all.
         

         
         After Llewellyn passed around mugs of tea then a bottle for spiking, Edith smiled and offhandedly said, “So. Anne the artist.
            What did you two get up to while I was away?”
         

         
         Next to Edith, Guinevere could see how strong Anne was. Thick with muscle, marked with sun, spotted all over with freckles and errant bits of paint. Her body was a machine she delighted in using; she held none of its delights in reserve. Even now she was draining her tea, replacing it with whiskey, tapping a palm on one bent knee. She was straightening that leg then refolding herself over it, settling closer to Edith. 

         
         “Call it a mercy mission. I’ve been helping your husband set up his painting studio.”

         
         Edith cut a look in his direction. “Painting?”

         
         He paused in his messing about at the fireplace. “Thought I’d try it on. Amateur painter. Think it might suit me?”

         
         She tipped her head, a nervous little skid. “Seriously?” Her voice lost its rough cat’s-tongue cool; she corrected it. “I
            would love that. For you. If you think it wouldn’t tire you out?”
         

         
         Llewellyn’s eyes looked suddenly very sleepy. This meant he was angry, Guinevere remembered. It had been so long since he
            was properly mad, properly anything, she’d forgotten. When he and Edith used to really fight, he’d look like a punched boxer.
         

         
         “I appreciate your desire to mind me,” he said. “But I’m perfectly able to determine what tires me.”

         
         Edith watched him a moment, inscrutable. Then her focus switched back to Anne. “What about you?”

         
         Languidly Anne arched off the cushion, cracking her back. “What about—”

         
         “Do you tire him out?”
         

         
         Anne blinked once. “Would you like me to?” Her tone was genuine, polite. Her face never lost its interested expression.

         
         Guinevere slid over on the window seat until she could feel her brother beside her, shoulder to hip. A beat passed, and Edith
            laughed. “Damn. You are a good friend. Tell me, Llew, how’d you meet your new friend?”
         

         
         He considered his wife and must have decided she really was asking. “You know how it’s been for me. You’ve seen the way I,
            the way I can’t—”
         

         
         His voice skipped like a record needle over a scratch. Over the unfathomable cut of his nameless illness, its litany of changes.

         
         “It’s been hard,” he continued lightly, tapping the side of his head. “Feels like a darkened room up there. Words, you know.
            They’ve lost their . . .”
         

         
         He paused, and Guinevere knew he was reaching for something. The right word or line of poetry. But sickness had robbed his memory bank. It was a junk shop no longer. 

         
         “The day you left for the city, I got groceries in town. You know that little gallery by the thrift shop? There was a painting
            in its window. When I looked at it, I felt . . . closer. To my . . .” He laughed helplessly, self-consciously. “To myself. As close as I’ve come in ages, to who I was before.” His voice was controlled; the fist he punched hard to his heart was
            not. “It hit me, like a poem. Different medium, same response. And I thought, Why not? If words fail me, if I can’t . . . I can move my
            arms, though, can’t I? It’s years since I picked up a brush, but I’d rather be failing than stuck. I was about to go inside, to babble all of this at some confused receptionist, when a woman sidled up beside me. Paint-stained
            sweatshirt, face all galactic with freckles. And she said,” his voice dropped deep into Boston, “‘You’ve been staring at my
            painting for a solid five minutes. I oughta charge you rent.’”
         

         
         The day tumbled softly down, shadows unfolding themselves over the floor. Her father looked at Anne with an expression so
            naked Guinevere wanted to run to him and cover it up. Edith saw, didn’t she? What had grown in her absence? Guinevere felt
            sick, anticipating the explosion. She felt relief that it was finally here.
         

         
         Edith didn’t seem angry, though, or even surprised. She’d walked in wearing dark city lipstick, and her mouth had undressed
            itself slowly, on Llewellyn and her children and the rim of her cup. Her smile showed pale behind its last traces.
         

         
         “Llew,” she said. “Put a record on.”

         
         

         If Anne was a joyful machine, a multitool meant for use in all weather, Edith was special order. Kept on a shelf, designed
            for a very few functions. It was odd to see them dancing in two such different ways to the same song. Their gazes kept catching,
            repelling, sliding over to Llewellyn where he watched from beside the fireplace.
         

         
         The children’s plan, to spy and be invisible, worked too well. Edith had taken Anne’s attention away as easily and entirely
            as an object pulled from their hands.
         

         
         The music changed tempo, sliding down and darker. Llewellyn pushed his body off the wall, moving toward the women on heavy lion’s feet. 

         
         Ennis muttered, “Come on,” and tugged his sister off the window seat.

         
         In the kitchen was brown bread and a sweating wedge of cheddar, marmalade so thick with rind and sugar it made her whole mouth
            light up. Gifts from Anne. They gobbled them up before the grown-ups could. That morning, when the painter belonged to them,
            seemed very far away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Three
Four days until Mother

         
         When Hank was gone Guin made a second cup of coffee and took a jittery lap around the apartment. She opened all the windows,
            turned on the ceiling fan. It wasn’t heat that held her, though, or even restlessness. It was a sense of being marked, somehow, caught beneath some descending thing. A hawk’s shrinking, concentrating shadow. Ennis’s show was one day closer
            now.
         

         
         She lit a scented candle.

         
         Lying back with a third cup of coffee, Guin kicked at something that lay half hidden beneath the couch. With a bare foot she
            nudged it out.
         

         
         Her advance copy of Ninth City Dreamer. Puffy with Post-its, splayed open to a place near the middle. Had she flipped through it last night, drunk and maudlin?
            She must have. Hank swore not to read the memoir until she said he could, if he’d been peeking he would have covered his tracks.
            Gingerly she picked the thing up, flipped it over, and began to read.
         

         
         
            “Ennis! Guinevere!”

            Our mother’s voice called us home through the twilight. This call marked the end of all our days spent rambling the woods,
               before firelit evenings where anyone might show up for dinner: musicians, writers, artists, politicians, all of them making
               the pilgrimage to the Farmhouse.
            

            Though my experience wasn’t that of a typical American child, the privileges of this unusual upbringing far outweighed the more ordinary pleasures I missed. I never shopped for makeup at the mall, but actress Jennifer Cole taught me how to do a smoky eye. No school photos exist of me before age thirteen, but on my bedroom wall hung a portrait drawn by celebrated cartoonist Graham Carson. And while I never got to— 

         

         Guin closed the book. The memoir. The story of her life. This copy was an early proof, with a plain white cover. On the actual jacket was a quote attributed
            to Publishers Weekly. It read, in full: “Riveting.” It was excerpted from a longer line in a review most people—Regina assured her—would never
            read: “One senses a more riveting story running beneath the surface of this one. It’s unfortunate we may never get a chance
            to read it.”
         

         
         Guin laughed. She sat up, letting the book slide to the floor, and toed it back out of sight.

         
         Coffee made a black whirlpool in her stomach. She was chewing on an idea she couldn’t quite shake. Probably a bad one. It
            had been dogging her since she sat at the bar yesterday.
         

         
         She moved to the kitchen island, opened her laptop, and pulled up a video she’d watched only once before, right after it was
            posted last year. Rackety with caffeine, breathing out through rounded lips, she hit play.
         

         
         In the video Ennis Sharpe sat cross-legged in an Eames chair. Black T-shirt, black jeans, blond hair falling past his chin.
            His eyes were very blue behind big glasses with ice-white frames. At his back was the receding canal of a sunlit room, comfortably
            cluttered. Painted canvases, leggy plants, record player. His posture started out easy and tensed as the video went on. His
            leg began to jiggle, and periodically his right hand pinched his left. When he did it, Guin felt a tender rush beneath her
            heart: she’d bet anything he didn’t know he had the habit.
         

         
         Now came the part she dreaded. The female interviewer spoke off camera.

         
         
            Interviewer: Let’s not talk around it anymore.
            

            Sharpe: It. What is it?
            

            Interviewer: I’m referring, of course, to The Door Museum, which closed last month after a college student named Marla Kaufman suffered a fatal fall inside the space. The installation
               was known, celebrated, for its disorientation. In it you created an Escher-like journey through a seemingly defined space, which lost its definition
               as visitors moved through it. The show played on themes of memory, loss, isolation, the kind of portals found in children’s
               fantasy books—
            

            Sharpe: You sound like you’re reading off a gallery wall.
            

            Interviewer: Fair. I’ll reframe. What responsibility do you feel toward the people who enter your created spaces? If your goal is to disorient,
               with no literal or metaphorical guardrails in place, what responsibility do you have, specifically, to Marla Kaufman and those she left behind?
            

            Sharpe: What responsibility do I have? A fuck ton. To the art. Are you saying my work should be critically affected because one person, out of the thousands who’ve engaged with it, made
               a terrible error? Or—it’s fair to admit the likelihood—a choice? There’s a price to pay for real art.
            

            Interviewer: Are you saying Marla Kaufman paid that price? That her death was a necessary evil?
            

            Sharpe: You disingenuous child. If that’s what you got from what I said, in the context of all I’ve done and made, I have nothing
               more to say to you.
            

            Interviewer: So that’s it? Speaking on the record. Addressing for the first time the death of a woman with her whole life ahead of her. Issues of culpability aside, speaking as a human being—is that all you have to say about Marla Kaufman?
            

            Sharpe: What else is there to say?
            

         

         Guin clicked the tab shut and pushed herself back from the counter. Let her eye run out the windows and on to the high far
            frill of upper Manhattan.
         

         
         Her mind bloomed with slow images, like colored ink expanding in water. Vivid, unlinked. The buttery angles of a marble sleeper
            in the Met sculpture garden. The dark of a Film Forum stall, parting like deep space around a screenful of Caprian blue. Hylas
            surrounded by painted nymphs, their skin the unlikely color of underbelly.
         

         
         The Door Museum. A palace of thresholds through which thousands had walked. They must’ve started out skeptical, lots of them. Must have resisted
            their own confusion, until they were so stripped by it Ennis could press wonder against their open skin like salt.
         

         
         Without meaning to she imagined a faceless figure. Not Marla Kaufman exactly but a sort of stand-in, seen from far above,
            like one of Harry Lime’s distant moving dots.
         

         
         She weighed that dot against CinemaScope visions that burn the dust off your brain. Against art that unravels you, couplets
            you carry on your bones forever, like scrimshaw. There’s a price to pay. For real art.
         

         
         Abruptly she stood. Spit into the sink then rinsed the taste of metal from her mouth, reining in the wicked scrolling of her
            thoughts. Even Ennis’s hypothetical nearness made her weird. It bent her, how she thought and felt and saw, the way dark matter bent light.
         

         
         No one, she thought with deliberate care, was claiming Marla’s death was an acceptable sacrifice. Not even Ennis Sharpe.

         
         She moved a plastic container of leftovers straight from fridge to microwave, thinking. Marla Kaufman attended The Door Museum with a trio of friends, initially left anonymous. As the story deepened from newsworthy to culturally relevant, it gained in narrative detail. Eventually the friends, all fellow students at USC, were named. 

         
         It took about a minute to find their names again, then to determine how USC email addresses were formatted. Guin paced the
            hall, eating her flavorless food, crafting a mental message as she chewed. Swiftly she typed it up and sent it to each woman
            before she could think twice: a brief introduction and request to chat.
         

         
         Why? Well—she drummed her fingers hard on her collarbone—why not?
         

         
         There was a blank at the center of the story, that was all. If Marla Kaufman had fallen, that was an everyday kind of tragedy.
            But. If she hadn’t.
         

         
         Guin’s mind splashed around the edges of the thing. If Marla jumped, what did that have to do with Ennis? What in his work
            could possibly have made her do it?
         

         
         She winced, struck by her own idle syntax. It couldn’t make her do anything. Art didn’t implant; it sowed, illuminated. Marla walked into The Door Museum carrying her own demons. Whatever happened next—and that’s if it wasn’t a fall—was the final link in a terrible chain that began forming far from the work of Ennis Sharpe.
         

         
         Guin refreshed her email, heart spiking when she saw a reply. It was a bounce back: the USC address for one of the three,
            Nisha Dey, didn’t exist. Digging a little more, she discovered the article had it wrong. Dey wasn’t at USC, she was at NYU.
            A fortuitous click: she was right here in the city.
         

         
         After resending her message to the proper address, Guin went out for a punishing run. When she returned, two replies were
            waiting. The first was from a woman named Antoinette Kelly.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I couldn’t be less interested in participating in whatever revisionist history you’re trying to write. Have some goddamn respect.

               

            

         
         The second was from Nisha Dey. Cordial, to the point.

         
         
            
               
                  Hi Guinevere,

                  I’m leaving town at the end of next week and will be gone most of the summer. If you’re free tomorrow morning, I have time
                     for a chat.
                  

               

            

         
         She suggested a time and place and signed off -n.
         

         
         What harm could a conversation do?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	The Door Museum (2024)

                  	Ennis Sharpe (1991–)

                  	Carter-Schenck Textile Mill, Los Angeles

               

            

         
         According to its press materials, The Door Museum was inspired by the meditative labyrinths of the classical world, the artist’s stint working in the backstage spaces of European
            opera houses, and a mind-opening (i.e., drug-induced) vision he had following a trip to the House on the Rock.
         

         
         No mention was made of another likely inspiration: the tricky and fantastical doors through which Ennis and Guinevere Sharpe
            entered the Ninth City.
         

         
         The show was made almost entirely of these portals, and the liminal spaces between them. Built inside a defunct textile mill
            in an industrial section of Los Angeles, the shape of it was uncanny, doors and halls and nested rooms winding in and around
            each other in ways that were impossible, architecturally, to track. Every journey through it was unique. You might find yourself
            stepping back into open air after an hour, or stumbling out, starving, after three.
         

         
         Critics wrote of the unspooling they experienced as they moved through the installation. The genuine revelatory fear of being
            lost, of experiencing a path you couldn’t hurry or cheat your way through. Visitors spoke of breakdowns and breakthroughs,
            buried memories surfacing with such intensity they were akin to flashbacks.
         

         
         There were windows inside the installation that looked out—seemed to—on strange spaces: unidentifiable cities, long vistas of dust or grass, depopulated suburban avenues. Ennis was cagey as a magician in discussing his work, the tricks he used to give these video projections such stunning depth. 

         
         On a soft April evening Marla Kaufman, a second-year film student at USC, attended the show with three friends. Visitor entrances
            were staggered and spread among five entry points. Everyone entered alone, after relinquishing their devices at the door.
         

         
         The four young women walked into The Door Museum between seven p.m. and a quarter after. Marla’s friends exited without her one by one: the first around eight, the third
            a little past ten. An unofficial night market of food trucks and vendors had grown up around the show. As they waited for
            Marla, her friends wandered through it. When eleven p.m. rolled around, they began to feel uneasy. At midnight the installation
            closed, and their worries began in earnest.
         

         
         Visitors were ticked in and out with counters. An attendant confirmed it: one person was left inside.

         
         Marla’s friends weren’t allowed to reenter. The search was carried out by a half dozen attendants in dark denim boilersuits,
            plus a tough-looking older woman in black. A little before two in the morning a pair of workers carried Marla’s body out.
         

         
         Anyone who watches TV knows you don’t move a body. Maybe they were afraid they wouldn’t be able to find her again. They’d
            taken pictures, at least, for the police: Marla lying on her side on the ground floor, below an X of catwalks. Her injuries
            were consistent with a fall.
         

         
         Like many people her age Marla Kaufman lived a highly examined life. She was an aspiring screenwriter with active social media
            accounts and a very minor celebrity associated with a horror short she’d written, shortlisted a year before her death for
            a film prize.
         

         
         And she’d been funny. Self-deprecating, warm, so vibrantly alive her death was easy for thousands to take personally. When Ennis was dropped by
            his gallery, then his agent, it wasn’t because of the death or the lawsuit. It was the way he spoke about her in that interview,
            as if her life didn’t matter at all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Four
2000

         
         The grown-ups drank. Anne, Edith, and Llewellyn. They played cards. They drove off in Anne’s car and came back with one of
            her paintings: a canvas that looked like a box of twilit fog.
         

         
         Edith said, “My first purchase as a rich woman,” and Llewellyn said, “Love, you had silver spoons coming out of both ends
            when I met you,” and then neither acknowledged the other for a long while.
         

         
         Anne didn’t seem to mind any of it. She was as impervious to tension or offense as a cat. Once, when Guinevere’s parents were
            sniping at each other again, Anne took her by the hand and led her outside. She crouched next to her in the mud and said,
         

         
         “Artists are sponges. Like kids. You’re an artist and a kid, which means you soak it up double. Don’t let the tough stuff soak all the way in, alright? Don’t hold it to your heart.
            Use it in your work instead. Burn it off.”
         

         
         Guinevere was writing a story about two children finding a map in the woods. It grew right off the branch of a dogwood tree,
            and she wasn’t sure yet where it would lead them. “How do I do that?”
         

         
         Anne thought, eyes turning up. The least freckly part of her was right beneath her lower lashes. “Put it through the looking glass,” she said. “Make the tragic comic. Change the setting to outer space. Or Wonderland. Turn the humans into rabbits, tigers, mock turtles, make their arguments into wars fought beneath opposing queens. My parents lived at each other’s throats, just like yours; you’ve got to survive it, ignore it, use it, but don’t let it get into your bones.” She put a palm to Guinevere’s sternum. “Or your lovely heart.”
         

         
         “Why do you like them?”

         
         “Why do I like my . . . oh. Your parents. Hmm.” Again she looked up. When you were Anne, all the answers were stored in skies and ceilings. “Your dad has
            a wound, and I think I can help him heal it. That’s a very appealing prospect, I’m sorry to say. Wounded men have taken down
            better women than I.” She looked a little rueful. “So it’s a good thing for me he’s not on the market. Plus, he looks fairly excellent, and I’m a visual person. If I ever go back to portraits, I’ll book him first. As for Edith . . .”
         

         
         The clouds were flat and gray. They offered Anne no immediate counsel. “Her I’m still trying to figure out. I think that’s
            exactly it. You look at her and you can never quite hold her, in the center of your sight. So you keep on looking.” She touched her tongue to the corner of her lip, thinking. “No
            matter how close you get you can’t reach her.”
         

         
         Then her focus changed, back to the child in front of her. The unreachable woman’s daughter. She looked suddenly grave and
            pulled Guinevere into a hug.
         

         
         Her skin smelled unwashed, in a nice way. Guinevere couldn’t help but ask, “Do you like them more than you like me?”

         
         Anne hugged her tighter. “Absolutely not. You are my favorite Sharpe. And come to think of it, my favorite kid under eight. Ennis wins in the nine and up category.”
         

         
         Later, watching her parents trade cuts, Guinevere thought, Use it. But she didn’t know how, and revised her directive. Don’t let it into your bones.

         
         

         Later still. The floor lavish with moonlight, her bed cast in dark. As her waking thoughts unraveled into sleeper’s nonsense,
            there was a noise in the hall. A woman’s voice, murmuring low. A second woman spoke over her, in a tone meant to comfort.
            One Anne, one Edith. Which was which?
         

         
         Guinevere was sleeping, she was awake. She was perched on the very divide. There was a long silence, and she fell almost entirely into unconsciousness. Then: a phrase, she could swear it, of music. Resonant, live. Shivering with vibrato. Something with bells, or not. With strings and a voice, a human voice. Or not. 

         
         It was gone before she fully registered it as music. The women, they were gone, too. The hall was empty, and Guinevere was
            asleep.
         

         
         

         “Where’s Anne?”

         
         Edith was bent over by the back door, pulling her boots on. She wore a hip-length waxed jacket and wobbled when her daughter
            spoke, catching herself on the doorframe. “What?”
         

         
         “Anne,” Guinevere repeated. “Where is she?”

         
         Her mother’s eyes glittered like beetle backs. Her color was high. Maybe she’d hung too long over her boots. “I’m going for
            a walk. To look at the . . .” She gestured, signifying what? The woods, the world. “If you want to come with me.”
         

         
         “But where’s . . .”

         
         “Her studio, probably? Her house? I can’t keep track of your dad’s girlfriend all the time. I haven’t written a word since New York, I’ve gotta get back to it. It’ll be a short walk. We can race, if you
            want to. I’m all full of, oh, nerves, I guess? Back to the blank page. You coming or not?”
         

         
         She vibrated like a hummingbird, waiting for Guinevere’s answer. They hadn’t been alone together since her return from the
            city. Guinevere wanted to ask about the book, its release, the fact that it was being read by people none of them would ever
            meet. Why hadn’t she gotten to read it yet?
         

         
         But she doubted Edith would be good company today. Her hands kept moving from her pockets to her hips to her throat, touching
            the gold chain that disappeared into her shirt. She wore it every day, its charm tucked out of sight.
         

         
         Guinevere said, “No, thank you.”

         
         It wasn’t until she was sat in the great room’s window seat, eating dry cereal and watching sparrows playing at Catherine
            wheels, that she noticed she was humming something. That little run of music she’d heard last night when she was nearly asleep.
         

         
         The tune dropped as soon as she realized she was holding it. When she tried to pick the notes back up, they scattered.

         
         

         Llewellyn faced an empty canvas. Hands on his hips, the muscles of his broad back showing through his T-shirt. He looked like
            Daniel considering a sleeping lion.
         

         
         “Dad. Where’s Anne?”

         
         He seemed glad of the interruption, turning eagerly. “Have you seen her?”

         
         “I’m looking for her.”

         
         He grunted irritably. “When you find her, remind her she was meant to be here an hour ago.”

         
         “She is here. She stayed over last night.”
         

         
         “No, she didn’t.” Her father frowned at her. “Why would you think that?”

         
         “I heard . . .” Voices in the hall. Anne’s and Edith’s. A strain of music she might have invented, twisting like light in
            her mind.
         

         
         Since his illness began her father’s character had a vagueness to it that resembled indifference. A sharpening came over him
            now and pared the vagueness away. “What did you hear?”
         

         
         Instinct spoke to her. Lie. “I heard . . . her say she was going to. Stay over. I guess she didn’t.”
         

         
         Searching her face, he said, “Well. When you see her, send her in. In the meantime, leave me be.” Brandishing his new brush.
            “I’d like to fail without witnesses.”
         

         
         Llewellyn turned back to the canvas quickly, as if he might catch it at some mischief. And she saw it wasn’t blank after all:
            a tentative sketching covered a patch at the bottom left. There was no way to determine what it might become.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Five
2000

         
         Anne didn’t come back. Not that day or the next. Llewellyn said nothing about it. But he spent a good portion of his time
            sitting in the doorway of Art Church, trying to look as though he wasn’t waiting for her. On the third Anne-less morning,
            as the four of them ranged around the kitchen eating breakfast, Edith leaned against the counter and lightly said, “So where’d
            your new girlfriend go?”
         

         
         It was the way she said it. The twisty little half smile, curling her mouth. Llewellyn crossed the kitchen in three strides
            and took her by the wrists, pinning them back against the countertop.
         

         
         “Hey,” she said. Then, “Ow, Llew, get off me!”
         

         
         His body covered hers, bent in an ugly curve. Her fingers flexed, nine digits and an empty place, wrists paling around his
            grip. Ennis stood, chair falling, and said, “Dad.”
         

         
         Guinevere just watched. Thinking, Ask her, make her. Shame would come later. Right then all she felt was a vindictive fire.
         

         
         He said nothing. Only held her there, searching her face. The moment stretched, Edith made an involuntary sound of pain, and
            still he didn’t speak, didn’t relent. It seemed impossible she wouldn’t crack beneath this surveillance, revealing—what?
         

         
         The charm beneath her shirt rolled free, clunking heavily onto the counter beside her. A clumsy thing, made of dull gold.
            Edith’s eyes twitched toward it. Then she darted her head forward and kissed her husband on the mouth.
         

         
         Llewellyn dropped her like she’d spat. Turning away, he smeared an arm over his lips. When he saw the children staring, he blanched and covered his eyes with his hand. 

         
         Edith’s breath came short and sharp. She stuffed her necklace back into her shirt, picked up her coffee cup, and said, “I
            love you, too, you absolute bastard.”
         

         
         The silence when she left the room had the finality of a closed coffin lid.

         
         

         Guinevere searched the house, ground floor to attic. Then she doubled back to stand outside Edith’s writing room, hand resting
            on the knob, like she was Bluebeard’s wife. Her mother was safely in the shower, shouting a Minor Threat song. Guinevere eased
            open the door.
         

         
         The room was sunny and peaceful and devoid of dead brides. The sole sign of Anne was the painting Edith bought from her, hanging
            on the wall above her typewriter. Three of the seven windows were open, letting in the sound of moving leaves.
         

         
         Despite the open windows the air was motionless, warm as a womb. That word, womb, made her stop. She knew it from books, had never once said it out loud. It made her picture a little red house with a low
            red ceiling.
         

         
         How was it so stifling in here? Even the leaves rustling beyond the windows had an interior sound, like snakes sliding over
            a cellar floor. There was a piece of paper in the typewriter, half filled with dense typing. From across the room it looked
            like a gray block. She took a step closer, and another. The ink thinned into characters.
         

         
         One step more and she forgot to breathe, another and she made herself remember. The letters on the page shimmered and separated
            and became her own name. Guinevere.

         
         “Guinevere.”

         
         Her surprise as she turned must’ve been comical. Llewellyn nearly laughed at her. He was standing in the hall outside the
            doorway.
         

         
         “You know you’re not allowed in there.”

         
         “I don’t care.”

         
         “You will when your mam hangs you out to dry. Come on.” Then, as an afterthought, “I talked to Anne.”

         
         Instantly she forgot what she saw in the typewriter. “You did? Where is she?”

         
         “Not here. Not likely to be. She seems to have gone off her little project. Being”—he scanned an open palm over his torso—“the
            rehabilitation of me. I suppose I made a discouraging subject. Rude of her not to say goodbye to you.”
         

         
         Guinevere barely understood any of it. She seized on the last bit. “Why goodbye? Where’s she going? Is she okay?”

         
         “Why wouldn’t she be?”

         
         He said it politely, but Guinevere wasn’t fooled. Again, she saw Edith bent back over the counter, wrists pinned, the air
            between them hazy with hate. “I don’t know.”
         

         
         He watched her a little longer. “Guinevere,” he said.

         
         “What?”

         
         He knocked on the doorframe twice. Over his head, carved words that she knew were there, even if she couldn’t see them.

         
         
            The time we like the best of all

            Is when the shadows creepy crawl

         

         “Stay out of your mother’s writing room.”

         
         

         They knew how to get to Anne’s studio on foot. Of course they did, no one knew these woods like her and Ennis.

         
         There was something happening that no one was talking about. Odd weather boiling above the cloud cover of their parents’ marriage,
            their hot-and-cold war. It had to do with Anne going off without a goodbye, and the women’s voices in the hall that night,
            and Llewellyn’s sudden fury in the kitchen.
         

         
         Maybe it was connected. All of it. Sometimes her mind lit up like a room in a lightning storm, and she believed it was. Her
            mother’s new life as an author. Their cozy house with its one bad room, a rotten tooth in a healthy mouth. Even Llewellyn’s
            diminishment, no name ever given to what he’d become. All markers on a single map, chapters in the same disarranged book.
         

         
         Then the lightning blinked out. The revelation gone.

         
         Anne’s studio sat about fifty paces from a rutted parking berth that was wide enough for two cars and invisible from her windows. She told them she liked to look out and imagine the modern world had been razed, or never existed at all. She could push it away when she worked, like an unrealized dream. 

         
         Her car was there. Scab-colored, secondhand, its driver’s-side window cracked. Guinevere touched the hood for luck.

         
         The studio’s windows were dim wells. Even when the children pressed their faces right up to the glass they couldn’t see much
            past their own reflections. They circled around to where the sun was less direct. Guinevere visored her hands and peered in.
            Ennis did the same.
         

         
         Right up by the window was the coffeepot and the clipped bag of breakfast blend, the ambitious ivy plant. Beyond it an easel
            with a canvas on it, angled so they couldn’t see its front. In the middle of the room was the couch Anne used for napping
            and live models. It had a low back, and Guinevere could see something above it. Her nose pressed against mesh. The thing on
            the couch was humped and smooth. It was dark and light. It stretched the full length of the couch and—
         

         
         Ennis gasped. The sound broke her focus, made the dread beading along her bones roll together into a tarry mass that settled
            in her stomach.
         

         
         He took her hand. “Let’s go.”

         
         “Why?” She tried to pull free and couldn’t.

         
         “Guinevere, now.”
         

         
         She ignored him, turned back to the window. He yanked her arm, stars sizzling along the seam of her shoulder.

         
         “That hurt!” She slapped him in the chest with her free hand.
         

         
         “Race you to the house,” he said doggedly. “Winner gets to pick.”

         
         That’s what they always said. It didn’t matter what the winner would be picking. The next time a decision had to be made,
            the winner got to make it.
         

         
         He’d already taken off. She wavered a moment, then followed. “Not fair!”

         
         As they crashed through the trees she understood he was leading her away. From what? Something he’d seen, or thought he had. Best not to think too hard. Better to run. 

         
         Because she loved her brother she raced through the woods, letting every painful possibility bob up and away. Dispersing through
            the clouds like lost balloons, where they could hurt no one but the birds.
         

         
         

         In the house, in her room, Ennis paced. His mouth twisted itself around words he didn’t speak. His shoulders seized and shook.
            The right one was always coming out of its socket. A long fall in the woods had taught it the art of dislocation. Llewellyn
            knew how to pop it back. Her own joints burst with fireworks when he did it: the runoff of her brother’s pain.
         

         
         Ennis moved back and forth, wrestling an invisible enemy. Then he knelt in front of the fireplace and made a fire. The day
            wasn’t cold, but he was shivering. He said, “Read me something.” When she went for the book at her bedside table he shook
            his head. “Something you wrote.”
         

         
         He hadn’t asked before. Guinevere slid her notebook out from under the mattress and chose a story. She began to read.

         
         He listened. Nine years old, knobby and somber and striped by firelight. His lovely face, that was her face, framed by a bowl
            of ash-blond hair. This Ennis would live forever in her mind. Even when she hated him. Even when she wanted to forget. Even
            when the word brother had become a black hole she could lose entire days inside.
         

         
         He listened, and that wonderful face opened like a door. “Guinevere.” He looked at her as if she were brand new. “You’re a
            writer.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four Years Ago

         
         Guin was at the Whitney, killing an hour before a lunch date. She was drifting through the fourth floor, looking for the Gertrude
            Abercrombie she’d come to visit, when a painting stopped her cold.
         

         
         It wasn’t very big. The size of a flat screen, shimmering with a duochrome iridescence. It looked like the colorized smoke
            of an old movie flashback. It was so joyous, so playful, she knew beneath her skin who’d painted it.
         

         
         From the gallery label Guin learned that freckly, funny Anne the artist had been American painter Anne Read. Born in 1972
            and dead in 2000, at the age of twenty-eight. She absorbed this then sped to the bathroom, where she rinsed her mouth and
            ran cold water over her wrists, trying to see her face in the mirror. Shock made white spots pop over her eyes.
         

         
         Anne was twenty-eight when she entered the orbit of the Sharpe family. And she was twenty-eight when she died—Guin confirmed
            it later—by suicide.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Six
Four days until Mother

         
         Regina texted around noon. Added some Interviews to your SChedule, with a link to the Google doc. Guin cursed silently as she scanned it: back-to-back podcast recordings starting in half an
            hour, phone call with a print journalist, cocktail hour live chat with the host of a celebrity book club. Then straight to
            a booksellers’ dinner at a club in Soho.
         

         
         She touched her filthy hair and headed to the shower.

         
         Lipstick, ring light, yet another coffee. But when she reached for her glossy public face, her Guinevere Sharpe persona, she
            couldn’t find it. Everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours had stripped her with the briskness of a nurse.
         

         
         You have one job, she thought, glancing at the time. Put your mascara on and tell some used-up anecdotes.

         
         She could do that. She would talk and laugh and answer questions about her mother, smiling in front of a blurred backdrop as she pretended to sip rosé.
            Then she’d go play parasocial bestie to a roomful of teary-eyed strangers, gripping her arms with their special-event fingernails
            and offering unsolicited secrets. God knew she’d done it before.
         

         
         And she did it again today, goddammit. But she could feel herself moving on a slight delay. She’d misplaced the art of deflection,
            of replying not to the question you were asked but the one you wanted to answer.
         

         
         Whatever. This wasn’t a movie junket, Regina shouldn’t have overscheduled her. The cocktail hour at least was easy: a giddy grid of top-tier book club members cheesing at her as their celebrity host lobbed gentle questions. For the last fifteen minutes the host unmuted the women—they were all women—for an audience Q&A. One swept bleached bangs from her face and said, “When you were, um. When you were a kid. What’s the first thing you remember from after the fire?” 

         
         Foolishly, Guin hadn’t prepared for this. The memoir tiptoed around the night of the fire like a Code-era director around
            a sex scene, and her interviewers had so far done the same. She watched her own face onscreen, going, “Uh.”
         

         
         After several eons the celebrity host chirped, “Alright, y’all, community guidelines! Let’s move on to the next question.”

         
         The chat bumped along without further issue. At the end Guin smiled her face off, waving as she quit the app. Then she went
            horizontal, face pressed hard into the couch.
         

         
         What’s the first thing you remember from after the fire?

         
         

         For a time she remembered nothing, existing in a post-traumatic state akin to twilight sleep. The world came back to her in
            pieces.
         

         
         The day nurse who taught her how to play cribbage. A kitten she was allowed to cuddle for the length of an afternoon, then
            never saw again. The iPod Shuffle her therapist gave her, the first she’d ever seen, its color the dull silver of the foil
            on a yogurt cup. Books—adventure stories, mainly, populated with children who gathered rainwater in tarps and dug animal traps
            and survived with the use of a hatchet.
         

         
         And Bitsy. Her mother’s mother, born Elizabeth Keen Cooper. Despite the Hamptons nickname she was a working-class Jersey girl
            who went to Vassar on scholarship. She’d dreamed of becoming a playwright, then gave it up to marry into Manhattan banking
            royalty at twenty-one. Her husband envisioned a trio of sons, but nature and Bitsy did not cooperate. Edith was their only
            child.
         

         
         The first words Guin spoke in her grandparents’ home, four days after she moved into her mother’s old room—her old bed, even,
            crowned by a starched purple canopy—were “Where’s Ennis?”
         

         
         Bitsy never fidgeted, never obfuscated. Crisply she told her granddaughter Ennis was gone. While Guinevere slept her days away, coddled in sedating drugs like a jewel in velvet, her brother had been shipped off to a Connecticut boarding school. Two months into the semester, a year too young. It was their granddad’s alma mater. 

         
         “He said goodbye,” her grandmother told her. “You were very tired.”

         
         Guinevere wanted to scream, threaten, cry. But she didn’t know the rules here yet. At the Farmhouse there were no rules, which
            really meant there were lots of them, all left unspoken, so you had to learn them the hard way one by one.
         

         
         For the first time since waking up here, she began to calculate. What did her grandmother want from her? What would she do
            if she didn’t get it?
         

         
         “Oho, I recognize that face.” Bitsy arched a brow. She looked a lot like Edith and exactly like Cyd Charisse. “Blank as a
            paint chip. You learn that one from Edie?”
         

         
         Her voice closed around her daughter’s name like she’d bitten down on a tender tooth. And her expression changed. Crumbled
            a little, as if some load-bearing interior part of her had given way.
         

         
         “Honey, it’s alright.” She spoke quietly, casting an eye toward the door. Maybe her husband was home, though he wouldn’t hear
            them. Guinevere could count the times he’d walked into this room on one finger. “All of it. Anything. Whatever happened. Whatever
            you did, or had to do. It’s alright.”
         

         
         Guinevere couldn’t speak. This was scarier than anger would have been. What was Bitsy saying? What did she know? Was there
            any place in this apartment where she could disappear?
         

         
         Bitsy lifted her hand. When Guinevere flinched, she stopped mid-motion, looking startled. Then reached out slowly, smoothing
            her granddaughter’s temples, the space between her brows. The gumball pearl on her opposite hand cast little lights over the
            bed’s white sheets. Guinevere watched them as Bitsy spoke in a voice made for the shyest of animals.
         

         
         “Oh, my girl,” she said. Speaking to whom? Not Guinevere. “Never was there such a headstrong little thing.”

         
         She stopped. Breathed in and straightened, beam by beam, addressing her granddaughter now. “God knows I wasn’t made to be a mother. But, honey, let’s be friends.” 

         
         Friends. A concept both ordinary and completely foreign. Guinevere tried to consider it, but it was difficult staying in the
            present. She began delicately to drift. Always in the same direction: back. This time to a snowbound night when Edith cleaned blood off her face in the rattling cold of a Farmhouse bathroom. One of
            the only times Guinevere heard her mention Bitsy directly. I would’ve wanted to cry at your age, getting a cut like that. Except, when I did cry, my mother would always—

         
         That blank space at the end was as loud as a blank from a gun.

         
         If Guinevere were to drift forward, into the future, she’d learn she would never ask Bitsy what it was like raising Edith.
            And Bitsy would never tell. The bond they’d build was their own, neither echo nor do-over. But it always had that hollow in
            the middle.
         

         
         When her grandmother spoke again, Guinevere was nearly gone.

         
         “I never should have let Edie leave New York.” Her voice a pale flicker, slicing across sleep’s blue grain. “I never should
            have allowed that child to hide away with two children.”
         

         
         

         Guin rolled over, out of the past, turning her eyes to her apartment’s characterless crown molding. By the light she knew
            it was time to get dressed for the booksellers dinner. To stand up seemed impossible.
         

         
         After that strange conversation with Bitsy, years would pass before Guin learned her grandmother did lie sometimes, had shielded
            her from the worst part of the truth.
         

         
         Ennis hadn’t been sent away against his will, he’d begged for boarding school. And he hadn’t really said goodbye. He refused to see his sister at all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Seven
2001

         
         Now she was eight. Hair buttery with sun, running down her back in a tangled V. Feet tough with callus, legs flossed golden
            with baby hairs. Every summer her skin burned and peeled, revealing new nebulae of freckles. A scar as thin as a toothpick
            ran from the corner of her left eye to the bottom of her cheekbone—blackberry bramble—and tugged it lightly down, turning
            her expression faintly melancholic. It made her look like a ballad knight, and she loved it.
         

         
         They were in their clearing, working on their new house. The old one seemed silly now, about as secure as a jungle gym. This
            time they had the right materials: long pieces of board they’d salvaged from the edges of a worksite, left unsecured between
            weeds and a reeking porta potty. Things were going well until she drove a nail right through the meaty rim of her index finger,
            a perfect furrow that bled like a sonofabitch.
         

         
         Ennis saw it happen. He tore his shirt right over his head and wrapped it tightly around her hand. Eight was too old to cry,
            but the tears came steadily anyway, blurring her vision and making her madder. Pain made her feel lopsided, made her vision
            swim heightened and green. It was spring, everything colored a lucent new-leaf shade.
         

         
         “Hold it up,” Ennis kept saying. “Keep it higher than your heart.”

         
         When they reached the path that led in a rambling half-mile shot to the peach orchard, he stopped short. Guinevere ran into
            his outflung arm.
         

         
         This patch of the woods was theirs. The house was too remote to be stumbled upon, the paths too random for hikers to bother with. Once in a while they saw the caretaker and his red dog, but never close enough to speak to. 

         
         There was a stranger on the path. A woman around their dad’s age, hiking boots and a wilting layer cut. Her button-up was
            shadowed with pit stains, and the look on her face was a private one: frustration at the edge of tears. Just some woman, but
            Guinevere’s thoughts became rabbit thoughts. Don’t see us. Be still.

         
         The woman saw them anyway. She froze and made a strangled sound.

         
         “Oh, my god. Oh, my god!” She started to cry.

         
         Ennis made a scooping gesture with his hand, meant for Guinevere. It said, Go back, stay behind me. “Ma’am? The road’s over that way.” He pointed. “Do you need help finding it?”
         

         
         There was a story Llewellyn told them, when he used to tell stories. Of a queen so twisted with covetousness she could not
            rule, only gaze all day at the contents of a blackwood box: her lover’s heart, beating on a bed of green satin.
         

         
         This was how the stranger looked at Guinevere’s brother. Then she did something worse. “Ennis,” she murmured, drifting toward
            him. “Beautiful boy. It’s really you.”
         

         
         She kissed him, right on the mouth.

         
         He didn’t pull back or shove her away. He was ten years old, and her gorgon’s kiss froze him solid.

         
         Guinevere picked up a rock with her uninjured hand and whipped it, hitting the stranger in the neck. She screamed, folding
            over like she’d been shot.
         

         
         “Leave him alone!” Guinevere said. “Ennis, run!”
         

         
         The order unstuck him. They ran together and didn’t stop until they reached Art Church. Its doors were open, letting out odors
            of incense and linseed oil. Llewellyn leaned against the exterior wall, wearing his uniform: striped Picasso shirt over frayed
            khaki shorts that ended right above his golden-furred knees. Sometimes their father, clothed, looked more naked than a naked
            person.
         

         
         He pushed off the wall when he saw his daughter’s tears and the bloody shirt around her hand, knocking over the bottle he’d set at his feet. It rolled, foaming, in the dirt. “Uh-oh. Let’s see it.” 

         
         “She’s not crying about that,” Ennis barked.
         

         
         Guinevere was gratified, though it wasn’t strictly true. “There’s a lady in the woods,” she said. “She kissed Ennis on the
            lips! She knew his name!”
         

         
         Llewellyn’s expression seized, then emptied. “Did she, now.” Blowing out slowly, he cut a look at the house. He did it the
            way he always did, like a bantamweight fighter sizing up a beast.
         

         
         “We’d better go talk to your mother.”

         
         

         This was unprecedented. The three of them walking together to the third floor, Llewellyn knocking at the door of the writing
            room. Waiting for a count of ten. Knocking again.
         

         
         Edith’s voice, aggrieved: “What?”
         

         
         “We’re coming in,” Llewellyn said, opening the door. But they didn’t. They clustered there in the entrance.

         
         Edith’s expression, venomous as she turned, became uncertain when she saw the children. “Oh. Did something happen?”

         
         “Yes, Edith, something did.” Llewellyn put a hand on Ennis’s shoulder. He shrugged it off. “One of your foot soldiers is wandering
            the woods, frightening our children.”
         

         
         Her brow furrowed. “One of my what?”

         
         “Readers,” Llewellyn said succinctly.

         
         “She kissed Ennis on the mouth!” Guinevere said angrily.

         
         “Shut up,” he muttered. His face was flushed, chin trembling.

         
         Edith was sitting very straight. “Readers,” she repeated.

         
         “First of many, I’m sure. And what can we do?” Llewellyn sounded tired. “Get a dog? Arm the children? We don’t have the money
            to fence the whole place.”
         

         
         “We do, actually.” Edith stood and moved to the window, fingers pressed to her mouth. “I can’t believe it. A reader found me? I honestly can’t believe it. How far do you think they came from?” Her face was solemn as she turned, her eyes bright.
            “I’ve got to call Jonathan.”
         

         
         Jonathan was her editor. No one in the family had met him yet, but she said his name a dozen times a day. Like a schoolgirl and her first boyfriend, Llewellyn said.
         

         
         Now he looked faintly stunned. “Fucking hell, Edie. This isn’t opening night, it’s a privacy violation. Your children’s privacy.
            You asked for this, it’s here. Drop the ingenue act and tell them.”
         

         
         Guinevere was hugging herself. She noticed and let go. “Tell us what?”

         
         Edith’s gaze spidered between Guinevere and Ennis. Nodding slowly, she said, “Yeah. No, you’re right.” Her voice took on an
            aspartame tang. “That must’ve been really uncomfortable, En. I’m so sorry it happened.”
         

         
         Ennis rolled his eyes and spoke tightly. “Whatever. Just, why?”
         

         
         “Why did she . . . know your name? Yeah. Okay. I should—I want to show you something. Something incredible.”

         
         She crossed to her desk and pulled on one of the little gold hands. From its drawer she took a book. Wordlessly she passed
            the book over the threshold to her son. Guinevere pressed up alongside him to see it.
         

         
         Printed over its top in a carnival arch of gold lettering: the ninth city. At the bottom, leveled and smaller, edith sharpe. In between was a beautiful drawing of a tree. Its trunk was fantastically furrowed, its roots thick and wild. Hanging among
            its leaves were keys of all kinds, in shades of silver and copper and gold.
         

         
         On either side of the tree was a child. In the foreground, a boy wearing a green windbreaker and a determined expression,
            blond hair over his brow and feet planted on crooked roots. In the background a girl in wide-legged jeans and a rugby shirt,
            looking straight toward the viewer. Hair cut in a schoolgirl bob, one hand braced on the trunk.
         

         
         Ennis still had that green windbreaker. Guinevere had grown out of the jeans, but she wore the rugby shirt all the time. It
            was a hand-me-down. These children were them. Their clothes, figures, faces. The artist had captured the interior cast of Ennis’s expression and managed to inject a sense
            of mischief into her own. Finally it reached her brain, why even their poses were familiar. The illustration was based on
            a Polaroid Llewellyn took.
         

         
         Guinevere looked at him, leaning against the wall in the hallway, head down and arms crossed. She looked back at Edith, who was staring at her fixedly, biting a nail. 

         
         “Why do they look like us?” She said it too softly, and nobody heard.

         
         “Why.” Ennis said it louder. He stabbed a finger at the boy’s face, then the girl’s. “Why?”
         

         
         Book Guinevere’s hair was better than hers, she noted. Book Ennis’s skin was clearer. This was the first time she would think
            of them this way. Book Guinevere, Book Ennis. Those wonderful fictional children who would live out their shadow lives alongside
            the real Sharpe siblings. Or maybe they were the shadows, she and Ennis. She didn’t know the extent, yet, of her mother’s
            theft. The knowledge was coming, though. It made a pricking in her thumbs.
         

         
         “It’s a story.” Edith spoke in a weird placatory singsong. “About a brother and sister who find their way into another world.
            They’re brave and funny and smart, and they have amazing adventures there. And I . . .” She faltered. “Because I care for
            you and admire you and find you really interesting, I—”
         

         
         “Used us.” Ennis’s words were two cold jabs.

         
         Edith pursed her lips. When she spoke again the sugary tone was gone, the false patience. “I borrowed certain things to make
            fictional characters based on you.” She spread her hands, tried a smile. “Who else? You’re the only kids I know.”
         

         
         “Authors invent stuff,” he said incredulously. “You could have invented two kids who were nothing like us. You used our faces without even asking? That’s insane!” His eyes narrowed. “What are their names? Not Ennis and Guinevere?”
         

         
         She hesitated. Then she shrugged.

         
         Ennis gave her a look of such scorn even Guinevere felt it. A spatula pressing down until she sizzled. He opened his fingers,
            let the book fall hard to the floor.
         

         
         “I hate you.” He said it without anger, very clear, and walked away. A moment later they could hear him moving softly down
            the stairs.
         

         
         “Well done, Edith,” Llewellyn said when he was gone.

         
         She ignored him. “What do you think?” she asked Guinevere. “You hate me, too?”

         
         So much of Guinevere had gone with her brother. Felt his hurt, longed to comfort and be with him. But enough of her was right
            here, fizzing with a hot-cold excitement and dying to pick up the book. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
         

         
         “I guess I was afraid.”

         
         “Of what?”

         
         Edith nodded to where Ennis had disappeared. “Of that. And of getting it wrong, getting you all wrong. I didn’t tell you because I wanted you to love it. First, I had to know if it was worth loving. Before I showed it to you. You and your brother are my most important readers.”
         

         
         Maybe in that moment she really meant it. Maybe she only believed she did. Either way the words filled Guinevere with a warm
            radiance. The book had fallen on its face, and she kept glancing down, trying to make out the writing on its back. Ennis and Guinevere Sharpe are spending their summer in a cottage by the sea . . .

         
         Edith dropped into a kneel, got low the way you’re supposed to with small creatures. “And hey, sweetie?” She gripped Guinevere’s
            hand, the one that wasn’t bleeding. “I got you right. I know I did, because people love you. They love your adventures, in this book and the next one and”—she laughed, the sound almost hysterical—“and hopefully
            all the books after that.”
         

         
         In Guinevere’s stomach, a slippery feeling. Something sliding, falling, being lost. “There are more books?”

         
         Llewellyn cleared his throat. He seemed so vague to her, smudging out like a chalk man. “Your mam has become a bit famous.”

         
         Still on her knees, Edith picked up the book and held it out like an offering.

         
         “Read it. It’s yours. It’s you.”
         

         
         Guinevere held her breath, feeling the moment swell. She had so many questions. New ones, plus the same old round. Why don’t
            you: hold me, talk to me, come to me, look at me, lay your body beneath mine, rock solid, so I can find my footing, jump from
            your arms and into the world?
         

         
         Not that she had the words for it. Guinevere didn’t know what was owed to her, couldn’t name that missing thing. She could only sense its lack. Maybe it would shine from the pages
            of this book. Proof that her mother saw her. Maybe the things she never said out loud were printed here.
         

         
         But Edith’s patience was shallow. When Guinevere didn’t immediately take the book, it drained.

         
         “Or don’t,” she said tersely. “You know, I actually thought you’d be proud?” She stood, letting the book thud back to the
            floor. “Congratulations, by the way. You’re the heroine of the bestselling children’s series in the world.”
         

         
         The whiplash hit Guinevere with actual, palpable pain.

         
         “Edith, for Christ’s sake.” Llewellyn wrapped an arm around his daughter. It made the pain in her body buzz louder. She could
            name it now: fury.
         

         
         Ennis would know what to say. Something scissor-sharp and paper-dry. Or very simple: I hate you. She couldn’t even say that. Without a pen in her hand, she had no words. Maybe Edith had already used them. Stolen and stuffed
            them into the mouth of Book Guinevere.
         

         
         She kicked The Ninth City across the floor and fled.
         

         
         Ennis was waiting in their clearing. She thought he’d be pacing, expected a torrent of words. But when she reached him, he
            was calm, bent intently over his sketchbook. And when he saw her his face opened, became so bright and alive she was embarrassed for their mother, for thinking she could ever fit Ennis in a book. He was too vast to be captured.
         

         
         “Come here,” he said.

         
         Beside him was one of their stolen planks, the one she’d bled on. Edith hadn’t even asked why she had a shirt wrapped around
            one hand. Ennis took a folding knife from his pocket and, with a casual paring motion, opened the pad of his thumb. He pressed
            it to the place where her blood stained the wood.
         

         
         “We’ll lay it as a cornerstone, like they did in ancient times.” He tipped his chin toward the sun, his face taking on that pure emptiness it did when he was pushing self aside, making room for something better. The story they told themselves. The magic that bound them like beaten egg. He didn’t speak, he intoned. 

         
         “By blood and bond this house will keep us safe. By blood and bond we will keep each other safe. By blood and bond . . .”

         
         Inspired, Guinevere said, “By blood and bond these woods will protect us, as we protect each other. And we will take care
            of the woods.”
         

         
         A wind rose from nowhere to polish their skins, cold and carrying a wild perfume. The siblings stared at each other open-mouthed.
            The breath of the woods. A blessing.
         

         
         He said, “She’s a deer tick, Guin. We won’t talk to her, that’s all. We won’t read her stupid book. We won’t tell her anything. You can’t write books about people you don’t even know.”
         

         
         And Guinevere nodded, committing herself to her big brother’s word. The unshakable law of Ennis. With every bit of herself,
            blessed by the breathing woods, she intended to keep this promise.
         

         
         

         But when she stretched out to sleep that night, her fingers met the shape of a book beneath her pillow. And her mind lit up.

         
         She knew at once what it was. Which parent left it there, she’d never be sure. She switched her lamp back on and bowed over
            its cover, studying their illustrated faces. Then she padded across the room to lock the door.
         

         
         Beyond her windows the drowsing land was waking, readying itself for deeper night. All the million eyes of its nocturnal creatures
            were opening, two by two. Alone in the silent house, she began to read.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Eight
Four days until Mother

         
         If Bitsy were here, she would tell Guin to sit up and wash her face.

         
         She did. She put on fresh lipstick and liner flicks and buttoned a clean white shirt to the neck. Famously Edith Sharpe had
            rocked a menswear look when she ventured off Farmhouse land, lean-cut suits like she was an early sixties rocker. People assumed
            Guin dressed in homage to her, when really she was dressing as Bitsy. Literally wearing her grandmother’s clothes, Halston
            mostly, impeccably maintained and trotted out for Ninth City events only.
         

         
         At a quarter past seven a car came to carry her to a faded brick building in Soho, unassuming until you considered its footprint,
            its lofty address. It was a members club that, until the eighties, admitted only men. Its decor savored strongly of stag hunt.
            Regina must’ve decided the dinner was below her pay grade; it was Fern who met her in the lobby.
         

         
         “Hi,” she said tersely. “You excited? This should be fun.”

         
         That last bit a clear threat: You will make it fun. Guin smiled. “I’m pumped. Let’s do it.”
         

         
         When she walked into the room she registered the guests first as a colorful smog. Bright-faced booksellers, invited from up
            and down the East Coast. It was the book that clicked into high definition: at every place setting, a copy of Ninth City Dreamer.
         

         
         Hart & Crane wanted to use for its cover the Polaroid of her and Ennis that inspired the original Ninth City art. She fought them on it and won. The cover showed Guin alone, looking down from the branches of a peach tree. Over her head, the title was printed in the classic Ninth City font, followed in lowercase by the words A Memoir.
         

         
         As people looked up from their drinks and saw her, the chatty din rose to a thrilled hum, followed by a smattering of spontaneous
            applause. Laughing, waving, she calculated the speed with which the waiters were dispensing wine and figured she had to keep
            it tight for an hour or so. After that the night would become elastic. Goodwill and alcohol would smooth away any friction
            caused by the sudden erosion of her ability to play the part of Guinevere Sharpe.
         

         
         If Ennis were doing this job, he could nurse a Scotch and brood in silence, and his handsome male presence would be enough.
            She had to perform, to charm and delight. Book Guinevere was a spunky little SweeTart. Actual Guin had to be gracious.
         

         
         The thing to do was start with a speech. Give them their money’s worth. She made it seem natural, an effusion of feeling sending
            her to the center of the room, making her press both hands to her heart as she addressed the gathered crowd.
         

         
         She thanked everyone for coming. Thanked the ever-absent Edith, like a football player kissing their fingers to God. Edith
            was close enough to a deity in this roomful of book people, their arms tattooed with her words and bits of Ninth City ephemera,
            their child selves shaped by romps through her vampiric land. Guin wrapped it up right as a battalion of servers appeared
            with the salad course.
         

         
         Time to circulate. This was a wedding and Guin was the bride, she had to sprinkle her glitter evenly. She leaned in and made
            appropriate noises when people showed her photos of their Architect cosplay, their Ninth City–themed wedding party, their
            goldendoodle named Guinevere. She pretended not to notice their excitement, bordering at times on erotic, when they saw the
            skinny stripe of scar tissue that pulled her eye out of symmetry. It had been written by Edith into book four, The Whistlebox Parable: the result of a magical attack. Another one of those shimmering catnip connections that allowed the distance between Guin
            and her book self to collapse.
         

         
         Most people preferred their encounters with celebrity, even one as minor as hers, to be brief. The real pleasure came after, when she was gone and they could talk about her. She could tell at a glance who would be approaching her again later, seeking a private audience. It was something in the shoulders, set at a forward tilt, the impatient clasping of the hands. Fern moved in smoothly when these encounters went on too long, leaving Guin to touch their forearms fondly and pretend at regret. 

         
         Fern was elsewhere when a woman around her own age caught Guin between tables. The booksellers were digging into dessert—white
            meringue adrift in custard and drowned in cream, unsightly—and Guin was almost off the clock. She smiled tightly as the woman
            leaned in with a conspirator’s air and said,
         

         
         “We’ve met before.”

         
         She hated when people did this. Dropped that line then waited, testing her. Wanting to see if she treasured the memory like
            they did. “Oh, awesome. Was it at a festival?”
         

         
         “No. We’ve met. A long time ago.” The woman had the carved curls of a Roman statue and dark eyes. She held her arms out like a Barbie, inviting
            inspection. “Now do you remember?”
         

         
         Guin did not. But her heart was beating very quickly. “Remind me.”

         
         “My mother owns a gallery in Burlington.” The woman spoke breathlessly. She’d been waiting a long time for this. “She went
            to some of your parents’ parties, at the Farmhouse. Once, your father invited her to visit his studio, and she brought me
            with her. We played together, you and me and Ennis.”
         

         
         “Holy shit.” The words came out in a deeper register than Guin intended. It was returning to her: sifted in among old memories,
            nonlinear flashes of a stranger’s face. A dark-eyed little girl with half-grown jack-o’-lantern teeth. Guin had honestly come
            to believe she’d invented her.
         

         
         The bookseller looked happy. That had to mean her Farmhouse memories were good ones. It was, Guin decided, safe to press.

         
         “I’m so glad you shared that. What do you remember?”

         
         The woman shook her head slackly, as if standing before a piece of wild art. “Everything. The whole place. The mist, the heavy grass. The orchard, all those beautiful untended trees. You could practically stir the bees. I was terrified to go near them, while you and Ennis barely noticed. You were so brave and cool.” She laughed at herself. “I’m a couple years younger than you, which at the time felt like a lot, and you let me tag along anyway. And oh, did I have a crush.”
         

         
         Guin’s mouth tipped up on autopilot. “On?”

         
         “Everybody. Every one of you. I couldn’t believe people lived like that.”

         
         Around them other booksellers were craning their necks, trying to hear. They saw the narrowing of Guin’s attention and wanted
            in. “Like what?”
         

         
         The woman bit her lip. “No, I didn’t mean it like—sorry. What I meant is . . . okay. You know when you’re young and you read,
            oh, the Boxcar Children, or Mixed-Up Files, or, I don’t know, The Dark Is Rising. And you think it’s only a matter of time before your own life starts, and it feels like that. Like front story. That’s how it felt. You two had stories about everything. Ghosts in the woods and dryads in the orchard
            and bandits stalking the trees. Oh, and the witch! Do you remember how you made me hide?” She grinned. “I believed every word.
            You were already a story to me, from the books. Then I met you, and your whole actual life was made of stories.”
         

         
         Guin felt a sparkling pressure in her head. She hadn’t eaten yet. Hunger combined with this near-impossible thing, a living
            eyewitness to her own young life, and it pushed her to a place she’d made herself forget. Where the air was thin and the wanting
            atmospheric.
         

         
         Across her years at the Farmhouse she was always a little hungry, or cold, or tired. Always healing from another cut, bruise,
            bee sting, burn. There was always some lack or ache or unappeased appetite, and all of it held her in a perpetual state of
            noticing. Vigilance, they called it, though she didn’t know that then. Need had pinned her so neatly inside her skin, made her live hour to hour
            like an animal. She was underfed and isolated; she was envied and dreamed about. Her whole life was limned in shadow and gold.
         

         
         The woman looked stricken. “Oh,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. You don’t really talk about that in the memoir.”

         
         Guin squinted at the woman’s sympathetic face and realized she’d spoken her thoughts aloud.

         
         She squeezed the stem of her wineglass, thinking Hulk thoughts. Shattering glass, clothes split to rags. Her training held
            fast, and she winked. “That’s off the record, okay?”
         

         
         People were waiting for her when she turned. Assailing her from both sides, a tipsy corridor of statement jewelry and shining
            faces. She couldn’t guess what her expression might be. But when she locked eyes with Fern, the publicist stood at once, sliding
            toward her like a closing zipper.
         

         
         “You need a minute?”

         
         Mutely Guin shook her head.

         
         Fern pursed her lips, dropped her voice. “You need to tap out?”

         
         At Guin’s nod Fern snaked an arm around her shoulders and ferried her swiftly from the room. Between dining room and door
            she must’ve called a car. It pulled up in front of the club right as they were stepping out, and through its open window a
            bored driver said, “Fern?”
         

         
         “Like in the movies,” Guin murmured, and the publicist looked at her askance.

         
         “Get some sleep,” she said. “You’re taking tomorrow off. I’ll talk to Regina, there’s nothing on the schedule I can’t move.”

         
         Guin nodded again, climbed into the back seat, and went boneless.

         
         As the car carried her through Manhattan it seemed suddenly unfamiliar, layered over with a vision of her first night in the
            city. The first she could remember, when she was five years old and had just left Venice.
         

         
         Her earliest sense of New York was of a place so wantonly stuffed with cars and people it felt like a shaken jar. A slide
            reel of pungent images: carriage horse pissing in a steaming flow, knockoff purses bright as birds, ants swarming a hot dog
            bun. A man wading drunkenly among stopped cars, his eyes blatantly dangerous.
         

         
         Then a glimmering hotel lobby. Llewellyn leaning over white beds to kiss them, the brush of his flammable breath. The shock
            of her mother’s neck when she cut off her hair.
         

         
         A desperate feeling arrowed through her. A longing for an anchor to the now. Hank. She recalled his existence with relief, touching fingers to the ring that hung from her neck. When she called, he didn’t
            answer.
         

         
         At home she stripped to her underwear and mechanically consumed things from the fridge—noodles, cheese, plastic carton of
            browning pineapple—until her vision crisped and her hands stopped trembling. Then a long shower, a glass of wine, the twenty-minute
            coma of a sheet mask. None of it worked. It was two in the morning and her mind pinged restlessly among stations.
         

         
         The cover of Ninth City Dreamer had been everywhere. On tables and in booksellers’ arms, young Guinevere perched so boldly in her tree, skin fat with youth
            and gaze imperious. One arm hooked around the trunk, the other braced against the branch that held her.
         

         
         If you looked very close you would see something pressed between palm and branch. Nearly obscured by leaves, laid flat like
            a Bible to swear on: one of her story notebooks. Guin’s left hand fisted. Remembering the grain of its cover, the fiction
            that fattened the pages like waterlog.
         

         
         It still hit her like a grief sometimes. The old longing, bunching itself into words she couldn’t speak, wouldn’t write. She’d
            hunch in the gale waiting for it to die and her mind to settle back into wordlessness.
         

         
         She waited now. Standing at the window, looking out at the moving night. A car went by on the street below, trailing bass,
            and she watched it out of sight. Then lightly, almost carelessly, she pivoted on the balls of her feet.
         

         
         All the lights in the apartment were off. Guin walked through the dark to a room she rarely used. There wasn’t much there.
            A pretty desk and chair that once belonged to Bitsy, and a closet Guin kept shut.
         

         
         She opened it. At eye level was a tightly curated shelf of paperbacks, the only books in the house. Two shelves up was a typewriter.
            It was the one thing among her grandfather’s belongings that she saved.
         

         
         The typewriter was heavy. Her arms strained as she eased it over to the desk. She’d had to drag the chair over to reach it. When the chair was back in place, she sat and for a long minute did nothing. Tentatively she set her hands on the typewriter’s keys. 

         
         She began, rustily, to type. Then, to write.
         

         
         The words became a story. Moving through her in sensory snatches, pouring out from her hands. The night moved through its
            phases, light bruising the black until it broke through and became dawn. Guin wrote like a mapmaker feeling her way across
            a new land, recording its topography. Her fictional world unfurled like the city outside except better, because it was infinitely manipulable. A city turned lucid dream. Or the opposite: dreams that became a city. Like Edith’s
            Ninth City.
         

         
         She lifted her hands from the keys.

         
         The sky was pearling at its edges, and her head felt clean and quiet. At the bottom of the window frame, on the other side
            of the glass, Guin saw something crawling. Bees, humped up together, summer drunk, as if she’d poured Sprite along the sill.
            She put her stung knuckle to her mouth.
         

         
         In the bathroom she closed her eyes as she peed. Sleep made a static in her head. She could’ve faded out right there on the
            toilet, like a rock and roll burnout.
         

         
         She rose and made her way back to the typewriter. The typed pages beside it looked like the leaves of a magician’s book. Moody
            and rustling, keeping their own counsel.
         

         
         Guin pinched them between two fingers. She carried the pages to the kitchen and set them in the sink. Lit three matches, dropped
            them on the stack, and watched it burn.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Nine

         
         There’s a scene in the Ninth City series. Book five, The Wicked Few.
         

         
         Guinevere Sharpe is riding the undertrain. The tracks of this magnificent transport run beneath the city in a veinlike trace
            work, unattended by conductor or engineer, more creature than construction. Boldly she makes a perilous jump between stations,
            to get to the Moonless Market.
         

         
         She’s there to find and barter for one of her brother’s lost memories. She walks among the stands, their vendors hawking shoes
            and candy and tiny fruit trees, hourglass flowers and phone calls with the dead, good luck measured out into white paper packets
            and honey made by lunar bees—thick as melted mercury, excellent for sleep. She’s on the verge of being taken in by a silver-tongued
            lullaby seller when she feels a tugging at her jacket. A pickpocket, snagging her map!
         

         
         She chases the thief up and down the market’s snarled avenues then beyond them, piercing the deeper quarters of the unlit
            realm. She follows the pickpocket along the ragged edges of shantytowns and through the gleaming ring of the Beggar Queen’s
            Wood, then on to the place where only the most dauntless pickers go: the shifting wilds of the Dreamers’ Graveyard.
         

         
         Though Guinevere has heard of it, she didn’t know what it meant for a place to die, what the corpse of a shop or garden might
            look like. Now she understands. Every window of every house and theater and temple lining the Graveyard’s haunted avenues
            is as dull as a dead man’s eye, all their colors mottled and unwholesome.
         

         
         No living person, unprepared, should enter these structures. Not the glass palace there, with its fairy spires, nor the cottage to her right, which must once have been a cozy place. The air smells thickly of lilies and camphor. Dream-pickers perfume themselves with these odors of death and preservation, so they might withstand the atmosphere. 

         
         Guinevere has no perfume, nothing to protect her. She slows, then stops, and might have stood right there until the pickers
            came through with their rattling carts and their long-snouted masks, to ignore or save or kidnap her depending on their mood.
         

         
         Something revives her: the awesome and unlikely sight of one living place among the dead ones. And the pickpocket, throwing
            open its door to slip through.
         

         
         Guinevere knows this place. It’s the Mortal Cinema, a movie palace she and Ennis visited way back in book three, titled for
            the theater. There they watched the dead flicker in shades of gray, living out a thousand kinds of afterlife.
         

         
         She passes the gilded rabbits that flank its front, one a robed scholar and the other in military dress. With a feeling of
            great foreboding, she enters the cinema.
         

         
         The doors of one of its stalls are swinging. She slides between them into a room rattling with the click of a projector wheel,
            where the sea of red seats is empty. All but one. The figure sitting there turns their head: no thief, but the Architect.
            Guinevere didn’t chase them anywhere, she was led.
         

         
         She should have known. A real undercity pickpocket could steal the thirst off your tongue without you noticing. Boldly she sits beside the Architect—looking
            dapper in a moon-colored suit and black pompadour—and says:
         

         
         You took something from my brother. I want it back.

         
         Shh, the Architect says. The movie is starting.

         
         Guinevere looks at the screen and her blood chills.

         
         She and her brother are up there, cast in the hard-boiled palette of the dead. She watches as they find their way into the
            City. Their confusion, wonder, fear. She revisits their adventures on the deck of the Salt Witch, in the Map Museum, in the arms of the Architect’s boundless tree, nearly a city in itself. There they are in the shadowy lobby of the pink hotel, untangling the mystery of the sinister Whistlebox. 

         
         She watches them go home again and again. Tumbling back to Earth, their own familiar Fourth City, to make new memories in
            place of the ones that were plucked.
         

         
         Why are we up there? she asks, bravely as she can. We’re not—I mean, we can’t be—
         

         
         She won’t say it. Dead.

         
         The Architect makes an indifferent hum. The rules change down here. I have no jurisdiction over the undercity, even I can’t
            tell you what this means. They lean over, sniff. You don’t smell dead.
         

         
         Guinevere leans away. Why did you make me come here?

         
         Look. The Architect nods toward the screen. There it is, what you’re looking for. Your brother’s lost memory.

         
         Guinevere looks.

         
         She sees herself and Ennis, at home in the Fourth City. This can’t be real, though: they’re arguing, fists clenched, each
            talking over the other. She hears none of it, of course. This is a silent film, the endless projector clicking its sole soundtrack.
            Onscreen her eyes fill with tears and she shoves him. He shoves her back harder. Guinevere stiffens in her seat as she watches
            herself falling to the ground, arm crooked beneath her, crying out with no sound. Ennis’s eyes widen, but he doesn’t help
            her. He runs away.
         

         
         No. Guinevere speaks in a hard voice. That never happened.

         
         The Architect shrugs. Maybe it’s in the future. Or you’ve lost the memory, too.

         
         Guinevere touches her hair, as if she might feel the place where it was plucked. No, she repeats, this time uncertainly. I
            don’t want to remember this.
         

         
         Above their heads, the movie loops back to its start.

         
         Then stay. The Architect makes the offer with a thin smile. You can always choose to stay.

         
         The same offer, every time. The Architect only ever makes it to Guinevere. The children don’t understand this favoritism until book four, when they’re told that the contents of her mind make for the strangest of structures. Labyrinths and libraries, houses with impossible dimensions. It’s as if, the Architect says in a wondering tone, they remain half dream.
         

         
         But Guinevere has seen what happens to the children who stay. There’s a name for what they become: Hollows. Ageless and smiling
            and drained of their memories, adrift in a land that feels perpetually new. They tend to congregate around bright places—carnivals
            and fairgrounds, lit cafés—but Guinevere has seen them in the dark, too. Their eyes catching the light like cats’ eyes.
         

         
         Stay and forget everything I’ve ever known? No, thanks.

         
         The Architect purses their lips. You would know new things.
         

         
         Guinevere shakes her head. Why make the City so wonderful, she asks bitterly, if the price of staying is so high?

         
         I didn’t make it any more than you made your world, the Architect says dismissively. In the Fourth City, there is a thing called
            sickness, and another called grief, and a version of dying that goes on and on. They flick a hand sharply over their jacket front, as if dusting the unpleasant
            notion away. Do you really think that place less vicious than this one?
         

         
         They rise without waiting for an answer. Come on. It’ll do you no good, watching again.

         
         Guinevere follows the Architect back into the Graveyard. As soon as they’ve passed through the cinema doors, she hears a terrible
            noise.
         

         
         Behind her, the whole theater is folding up like a piece of origami. The gilded rabbits throw up their heads and scream, and
            in the next moment they’re gone.
         

         
         Guinevere, who has seen many wonders in the Ninth City, is freshly struck by this one. In no more than a minute all that’s
            left of the cinema is a tiny rectangle lying on the ground. The Architect picks it up and offers it to her: a miniature door,
            cast in blue glass.
         

         
         

         By the end of the book Ennis will knock on that little door. It will grow into an exit back to their own Fourth City. And just this once, Guinevere will refuse to follow. He’ll reach back, she’ll hesitate. The door will slam shut and disappear, leaving the siblings trapped for the first time in separate lands. 

         
         This is what the Architect was after all along. Once she’s alone, Guinevere is caught and taken to that most mysterious and
            unreachable place: the tower at the top of the Architect’s tree. Suspended above the branches, a circular room lined in glass.
         

         
         There, she has nothing to do all day but look through the Architect’s telescope. It can be used to see anything, see through anything, to look into the undercity and right down to the bottom of the sea. The more skilled she becomes in its use, the
            Architect tells her, the more she’ll see.
         

         
         Of course she’s scared at first. Of course she longs for her brother. But fear and love are the first things to go. Then her
            brother’s name. Then her own. There’s just so much to look at.
         

         
         When she’s had her fill she lies down to sleep, and dreams in great vivid tangles of all she’s witnessed. And so the Architect
            can use and use her, as a sort of dream battery. A conduit through which the City is remade, its streets populating with ever-stranger
            structures. She’s not quite a Hollow. She’s not entirely Guinevere, either.
         

         
         This is where Edith Sharpe left her imaginary children: daughter in peril, son stuck in the resin of the ordinary world. Surely
            the siblings would have been reunited in the end, all their sorrows resolved with a bold rescue mission and tears of relief.
         

         
         But Edith died. Book six stayed unwritten, the children were left forever in flux. Guinevere at the mercy of the merciless
            Architect, that cool-eyed vulture in a fashionable suit.
         

         
         Edith’s readers believed her Ninth City counterpart was the children’s mother. Artistic, warm, a little flighty. Rarely seen
            and left unnamed. But she was never that benign fictional parent, with her funny jewelry and croissant crumbs, her mouth leaving
            careless lipstick hearts on the children’s foreheads.
         

         
         She was always the Architect.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty
Three days until Mother

         
         Guin woke to high sun, a smell of burnt paper, and two texts from her fiancé.

         
         
            Sorry I missed your call. I was asleep.

            I want to see you tonight. Dinner?

         

         It was so humorless, so un-Hank-like, she almost called. But if she did, she’d have to talk.
         

         
         It’s not like she didn’t know what was wrong. After she sent that old Llewellyn clip, he’d hurried over thinking it was finally
            happening. At last she would share with him the thing she’d been withholding, whatever it might be. No baggage too heavy for Hank.
         

         
         He would hold her as she wept therapeutically, brushing her hair back until the sun came up. Then she’d rise from his arms
            and pick a wedding venue. Book a therapist. Make a lunch date with his mom, allow her to do what she’d been palpably aching
            to do since Hank started bringing Guin around: mother her.
         

         
         “Yech,” she said under her breath. She loved Hank. She really did like Patty. But no.

         
         Yes please, she typed. I’ll come to you. Corner place at 8?

         
         Hank was deeply loyal to the weird diner a block from his apartment. The service was terrible, they were always out of half the menu, and it was absolutely a front for something shady. Consenting to eat there was an explicit apology. She waited, thumbs tensed, to see whether it was accepted. Hank replied, 

         
         Ok

         
         Oof. She typed, Great, can’t wait to see you! xox. After deleting the exclamation point and the xox, she hit send.
         

         
         Hank typed. The dots did their mocking little dance, then stopped. With a reluctance she could sense a borough away, he hearted
            her text.
         

         
         Oh, Hank. He was actually mad. Enough that he didn’t want to reply, not quite so much that he could leave her hanging. He was a better man than she deserved.
         

         
         Leaving that segment of her fraying life half sorted, she headed out to meet Nisha Dey.

         
         

         The sidewalk tables in front of the coffee shop were packed with neighborhood types. Palming empty cups laced with doilies
            of latte foam, talking about their site-specific artwork, their deadbeat roommates, their trips to Spain. Guin scanned their
            faces. No one looked like the photos she’d found of Nisha. She went inside for a coffee, and when she came back out the girl
            was sitting at the end of a table.
         

         
         She wore a tank top and dark gold Carhartt overalls. Her hair was bleached at the tips, piled onto her head like a bouquet
            of black-stemmed flowers. On the table in front of her was a face-down phone and a massive mint-colored Stanley.
         

         
         Guin raised a hand. “Nisha?”

         
         The girl gave a wary nod and kept right on studying Guin’s face. When Guin was seated across from her, she said, “Guinevere
            Sharpe.”
         

         
         Guin recognized the intonation, and let her shoulders drop. “You’re a Ninth City kid.”

         
         “I mean.” Nisha leaned back, arms crossed. “Not so much anymore.”

         
         Guin took it on the chin. “Is that why you agreed to meet with me?”

         
         “Partly. Yes.”

         
         Her regard was unnerving. Guin got the sense of a person who held court at parties, expressing the kind of forceful opinions that made a closed loop. Then Nisha gave a small, reluctant smile and looked very different. “I had your photo in my locker. The one of you and Ennis. I believed in the Ninth City way longer than I should have. I guess, because you and your brother were real, it seemed real, too.”
         

         
         Guin nodded. The image of Nisha at a college party dissipated, replaced by one in which she had a locker, with the Sharpe
            children’s faces on its door. When she was younger, softer, not yet one of the last people to see her friend Marla alive.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said, “for reading the books. And before anything else I want to say how sorry I am for your loss.” Nisha’s
            eyelids trembled, an almost roll. Guin soldiered on. “Marla seemed wonderful.”
         

         
         “Yeah. Marla was”—Nisha positioned her hands like a catcher’s—“a lighthouse. She drew you in.” Faint smile. “Then, when she
            got bored, her light would turn. And she’d draw in someone else.”
         

         
         Guin didn’t wonder why Nisha was offering this confidence. Edith’s readers told her all kinds of secrets. “Meaning sometimes
            you got left in the dark.”
         

         
         Nisha lifted a shoulder. “We went through a lot of phases. We’d been friends since the second grade.”

         
         “Shit. I’m sorry.”

         
         Nisha checked the lay of her upswept hair, demeanor going businesslike. “Thank you. So, what are we here to talk about? I
            assume you want to exonerate your brother.”
         

         
         Guin closed her eyes. Exonerate. Was that what she’d wanted yesterday? To remove her brother from his legal concerns?
         

         
         No. She’d been looking for something more nebulous, cool and ungrippable: certainty. The assurance that Ennis and his art
            were not to blame, that they did no harm, to Marla or anyone else. Yesterday this seemed not only possible but obvious.
         

         
         Today, though. Awash in the past, exhausted from the work of beating it back, what she said was, “The opposite, actually.”

         
         Nisha paused, hands still raised. “Sorry. What’s the opposite?”

         
         Guin was conscious of the diaphanous twentysomething sitting three feet away, curled around a copy of White Teeth. The man droning into his phone about launch dates, eyes on the twentysomething. There was a dog under the table who kept cold-nosing her knees. She cupped a hand over its silken skull and spoke softly. 

         
         “What if Ennis is to blame?”
         

         
         The sky didn’t shake or fold beneath her inconstancy. The sun didn’t darken. She went on.

         
         “Not him, not physically. His art. What if there’s—what if there’s something wrong with it?”
         

         
         Nisha’s face barely changed. But her posture went taut. “Meaning?”

         
         Fourteen years ago, Guin walked alone through a gallery in Zurich, looking for the first time at the work of Ennis Sharpe.
            Not the inexpert sketches of the boy she’d loved, imbalanced faces and wobbly landscapes. Stunning canvases made by a stranger.
         

         
         Though looking was not the right word. She’d felt consumed by the work. Haunted. Considered.

         
         “The thing about Ennis’s art,” she said, “is it watches you back.”

         
         She said it softly, testing the idea. Nisha’s head made a startled jerk. “It follows you home.”

         
         The sweat on Guin’s neck chilled. “What?”

         
         “It’s something your brother said in an interview. Marla sent it to me before she . . . before. He said, ‘I don’t make art
            you walk away from. I make art that follows you home.’”
         

         
         The sun hit them in stripes around the intersections of big shade umbrellas. Guin turned her tigered arm and with a feeling
            of terrible daring said, “I don’t understand how he does it. How he became this person making art that feels . . .”
         

         
         “Feels what?”
         

         
         Nisha’s face flashed with an avidity that made Guin remember herself. This was a fact-finding mission, not a confessional.
            She course corrected.
         

         
         “Bigger. Than I thought it would feel. Bigger than Ennis.”

         
         After a pause Nisha said, a little briskly, “That’s what art is, right? Of course it’s bigger than the artist, it has to be.”
         

         
         Briefly the idea steadied her. Maybe all of Guin’s turmoil, her nebulous fears, could be swept away by this: That’s what art is.

         
         The girl was studying her again, stabbing at the ice in her cup. She said, “Look, Marla jumped.”

         
         Startled, Guin said, “What makes you say that?”

         
         “I knew her for a long time. She hated being medicated. Every time she leveled out and felt okay, she’d decide she didn’t need it anymore. She’d feel good for a
            while, then she’d bottom out. Vicious cycle. And she was . . . not doing well. The last time I saw her.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry.” Guin grimaced. Was her sympathy vocabulary so limited?

         
         “So am I.” Nisha took a breath, retightened her hair. “The night we went to The Door Museum, it was actually Marla’s second time seeing the show.”
         

         
         The words hit Guin like a shove between the shoulders. Nisha didn’t notice.

         
         “She’d gone right when it opened. She called me a few days after, sounding really bad. The bad part of the cycle she was locked
            in. She kept telling me she’d lost something in the show.”
         

         
         Guin’s pulse moved light and hollow. “Lost what?”

         
         “She wouldn’t say. But she asked me to fly all the way to LA to help her get it back.”

         
         “Get it back,” Guin repeated. Not find it, like something she’d dropped. Get it back. Like it had been taken.
         

         
         “I hadn’t heard her like that since high school. Which is why I flew across the country to go to an art show with a person
            I barely knew anymore.”
         

         
         “What was it? What did she lose?”

         
         Nisha looked at her with a faint pity. “Nothing. She was fixating. She always did that. Like—okay, she wanted to be a screenwriter.
            But she’d go so deep into other people’s work she’d get stuck. Watching every Hal Hartley movie in order and reading all these
            interviews with him and mentally halfway being him, and then she’d be too scared to work on her own screenplays. And she was so good. She was brilliant.
         

         
         “Anyway, I went to LA. When I got to Marla’s place she was up, on something, dancing around with her USC friends, making a joke of it when I tried to talk to her alone. If I weren’t dead broke, flying on my parents’ miles, I’d have gotten a hotel room or changed my flight. I couldn’t, so I stayed. 

         
         “We had Door Museum tickets for the next night. Marla slept all day, and when her friends came back, they all took something the minute I left
            the room. Like I was their RA. I asked if it would mess with her prescriptions, and I was right. She’d stopped taking them.”
         

         
         Nisha dipped her head, addressed the table. “There’s this thing I can’t stop thinking about? This moment when her friends
            were out picking up their forties of green juice or whatever and we were alone. And Marla looked at me and her face was just
            empty.
         

         
         “She started to talk really fast. She told me she’d been writing this screenplay. It was going so well, she’d been so happy.
            But ever since she went to The Door Museum, she hadn’t written a word. She said it was gone. Whatever she reached for when she wrote, it wasn’t there. I reminded her she’d been through this before with a dozen other
            obsessions, and she got really angry. She told me she wasn’t obsessed with Ennis Sharpe, she hated him. Then her friends came back, and she put her fake face on, and it was horrible once I’d seen what was under it. But I
            didn’t call her parents.”
         

         
         Nisha said the last part hoarsely, almost in a whisper. Started to say more and shook her head. Cleared her throat.

         
         “I promised we’d find whatever she was looking for. I knew it was metaphorical, I figured it’d be like a, I don’t know. Ritual
            of reclaiming, some Cali shit. Marla was a big ritual person. Except they separated us at the door. And you’re not allowed
            to bring your phone into an Ennis Sharpe show, so . . .”
         

         
         She slanted a look at Guin, as if remembering who she was talking to.

         
         “I was worried about Marla, but you can’t rush through it. You’re in for as long as you’re in. And I actually really liked
            it. The show. Installation, whatever. Walking through all these interconnected places, all these doors, brought up memories
            in me that I’d entirely forgotten.” She sniffed. “It almost felt like a detox. Like an acupuncture needle, releasing things
            I’d been holding on to.
         

         
         “I was in there maybe an hour and a half? I don’t know whether I really had a bad feeling or if it’s hindsight. But I think I knew. Way before they brought her out, I think I knew something awful had happened.” 

         
         Guin let the silence sit for a respectful moment. Then delicately she said, “What if it wasn’t a metaphor? What if she’d really
            lost something inside? What if—”
         

         
         “Don’t,” Nisha said loudly, over her. “Please. I can’t think that way. It doesn’t help me, or Marla, and anyway, it’s not
            a thing. I’ve read the articles. The fawning ones and the conspiracy theories and the ones written by people who hate your
            brother’s guts. Because he’s a charlatan, or an asshole, or an irresponsible prick who should’ve had higher railings.
         

         
         “The truth is, art is powerful. Artists hack people’s brains, that’s their entire point. You don’t sign a waiver before you go to a play or read a book or put on an album. Is it Lana Del Rey’s fault I did nothing my entire freshman year except listen to Ultraviolence and cry? Like, maybe. It could have been a different artist, though. Ennis Sharpe—he was incidental. Marla was the constant.”
         

         
         Guin said, “He’s opening another show. In Brooklyn, on Wednesday.”

         
         “I know.” Nisha gave a small shrug, defiant. “I’ll probably go. Aversion therapy, or something.”

         
         “Don’t.” Guin spoke sharply, abandoning caution.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Just—don’t.”

         
         Nisha looked fascinated. “Do you think something’s going to happen?” When Guin didn’t reply, she leaned in. “You do. You do think that. What’s gonna happen?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Guin slapped a hand on the table, “why I’m here. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Why he’s putting on this show.
            Why the name of it, why now.” Panic sent a Novocain weakness down her arms, made her fingers tremble. “But if I do nothing, and something happens again . . .”
         

         
         “Again.” Nisha repeated it, face stricken. “As in, after Marla? Or again like . . . after something else?”

         
         Guin peered at Nisha, unable to get her hands around what she herself had said. What she’d meant when she said it. The young woman’s expression softened, coloring with pity and surprise. 

         
         “You know you’re not his keeper, right?” She shook her head slowly. “Damn. You had a pretty fucked-up childhood, didn’t you?”

         
         Grim, half joking, Guin said, “Of course. Didn’t we all?”

         
         Nisha lifted one shoulder. “No?”

         
         Horribly, Guin’s eyes filled with tears. The younger woman put a hand on hers.

         
         “I think you’re using Marla’s death to be mad at your brother for other things.” Her voice brimmed with diagnostic wisdom.
            “Like, transference.”
         

         
         The audacity! Guin’s tears dried at the source. Hastily Nisha retracted her hand.

         
         “That’s your business.” She checked her ponytail, slipped her phone into her pocket. “I’ve said what I came here to say. You
            can let go of your guilt about Marla.” She gave Guin a shrewd look, twisting her lips. “I don’t know, though. Maybe you’re
            holding on to guilt about something else.”
         

         
         Nisha departed with her giant cup. The girl reading on the bench beside them was gone, too, leaving her book behind. A cheap
            lighter weighted its whiskered cover and Guin picked it up.
         

         
         She skidded her thumb over the spark wheel, one of the habitual gestures of Ennis’s adolescence. Thinking of the last time
            she saw him do it. Thinking again of that show in Zurich, years ago. The tiny flame was colorless in the summer air. She kept
            it alive until pain made her let go.
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         For a long time after the Farmhouse fire, Guinevere couldn’t think about her brother in words. Only color and light: strikes
            of red fury, pools of blacklight-purple regret. And when she did regain her words, she found the things she needed to say
            to him weren’t expressible over the phone or in a letter.
         

         
         Not that Ennis called or wrote. Nor did he visit Bitsy and Grandpa Cooper’s place on Eighty-Sixth Street, not in summer or
            even at Christmas. So, a year and a half after the fire, Guinevere stole Bitsy’s credit card and took the four-hour journey—by
            subway, train, and cab—to Ennis’s boarding school.
         

         
         It was gated, but she was small. She slipped in and wandered awhile, cowed by its rain-fed beauty, its hovering trees, the
            boys who moved among it all with the entitled physicality of cattle. Eventually a security officer found her and passed her
            along to the headmaster’s office, where she was informed that Ennis Sharpe would not see her. He could, it was stressed, say hello if he wished. He did not.
         

         
         This was almost a kindness. A necessity, anyway: her persistent belief that there must’ve been some misunderstanding, that
            her amputation from his life could not have been intentional, was finally crushed.
         

         
         At least she knew where he was. Guinevere didn’t know how much comfort she took in this until, midway through his senior year, Ennis turned eighteen and promptly disappeared. 

         
         She felt like a spacewalker whose tether had snapped. At the same time, she was filled with a ferocious vindication: it had been an act, all this time. Ennis wasn’t the brother she thought he was. He wasn’t some obedient boarding school boy, either.
         

         
         So. Who was he?
         

         
         Two years after Ennis disappeared, Guin turned eighteen herself, deferred college, and set out to find him. She dug up some
            of his former classmates, a glittering knot of interconnected wealthy people who recalled Ennis as their prep school’s resident
            iconoclast. With their help she tracked him from a hostel in London to an artist assistant’s job in Berlin.
         

         
         Using what currency she had (blonde hair, blue eyes, the reputation of the American girl as a sexual freewheeler), she managed
            to get an audience with the artist. From him she learned her brother had fallen in with an older woman who made clothes for
            the opera. According to the artist—breathing blue smoke, hitting on her with the unsmiling determination of a man going to
            prison in the morning—Ennis followed this woman to Paris, where she got him a job painting sets. In Paris a theater employee
            who recognized Guin on sight told her Ennis had moved on to Zurich.
         

         
         On her second day in the city, Guinevere saw her brother’s name on a wall.

         
         She was sitting at a rambling vegetarian café. The name’s familiar shape struck her first, meaning came after. It was on a
            card pinned to a bulletin board, amid a collage of flyers left by people in search of rideshares, piano students, roommates,
            sex. She crossed a sea of hiking boots and carabiners and rickety tables weighted by bowls of lentil soup to pluck it off
            the wall.
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         She dropped some euros on her table and hurried out to the street.

         
         

         The shadows lengthened as she walked. The streets narrowed and curled. The compass arrow on her maps app spun dizzily, stalled
            and hopped, sending her deeper into the unfamiliar city. It was almost night when she found the gallery, a buff brick box
            like a miniaturized temple.
         

         
         She was too late. Its lights were out, a girl in a cropped Madeline coat was locking the door. Turning, lighting a cigarette,
            its cherry brightening between the pale wings of her hair. Her eyes widened when she saw Guinevere speeding toward her.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, we are closed.”

         
         She said it in Swedish-accented English. Because it didn’t matter what Guin wore or how she cut her hair. No one ever thought
            she was anything but American.
         

         
         “Please.” Guin spoke in a rush, breathing hard. “Conflagration, by Ennis Sharpe. This is the gallery, right?”
         

         
         The girl glanced at the locked door. “You’ve missed it. Today was the last day.”

         
         Guin bore up hard beneath despair. “Oh. Okay. The artist, is he in town? Can you reach him?”

         
         She clocked it, the moment the gallery girl saw her. Gasping a little, she crouched to put out her cigarette and pocketed the butt as she rose. “You’re Guinevere! I should
            have known you, your faces are the same. This is exciting, meeting you.”
         

         
         She turned, bent back over the door with her key. “For you, I will stay late. I love your mother’s books. We have them in
            Denmark, of course. But he doesn’t like to talk about her.” By the heavy glance she cast over her shoulder, Guinevere knew
            she’d slept with Ennis, or wanted to. “Are your rules the same? No talking of the Ninth City?”
         

         
         What were her rules? In New York, within her incestuous little private school circle, the Ninth City thing just was. She didn’t talk about it; she didn’t have to. Here, where she knew no one, spoke 1.5 languages at best, and couldn’t tell a Danish accent from a Swedish one, she would use any tool at her disposal. Blonde hair, blue eyes, strange fame. 

         
         She smiled. “I don’t have any rules.”

         
         

         The gallery lights made a faint mosquito tink tink as the girl—her name was Clara—switched them on.
         

         
         She told Guinevere the man who owned the gallery had discovered Ennis selling paintings along the Seine. He’d been so taken
            with them he gave Ennis a job at his gallery and a lead on cheap studio space. Ennis Sharpe was, Clara said with pleased authority,
            a rising star.
         

         
         Guinevere absorbed each piece of information with a hunger she tried to hide. She sensed Clara was feeding on her, too: the
            next best thing to Ennis. A stranger who walked in from the night, wearing his face. Beyond the vestibule where they stood
            were the two large rooms of the gallery, unlit. Clara flipped the switches and said, “Please look. I will make tea.”
         

         
         When she’d gone Guinevere stood a moment longer, listening to the lights and the quiet. After all her searching, she felt
            almost afraid to go on. Breathing in like a free diver, she stepped into the first white room.
         

         
         Ennis’s paintings were so beautiful she had to close her eyes.

         
         Pride took her like a hand to the throat. Stealing her breath, making visions pop brightly in her mind. He’d wanted this.
            Wanted so badly to do and be this. When they were children, Ennis loved to draw and paint. When they were children, he—
         

         
         Ruthless as a Fate with her scissors, she cut off the thought.

         
         The paintings ranged in size from Mona Lisa to Starry Night. According to Clara, each depicted and was named for a famous fire.
         

         
         As Guinevere approached the nearest canvas its colors swelled and saturated. The paint was static but it didn’t seem to be. It kept your eye moving, constant, restless. Its mesmeric effect was that of a slowly shifting screensaver, Anne’s
            influence obvious. The gallery label said Watchman’s Error.
         

         
         The next piece was rimmed with an irregular outline of pale smoke. She saw Ennis on his stomach on the Farmhouse floor, staring hungrily at a page in Llewellyn’s Kandinsky book: Painting with White Border.
         

         
         The title on the wall read A woman could piss it out. So strange it stayed with her. Later she would look it up and find it was a reference to the Great Fire of London. She squinted
            and moved on.
         

         
         The paintings were orange and yellow and red and white. Threaded with grays and blacks, touched with astonishing flame-belly
            blues. In some there wavered an intimation of structures, even people, breaking, falling, being eaten alive. By the time she’d
            circled the first room her skin was prickling with sweat.
         

         
         She thought: How could he. Not morally, functionally, how could he have done this? After the way their childhood ended, how? When she was lying in her bed at Bitsy’s place, grinding
            her teeth inside another blinding nightmare, was he sleeping peacefully in his dorm room? Maybe he’d cut that last night at
            the Farmhouse right out of himself, the way he’d cut out his sister.
         

         
         Or maybe these paintings were an exorcism.

         
         What did other people see when they circled this room? Beauty and movement, a breathtaking understanding of color. A sense
            of inevitability: if Ennis Sharpe wasn’t famous yet, he would be soon. At the threshold of the second room, she looked back.
            Where was Clara with the tea? Taking her time, out of sight.
         

         
         Guinevere stepped through.

         
         The lighting here was different. Lower, angled so the room held a dimness at its center. It made for an obscuring effect that
            clung to three of its walls, all empty. On the fourth hung a single painting, the only piece in the room. She looked at its
            painted flames and experienced a flashback so complete she could smell it.
         

         
         Pine and dirt and cold. The bad candy scent of dying leaves, her brother’s sharp adolescent sweat. And the hard metallic fug
            of a hundred-year-old farmhouse burning.
         

         
         Ennis hadn’t fit all of it. He didn’t capture the moment when the flames went vertical as hedges. He didn’t paint the smoke
            that raced toward them like an army of ghost runners. But this was, without question, that fire.
         

         
         How could he. This time the thought was acidic. It was acid, burning her brain. Guinevere opened her mouth on a burst of hot copper: she’d bitten her tongue. She swallowed blood and
            read its title on the wall.
         

         
         Paint It Black

         
         Clever Ennis. Other people would think it was a reference to the song. Its usage here a little trite, the minor stumble of
            a developing artist. Guinevere alone would read the label and think of that final night. Jonathan Froud bent desperate over
            the record player, the Stones covering the sound of breakdown.
         

         
         The painting’s lights and darks swam in an uneasy tandem. First one was dominant, then the other. The canvas was very close,
            though she didn’t think she’d moved. She heard music now. On the other side of the wall, Clara was singing.
         

         
         Or was it singing? Was it music at all?
         

         
         The paint was so thick it cast little shadows, made her see things that weren’t really there. Made her see, made her think,
            almost, that she saw, the outline of a—
         

         
         The illusion would dissipate if she got closer, right up to the paint. But when she took another step, it clarified. And it
            was music playing, she was sure of it.
         

         
         Guinevere stood inches from her own worst flashback, and the fear was gone. She reached for the shape in the paint.

         
         “Here you are.”

         
         Guinevere spun around, arm up, dashing the teacup Clara was offering her to the floor. Somehow it didn’t break. Together they
            watched it curve to a stop.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry.” Her tongue hurt, her words were clumsy. When she glanced back at the painting, the shape she saw—the outline
            and knob, the low lintel—was gone. “You surprised me.”
         

         
         Clara nodded. In the dim room the oval of her face was nunlike. Her eyes were heavily lashed and lined, her mouth nearly as
            pale as her skin. The imbalance was striking.
         

         
         “You see how it hangs alone? Ennis fought for this. Our director disagreed until she saw it. Who could see anything hung beside
            it?”
         

         
         The painting glistered in Guinevere’s peripheral vision. “Has anyone bought it?”

         
         “It was the first piece sold.”

         
         Guinevere absorbed that. A record of the night her life broke in half would hang on someone’s wall, and they would never even
            know it. Or maybe they would guess. Anyone familiar with Ennis Sharpe’s history would look at these fiery canvases and figure
            one of them had to be autobiographical. She said, “I can’t picture wanting it in your house.”
         

         
         Clara looked at it briefly. “It’s brilliant. The best piece in the show.”

         
         No, Guinevere thought. Not the best. It was something other than that. A drain hole, tugging at whatever came near it. Another canvas wouldn’t simply lose its
            luster placed beside it but the force that kept it together. What else might this painting swallow, given the chance?
         

         
         The revulsion that accompanied this thought sent her briskly from the room. Past the paintings, back to the vestibule. Night
            pawed at the windows. She hadn’t removed her coat.
         

         
         Clara trailed her, holding the second teacup. “You’re leaving?” She sounded bereft.

         
         Guinevere forced a smile. “Thank you,” she said. “So much. The show is incredible. I’ll tell Ennis, when I see him, how much
            I loved it. I’ll tell him how kind you were.” She was backing up, pushing her way out into the street. “Thank you!” she called
            again as the door shut behind her.
         

         
         The city was quiet. She moved through it quickly, slipping in blue snow, heading with purpose toward some undefined point:
            away. Nothing was familiar, she’d walked crooked miles to get here and she didn’t know where here was.
         

         
         Why did she feel afraid? He shouldn’t have made that final painting, that was all. And it was only a picture on a wall.

         
         She needed a bright place. A drink, clean sheets, the civilized scent of an upscale hotel lobby. They always smelled the same
            to her, city by city, a perfume that hit her nervous system like a tranq dart. Guinevere ran until the office buildings gave
            way to pretty houses that opened in turn onto a road of restaurants and taxis. She climbed into the first one that stopped
            and let it carry her away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-One
Three days until Mother

         
         Almost two years passed between Conflagration and the email from Regina that tugged Guin back into the orbit of the Ninth City, this time to serve as its ambassador. Nearly
            two years of a wandering so moneyed and formless she nearly dissolved inside it.
         

         
         Nascent fame hadn’t made Ennis any more findable, but it wasn’t only a lack of leads that kept him from her. There was a new
            kind of tarnish on her thoughts about her brother. A heaviness she couldn’t dispel, that had to do with how it felt to stand
            in front of that final painting in Zurich. She hadn’t stopped looking. She’d become afraid of what she might find.
         

         
         Faced with the awful liberation of the utterly alone, Guin did what so many rich kids had done before her. She outstayed her
            welcome overseas.
         

         
         She did all the things an American abroad was supposed to. Drank tiny coffees standing up in smoky French tabacs. Bought used
            books from outdoor stalls to read in the ribbony light of a park in spring. In a tiled pool in a former church, she swam a
            slow backstroke beneath the peeling faces of forgotten saints.
         

         
         There were entanglements, of course. An Albanian man who owned a used bookstore in Paris and probably had a wife. A Brit she
            met on a fire escape at a party, smoking a joint with a cat in his lap. In Spain she spent the night with a boy in a tiny
            nook of an apartment and woke to his mother unlocking the door, arms laden with a week’s worth of home-cooked meals. Mostly,
            though, she was alone.
         

         
         When the past did find her, it was in manageable pieces. An apartment fire witnessed in Copenhagen, belching twisty gusts of orange-and-black debris. A Julie London song Bitsy had loved, playing through an open window. There was a certain cast of evening light that stirred up the loneliness in her, that muck layer of inescapable solitude. 

         
         Equally inescapable: the Ninth City books. She encountered them in a multitude of languages, on bookshelves and in the hands
            of strangers. Their covers stirred and occasionally wrecked her. It wasn’t until Regina’s request—that she headline a two-week
            publicity tour, promoting a new illustrated edition of book one—that she reread them. All five, all the way through. Following
            that binge, more than a decade ago, she retreated from fantasy entirely.
         

         
         Now she read books as Plutonically distant from Edith’s work as she could get. Story collections, mostly. Reality-based tales
            in which little happened, relayed in sentences with the surface simplicity of a grade-school primer. They made a cathedral-shaped
            place in her head, where the words could slowly turn. She allowed herself no more than one a day, decanted like port from
            a bottle.
         

         
         After Nisha left her on the sidewalk, Guin took a book from her bag. In its pages a trio of adults drove to the beach beneath
            soporific Italian sun. In exacting language, the author described the water, the sand, the shifting sexual loyalties.
         

         
         She couldn’t dig past the varnish. With the harrowing thirst of a dry drunk she craved Neverland. Narnia. Pern. Unrealities
            that would seal like syrup over her head. She craved—viciously she dragged a thumb over the forgotten lighter—the Ninth City.
         

         
         It was half past noon when she stood and made her way toward Second Avenue. The sky tinted as she walked to an ominous violet.
            Storm-scented breezes came up from the grates and down through the man-made canyons, hot little zephyrs that stirred the litter
            and the leaf debris. Everyone she passed looked furtive, opaque. She kept her eyes down, hurried her step until she was moving
            almost at a run. By the time she reached her apartment, rain was pocking her clothing in soft bursts.
         

         
         The woman at the front desk buzzed her in before she could dig out her keys. Guin kept her eyes down, nodding thanks as she hustled to the elevator. Half to herself, she said, “Wild day out there.” 

         
         The woman, Tracee, perked up. “It’s spooky, isn’t it?” Then, a little shyly, “Say hi to your brother for me.”

         
         Guin stopped, finger over the elevator button. “What?”

         
         “I said, say hi to your brother.”

         
         Guin wasn’t one of the friendly tenants. Her reserve of congeniality was drained by public life; she refused to draw debits
            on it every single time she exited or entered her own building. She assumed everyone who manned the front desk disliked her.
            And she lived with that, to avoid conversations like this one.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said slowly. “You want me to say hi, to Ennis Sharpe, from you.”

         
         Now Tracee’s smile was gone. “Yes? My apologies, I assumed you knew he was here.”

         
         Guin paced to the desk in four long strides and gripped it with both hands.

         
         “What. The fuck. Are you talking about.”
         

         
         Tracee tucked her chin. “Excuse me? I’m not paid enough to be cussed at.”

         
         Guin’s eye tic’d with an unnerving electrical cadence. She pressed a fingertip to the place. “I have no relationship with
            Ennis Sharpe. I do not know him. Who is in my apartment?”
         

         
         Tracee looked alarmed. “It’s—he said—he has keys.”
         

         
         Guin fumbled for her phone, pulling up a photo of Hank. “Is this who you mean? Is this who’s up there?”

         
         “Ms. Sharpe, I know who your brother is. I know what he looks like. He’s . . . kind of well-known.” Tracee paused, then went
            on reluctantly. “And he’s been here before.”
         

         
         Guin laughed. It was a bad sound that startled both of them. “How many times?”

         
         “I can’t speak for Russ and Angel, but on my shifts . . . this is the third time. In the year and a half I’ve been here.”

         
         Guin bounded to the elevator. Jammed her finger into the button, thinking of the sliver of time Ennis might use to escape by the stairs while she was heading up. As the doors closed after her she yelled, “Don’t let him leave!” 

         
         The elevator ascended killingly slow, then it opened and she was out. Her apartment door was closed, locked, no sign of forced
            entry. There wouldn’t be, if he’d gotten his hands on a key. How had he gotten a key? She fumbled the knob, almost falling in, then elbowed the door shut behind her.
         

         
         “Ennis!”

         
         It was the work of a minute to check everywhere. Even the unlikely places: linen closet, showers. Eerie stormlight poured
            through the windows and cast her panic in the colors of the end of the world.
         

         
         The apartment was empty. She could see no alteration in it, nothing moved or taken. But it didn’t feel unchanged. It held
            an unmistakable aura of artificiality. As if Ennis’s passage had turned it into a replica of itself: a simulacrum of a home.
            She was seeing it through his eyes.
         

         
         No books. Little furniture. Devoid not just of clutter but of Guin. I like it this way, she wanted to tell him. Did that make it any better? The place she called home was as indifferent to her as the hotel rooms
            she stayed in on the road.
         

         
         As she stood in the apartment’s center, scanning its defamiliarized lines, memories stacked themselves in her mind. Lightweight
            things she’d noted and brushed away. The Brita moving itself to the wrong place in her fridge. A blanket she left in a puddle
            on the couch folded up so prettily the next time she noticed it, tidier than she ever did it.
         

         
         There were other, earlier proofs. Once, maybe a year ago, she’d gone to the closet for her typewriter and found it set one
            shelf below its usual place. Not something she was imprecise about. And the morning—windows frosted, heat on, it must’ve been
            winter—when she woke to find a glass of water by her bed. Not unusual, except she’d woken up so thirsty in the middle of the
            night, wishing for a drink that wasn’t there, before falling back into sleep. She’d been uneasy enough to pour it, untouched,
            down the drain.
         

         
         All these shifts and inconsistencies that seemed to mean nothing now formed a picture of a life witnessed by someone unseen. The old weight settled on her shoulders, one she’d carried since her earliest comprehension of their sideways fame: the spider-sticky feeling of being surveilled. 

         
         How long had he been tracking her? Had he ever followed her, through this city or another? Did he know she was engaged? Did he care? Guin felt no sense of violation. Not then, not
            ever. Some part of her must have believed it was Ennis’s right to trespass this way.
         

         
         Maybe that was the message he was trying to send in coming here. You were mine. Remember? And you were mine, she thought. He seemed to have forgotten that.
         

         
         Then she saw it. The gift Ennis left for her.

         
         Odd that it took her so long to notice. Or maybe it was a matter of camouflage. The thing was nearly white, set against the
            white marble backsplash of the kitchen island. It had no place here, shouldn’t even exist anymore: the carved hand she’d dug
            out from a trunk in the Farmhouse attic. It stood on its severed wrist like a Hand of Glory.
         

         
         She’d forgotten the unlikely luminosity of its wood. Pale as the trees that grew sunless beneath the Ninth City’s surface.
            It was an object of power. Guin corrected herself. It had been, in their imaginations, when they were children. They’d used it as a divining rod, held out by its stump, palm flattened
            over the land. And it was true that sometimes it led them to some oddity: a trio of hewn and weathered stones that might have
            marked graves; a jay’s head mounted on a sharpened stick, its eyes two beads of black milk. But a child can always find secrets
            in the woods.
         

         
         For years she’d slept with the hand under her pillow. It kept her safe when the wolves were below, playing records, getting
            drunk, climbing the stairs in the thunderclap silence that followed the dawn. The hand ensured that none of them ever stopped
            at her door. Rattled the old lock loose. Let themselves in. Or so she once believed.
         

         
         Guin turned from the hand without touching it. She opened the fridge, took out one of Hank’s weird flavored seltzers, and downed half of it, sinuses searing with fizz. Outside her windows the skin of the city split, releasing a storm that lashed the glass. Guin didn’t hear it. She was lost in older sounds. Soughing wind and drowning grasses, an ocean of treetops shivering chandelier drops over the earth. 

         
         There’d been other pieces, besides the hand. God, she’d almost forgotten.

         
         That first spring a bird got caught in the great room’s chimney. Llewellyn opened the flue and bellowed some nonsense—Come down, oh you light-winged dryad of the trees!—then leaped back, robe flapping, as something dropped hard into the ashes. Not the bird. A pale wooden foot, ash-smeared
            but unburned.
         

         
         Another piece, Jonathan found. She could see him still, the fineness of his white shirt with the sleeves rolled back. Cigarillo
            in his teeth, chunk of carved wood in his hands, identifiable by its intentional curves and translucent glow. Edie, darling. Is this some kind of modern art?

         
         Shoulder, Ennis thought. Guinevere insisted it was part of a butt. Their parents didn’t seem to connect it with the foot in
            the flue. She’d been sure that if they looked long enough, they’d have found every piece. Shoulders and torso, another hand
            and foot. Somewhere, horribly, a head.
         

         
         The story they’d spun for themselves was vague. A woman of some devious order, a witch or enchantress, had been carved in
            effigy and broken to pieces: an attempt to break her power. A witch’s power, Ennis said with great sagacity, is concentrated in her hands and feet. Guinevere added, And her butt.
         

         
         Standing in her luxury kitchen, years and miles away, Guin pressed her hand to the carved one, palm to palm.

         
         Its surface was warm, slightly tacky. The last time she’d done this her fingers fit against the wooden ones exactly. Now they
            curled up and over its indents of nail.
         

         
         Nothing happened.

         
         Guin moved to the sink, scrubbing her dread away with lavender soap and hot water. When she pictured her brother in these rooms, she saw him as a boy. Ennis at twelve, treading her parquet floors, gaze too challenging for his forming face. To what end was he provoking her, dragging her back toward a past he’d so thoroughly disowned? 

         
         The advance copy of her memoir was on the counter behind the sink. She’d flipped through it before her last round of interviews,
            refreshing herself on what exactly was in its pages. As she took another swallow of seltzer her eye fell on its cover.
         

         
         She breathed bubbles, seeing what Ennis had done. When she was finished coughing, she looked again. Neatly her brother had
            blacked out the word Memoir and replaced it. The new title read: Ninth City Dreamer: A Fairy Tale.
         

         
         Guin laughed. Genuine and loud, all alone. Then she pressed both hands to her burning heart. The pain she felt was that of
            a body warming after it has been dangerously cold. Awful and affirming, it told her, You are alive.
         

         
         For years Ennis had floated so far above her, with his vaunted art and his impenetrable silence. Even the wooden hand was
            an offering too gnomic to perceive. This she could get her nails into. A defacement so petty and personal it almost felt like love.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine Months Ago

         
         “Tell me about your brother.”

         
         They were lying in Hank’s bed, rain drumming the skylights. It was a top-floor room, roof slanted like a Parisian garret’s.
            Guin had been dissolving into sleep, trying idly to recall whether she’d taken her birth control pill. When Hank spoke, she
            stiffened.
         

         
         He said, “You don’t have to answer.”

         
         She could hear the need beneath it. They’d been dating six months and he still wasn’t sure what kind of person she was. If
            only, Guin sensed him thinking, he could have some context. Something a little more relatable than dead celebrity parents, literary musedom, low-level international fame. She thought
            a long while before she answered, tracing fingers over his chest.
         

         
         “We were a cult. A two-person cult. He was the only other kid I knew.”

         
         “Yeah,” Hank said after a gap. “I can see that.”

         
         “He wasn’t funny.” She laughed. “Like, at all. He was serious. When we played, whatever we played, he was completely committed. Even if we made something up two minutes ago, he’d die
            defending it.”
         

         
         Guin rolled onto her back. Talking about Ennis felt . . . not good, exactly. She felt the way a maple tree might, full to bursting with secret sap, and someone finally coming along to tap
            it.
         

         
         “He was so interesting, so inventive. But he wasn’t a joking kind of person. I think he felt it was a form of cheating, to make someone laugh. A cheap way to connect.” She took a breath, held it. “Our dad, though. When he met someone, he couldn’t relax until he’d made them laugh. I remember once, at a rest stop . . .” 

         
         The memory played fuzzy as a filmstrip. Her dad clowning around with other people’s kids, acting gallant toward the women,
            making everyone fall half in love with him. His effervescence drifting like pollen over the scrub. And Edith sitting on the
            hood of the car, watching him from behind dark glasses. Touching the ends of her newly shorn hair. They’d been driving for
            the first time to the Farmhouse.
         

         
         Guin didn’t tell him any of this. She shook her head and said, “That was before he got sick.”

         
         Hank was barely breathing. He didn’t want to scare her off, stop her talking. He’d gone possum the moment she mentioned Llewellyn.

         
         “Maybe Ennis has changed.” He hadn’t, she was sure he hadn’t, and wanted to erase the words once she’d spoken them. “When
            I knew him, though, he was rigid in the way he saw things. Fierce, very black and white. About most things. But with me, with make-believe—full color. He was, you know, my brother.” She closed her eyes. The word a bullet, a key. “I always wished
            we’d been born twins. I could hardly bear it that he had to live two years without me.”
         

         
         She was silent then. Long enough that Hank held her tighter and murmured, “I had to live thirty.”

         
         Guin laughed a wet laugh. “Now picture that raggedy homeschooled kid whose one friend was her brother. Drop her in an upper
            Manhattan private school. And make it junior high.”
         

         
         He kissed her forehead, then the scar by her eye. Your blackberry scar, he called it, which made her feel like a bumpkin. “Oh, my poor sweet nerd.”
         

         
         At some point he’d gotten hold of the idea that she’d been a bashful, introverted teen. It made sense. She was almost thirteen
            by the time Bitsy enrolled her in school, and absolutely friendless. She knew literally no one outside of her grandparents
            and the tutor who’d spent a year attempting to correct for the wreckage of her early “education.”
         

         
         Hank was so fond of that image, that shy and wounded little Guinevere. The truth was, to Bitsy’s relief and her own enduring confusion, she’d been popular. All her obvious advantages—impressive parents, proper clothes, loads of money—were table stakes at her school. But Guin
            had a singular glamour no one could touch: she was a tragic orphan from the wilds of Vermont, her very existence written into a famous series. In many ways her classmates were older than her. But in certain very crucial ways, they would
            never be as old as Guinevere.
         

         
         Hank had been a nerd. A cool one. Athlete, mathlete, editor of the student paper. His mother showed Guin pictures. When Hank was in
            high school, he wanted to kiss pretty girls and get his nonno’s old Firebird running again. When Guin was in high school,
            she wanted to burn her fingertips on life like it was a glowing match head.
         

         
         While he was playing lacrosse and working shifts at his uncle’s deli and getting to third base in a wood-paneled rec room
            with his first love, a Model UN cutie named Hannah, Guin and her friends were stomping around the city like the entitled brats
            they were. They went to parties in condemned buildings and got fall-down drunk at unlicensed speakeasies. They swam in a pool
            made from a construction dumpster in Williamsburg and drank tallboys at pop-up dance parties tucked beneath bridges. It all
            had an artificial rind of grime, danger, extralegality. Sometimes Guin worried she was the only one who knew they were playing
            pretend.
         

         
         Maybe it was that knowledge that held her apart. Or maybe it had no name, the otherness that hung around her like a fog layer,
            marking her out for something else. Even her most sophisticated friends were a little cowed by her. Performed for her.
         

         
         And she looked back helplessly through the fog. Desperate to dispel it, to break free of her own singularity. To shake her
            sense that this life—everything she was living after the Farmhouse and the fire—was only epilogue.
         

         
         She was still trying to shake it. Guin didn’t want to be numb. Didn’t want all the years of her grown-up life to be tinted that same dun shade of aftermath. She rested her
            head on Hank’s chest.
         

         
         “I’m just a nerd,” she said in a breathy Marilyn voice. “What’ll they think when you take me to prom?”

         
         “Whatever it is, they better think it fast.” He wrapped a hand around her naked hip. “Before you go full Carrie on their asses.”

         
         Guin blinked up at him, then kissed him hard on the mouth.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Two
Three days until Mother

         
         Guin wrapped the wooden hand in a bedsheet. She wound it around and around until it was a shapeless bundle, then stuck it
            under the sink in the second bathroom next to a jug of Fabuloso.
         

         
         The storm had given way to an incandescent golden hour. The corner she could see from her bedroom window was clotted with
            summer people, their arms and legs bare. Guin squinted at them sullenly and thought of Bosch, of Rachel Kneebone. She yanked
            her blackout curtain down.
         

         
         Just for a moment, she lay on the bed. Kicked off one shoe, then the other. Wriggled out of her jeans. Fell asleep. And found
            herself inside the Farmhouse.
         

         
         Again the hall was longer than it should have been, lined with doors and closing in on a distant rectangle of unresolved space.
            This time, though, she was unafraid.
         

         
         She slid forward, fearless, frictionless, through the nearest door and into a room full of fire. Cool painted boxes of it,
            bright as server banks inside a dark gallery. Conflagration. Swiftly she moved past the lesser canvases, toward the final one. The blazing heart.
         

         
         She reached for it.

         
         The instant she made contact the fire overflowed its frame. It crawled up her fingers, wound around her hands in a blinding
            cat’s cradle. Then farther, up her arms, over her shoulders, mantling her in smokeless weight. Making a second cage around
            her ribs, like a saint’s blazing armor.
         

         
         Farther. The flames ringed her throat. Tighter. Blackout nipped at her temples, it pressed at her dreamer’s eyes. On the very edge of unconsciousness, Guin woke up gasping. 

         
         In her bed, on her belly, head deep in the sheets. Her own hands gripping her throat. She fought her way free in a helium
            panic, tears gathering in burning reservoirs behind her lashes.
         

         
         Sun made a neon line around one corner of the blackout curtain. The color of mid-morning, of too late. Fern gave her yesterday off, which had to mean bad things for her schedule today. But when she went for her phone, the texts
            and missed calls were from Hank.
         

         
         Guin spat a curse. The last text was on top, running down the screen and out of sight.

         
         
            I waited at the restaurant last night for an hour. I called you multiple times. I went so far as to walk to the train but
               I couldn’t handle traveling all the way to Manhattan to confirm you both forgot about me and couldn’t be bothered to pick
               up your phone. I give you all the space you ask for but I’m not here to be stood up, Guin. I have meetings after school then
               I’m heading straight to your place, eta 6. Don’t call, I want to talk in person.
            

         

         She called. Hung up when he didn’t answer, called again. Shame turning her stomach, she mumbled an apology to his voicemail.

         
         The soles of her feet were oddly tender as she stepped into the hall, squinting against daylight. In the kitchen she poured
            tap water over instant espresso grains and microwaved it to scalding. Stretched out on the couch, she imagined hot coffee
            moving through her, turning on the lights. But her brain stayed stubbornly dark. Everything she needed to think about loomed
            in there like unlit scenery flats.
         

         
         Her life had been going okay a week ago. She’d been doing fine. Promoting her memoir—a “curiously unrevealing peek behind the curtain, which might make fans wish they hadn’t looked,” thanks
            very much, Kirkus—and going on runs and getting ready, so close to ready, almost ready, to start wedding planning with a wonderful man. Then her brother reached out with a single finger and stopped her life from spinning. 

         
         Sometimes Guin imagined who Book Guinevere would have grown up to be, after all her grand adventures. If book six had been
            written, and she’d been delivered safely onto the opposite shore: life after magic. If she were real. Who might she have become?
         

         
         Guin could only ever picture her as an archetype. Career woman, one in a quartet of codependent drunks, endlessly discussing
            bad dates over brunch. Upper-class wife in white gloves, finger pads dusty with Klonopin. Urban eccentric, walking a rabbit
            on a leash through Washington Square Park.
         

         
         Except Book Guinevere never had to grow up. Was never forced to become a girl cosplaying a woman, all of childhood’s shining
            avenues gone dark at her back.
         

         
         And Guin was being awfully maudlin for ten in the morning. Sternly she pushed these thoughts aside and burned her chest on
            the last of the espresso, taken in a gritty slug. Then she picked up her phone and scrolled to a number from which—a little
            over a year ago, right after The Door Museum’s closing—she’d gotten two hang-up calls. When she looked it up, it was cited as the inquiries contact on an old Ennis Sharpe
            press release. She’d saved it as Candy??

         
         She was right. Candy picked up after two rings, sounding suspicious. “Hello?”

         
         “Candy. It’s Guinevere.”

         
         A stale pause. “Hi.”

         
         “I’ve been thinking.” Guin spoke fast. “About what you said, and in general, and I’m ready to talk. In person. Can we meet?
            Today?”
         

         
         “Look. Guinevere.” Candy took an audible breath. “Ennis fired me.”

         
         Guin straightened. “What? When?”
         

         
         “Couple days ago.” Her voice was stonelike, immovable. “I signed a nondisclosure on the way out. My very generous severance
            is dependent on it. And paying my rent is dependent on that severance. I don’t see myself landing another job any time soon,
            do you?”
         

         
         Guin did not. Candy was tarred by the brush that smeared Ennis, minus the mitigating factors of maleness, genius.

         
         “Shit. I’m—” She couldn’t quite say she was sorry. “Did he say why?”

         
         “I think we both know why.”

         
         Because Candy went to Guin, and he found out? Or because he sensed her absolute devotion had wavered? How narcissistic was Ennis these days?
         

         
         “Right. But.” Guin faltered and reset. “When you asked the other day how much I remember. I remember plenty. But I’m starting
            to think there are things I didn’t know. I was a kid, and sometimes I had these—suspicions. That felt, not possible. And I’m having them again. I’m making these
            connections. I’m not trying to screw you over, I actually do mean that. But, Candy.” She licked her lips. “Please. There’s no one else I can ask.”
         

         
         “You could try Arlene.”

         
         “Fitzpatrick?” Guin made a face, unsure whether Candy was messing with her. “Ennis’s ex? What does she know?”

         
         Candy didn’t reply. Nor did she hang up. Guin could hear Wire playing in the background, low. She said, “I’m not asking you
            to break the NDA. I’m looking for a yes or a no. Is the art . . . is there something about his art . . .”
         

         
         Abruptly, with the brash cadence of someone jumping off a high place on a dare, Candy said, “Arthur Borelli.”

         
         She might as well have lobbed a rock. Guin didn’t say, Who?, didn’t pretend not to recognize the name. She tried to get her breath back.
         

         
         “And”—Candy cleared her throat—“Marla Kaufman.”

         
         An ocean sound yawned in Guin’s ears. “What about her?”

         
         “You said you’re making connections. And I said two names. This isn’t a conversation, I signed an NDA.”

         
         “Right. Yes. Thank you.”

         
         “For what? I didn’t even answer when you called.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Three
2003

         
         Guinevere lay on her belly beneath the great room window, notebook open on the floor. Her body was in shadow, her hands and
            head in a patch of sun. In the story she was revising the sky was sapphire, then cerulean. She chewed her pencil end. Azure?
         

         
         When you were a writer like she was, everything mattered, not just the words. The way the floorboards lined up beneath her,
            the bite and glide of her blue rollerball pen, the sun an itch in her hair. Most importantly, her family was elsewhere—woods,
            studio, third-floor room.
         

         
         It was only when she was alone that it happened.

         
         She didn’t have words for it, not sensible ones. Unsensible ones, then: when she got everything right, reality receded. It left in its wake a shimmering place. She thought—though
            she never asked him—it might feel the way a spotlight had for her father, when he was onstage.
         

         
         And when the spotlight came, the other thing might follow.

         
         What happened was, the house drew closer. Not the walls, the something else. Looking over her shoulder, breathing cedar scent into her hair. Its very atmosphere concentrating into a point so fine it
            felt like a presence.
         

         
         This presence (she imagined) was proud of her. It marveled at her: Guinevere Sharpe, the writer. If it had a shape, it would be a woman’s. Leaning close, whispering in her ear, so
            that all the little nerves there thrilled. Good girl. Bright girl.

         
         “What are you writing?”

         
         In one motion she clapped her notebook shut, sat up, and turned toward the voice.

         
         “Whoa.” The stranger standing there had his hands up. “I didn’t mean to surprise you. Being a nosy git, that’s all.”

         
         Guinevere said nothing, only looked at him. She felt famished and shaky. The sun had moved while she was inside the spotlight,
            retreating to the farthest wall. And he was a lot to look at. A human willow tree, skinny and tall, standing at a forward
            lean. His wild willowish hair was brown, his brows nearly black. His face was so narrow she would’ve thought he was a teenager,
            if not for the deepness of his voice.
         

         
         “I’m a writer, too,” he said. “That’s why I asked.”

         
         Guinevere already knew what he was. Or at least what category he was in. Her parents’ houseguests were all like him. Opinionated,
            arty. Sometimes beautiful, often weird, always intense.
         

         
         You mean batshit, Ennis said. He was jealous. The guests were musicians, poets, playwrights, sculptors. People Edith met in the city or Llewellyn
            met in town. Some were strangers trying their luck, showing up at the house with their books and paintings and guitars.
         

         
         The woman who kissed Ennis in the woods two years ago was only the first of Edith’s pilgrims. Her trespass seemed, almost,
            to start something. Or to break it: the magical seal over their playland that only Anne had managed to pierce. After the kissing
            woman, lots of people came. Edith was famous enough, in the distant world, that the house had become famous, too.
         

         
         Everyone knows about the Farmhouse.

         
         One of Llewellyn’s models told Guinevere this. Long ropy body like a Schiele woman, hair scooped into a fat black bun. She
            was walking the grass between studio and orchard in a robe and bare feet, eating peaches, bored enough to talk to the grubby
            little girl watching her.
         

         
         It’s a really big thing to get an invite, the woman confided. Her breath smelled of stone fruit and beer. You’re so lucky you get to grow up here. She rolled her eyes. When I was a kid I lived in a ranch house. On a cul-de-sac.
         

         
         Nothing could’ve sounded more exotic to Guinevere. Ranch house, evoking misty prairie land, soft-mouthed animals. Then the French lilt and uncouth slap of cul-de-sac.
         

         
         The Farmhouse, on the other hand, was a stupid, inaccurate nickname, thought up by some city visitor. The only farms around
            here were for Christmas trees.
         

         
         The willow-tree man drifted over to the coffee table, covered in cups and ashtrays and teetering stacks of books. “Complete Curriculum: Grade Four,” he read, touching one dusty cover then another. “The Renegades of Pern. Hah. I know which one I’m picking. I’m Arthur, by the way. You must be Guinevere.” His face brightened. “Oh, snap! I just
            heard it.” Crossing to where she sat, he offered his hand. “My queen.”
         

         
         He spoke in a fancy voice, like a total dork. She let him take her hand. Arthur bowed low as if to kiss it, then loosed a
            conscious laugh, letting go before his lips made contact.
         

         
         She cradled the hand, looking at him. A glittery heat was gathering in her chest and fingertips. Up close she could see his
            lashes were as black as his brows, his arms haphazardly scattered with tattoos. A cowled skull, a bar code, a sun with a mournful
            face. Black bands of differing widths circled his wrists. Running up his inner elbow, in lowercase, eat the rich.
         

         
         So the first thing she said to Arthur Borelli was this:

         
         “My mom is rich.”

         
         He saw where she was looking and flexed his arm. “Hope she tastes good.” He wrinkled his nose. “Ew, never mind. Sorry. So,
            uh. What’s in the notebook?”
         

         
         Ennis would be mad if she told him. But Ennis got mad a lot. Her brother lived in a parallel world, a realm where their parents
            and the visitors didn’t even exist. He’d walk right past them, as if they were invisible. Honestly it didn’t seem worth the
            stress. Still. She probably shouldn’t tell Arthur anything.
         

         
         “It’s a story,” she said. “About a boy who falls in love with a girl he sees in his dreams. He goes crazy looking for her, all over the place. And when he finally meets her, she’s young and he’s a hundred years old. The whole time he was dreaming of the future. And as soon as he sees her, he dies.” 

         
         Arthur was silent long enough for her ego to shake, crack, threaten to crumble. Then slowly he said, “Dude. That’s hardcore.
            I love it. It’s like a ‘Wandering Aengus’ retelling, with a sci-fi twist.”
         

         
         All the cracks in her ego sealed up with gold. Trying to sound indifferent, she said, “Yeah.”

         
         “So, I have an idea.” His thumb was tapping against his fingers in repeating counts of four. His black brows went up and he
            looked faintly insane. “You let me read your story, I’ll let you read mine. Then we meet in three days to discuss. What do
            you think?”
         

         
         Three days. Maybe he’d still be here then, maybe he wouldn’t. Her parents’ houseguests rarely bothered saying goodbye. Even
            the kind ones, the funny ones, the ones who taught her how to write a sestina or play a G chord or make a butterfly out of
            a dollar bill. Their departures were as abrupt as Anne’s had been, long ago.
         

         
         Guin narrowed her eyes, thinking. Then carefully she detached the story from her notebook. “Don’t lose it, okay? And don’t show it to my parents. And don’t—if my brother talks to you, don’t mention it.”
         

         
         “I won’t do any of those things,” he said solemnly. His fingers brushed hers as he took the pages and they were cool, sparking
            watery against her skin. Then he reached into his back pocket and took out a paperback, bent like the cup of a palm. Its cover
            was plain and read,
         

         
         
            	the wandering country

            	arthur borelli

            	advance reader copy

         

         “Oh.” She held it in two hands, looking. “It’s a whole book.”
         

         
         Arthur laughed. He really did look like a living willow tree. Like a mythical curse, half undone. “I wasn’t trying to trick you. You can just read the first chapter, if you want. To make it even.” 

         
         Guinevere shook her head. What she was trying to say was she didn’t know he was a real author. This made it ten times scarier
            that her pages were in his hands.
         

         
         “Three days,” said Arthur. “Then we’ll talk.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Four
2003

         
         The Wandering Country begins with a boy traveling by train through a nighttime landscape, alone. He’s been on the move a long time already, there’s
            a sense of endlessness to both his journey and the night. As the train advances toward an iron-gated city, it’s halted by
            the rise of a thick fog.
         

         
         From inside the fog, strains of music can be heard. Heady perfumes come and go—fruit, ocean, incense, the saps of unnamable
            trees. Strange figures can be glimpsed within it, some of which seem intent on entering the train. The passengers are nervous
            but unsurprised, which puts into context certain things mentioned previously in passing: the iron latches and frames on the
            windows, the heavy salt canisters in each car.
         

         
         Eventually, a passenger calls the fog by its name: the Wandering Country. It’s a fey terrain that rolls through human territories
            like a tumbleweed, imposing its dangerous rule. Then a brakeman discovers a gap in a window’s iron casing. A head count is
            ordered; passenger numbers are found to be greatly reduced.
         

         
         The remaining travelers gather in the heavily protected dining car. At the suggestion of the eldest among them—an opera singer,
            continually feeding bits of cake to a pet she keeps in a covered cage—they decide to tell stories to pass the time.
         

         
         Each tale is seeded with oddities that bring into focus a picture of the world beyond the fog, like ours, but not entirely. And each reveals its teller’s hidden connection to the changeable realm pressing at the windows. 

         
         Among the cast is a disgraced duchess and a heartbroken pirate, a famous inventor and a wicked little girl with a veiled companion.
            When it’s the boy’s turn to tell his story, he presents it as a fairy tale.
         

         
         It tells of a gifted ironworker who becomes too boastful in his claims of fortifying his cottage against the Wandering Country.
            The fey become intent on stealing his children to punish him, and in the end one slides through a keyhole he carved, in his
            hubris, from a piece of labradorite.
         

         
         As he reaches the ending of his story, the boy—not really a boy—undoes his window’s iron latches and lets the fairies in.

         
         

         “What are you reading?”

         
         Guinevere startled. The fictional scents of steam engine and Earl Grey gave way to peach blossom. Her brother stood below
            her, leaning on the axe with the nicked red head. He must’ve been sharpening it. In the grass his witch toes flexed, the third
            ones longer than the second. He was so skinny these days, you could string his ribs like a lyre.
         

         
         She closed the book and showed its cover.

         
         Ennis scowled. “Arthur Borelli. Edith’s new boyfriend? With the stupid hair?”

         
         “He’s not her boyfriend.”

         
         He gave her a look. “Don’t be a dumbass.”

         
         “I’m not.”
         

         
         “Whatever.” He made a careless gesture. “Is it any good?”

         
         It was good. It was so good. It sent her heart flying along roller-coaster tracks. It made her thirsty for something that wasn’t water. When she stopped
            reading everything around her looked flat. She had to blink for a moment, eyes watering, before it rebounded.
         

         
         She glanced at the book’s cover like she’d never seen it before. “Not really.”

         
         Ennis’s shoulders eased. The motion was slight, but she saw it.

         
         “I figured. Meet me at the house soon, okay? We can’t get lazy.”

         
         He didn’t mean the Farmhouse, he meant their house. The one they’d been building and rebuilding, each time making it better, more houselike. He waited for her nod before walking away, swinging the axe up onto his shoulder in a gesture so quick it made her flinch.
            Guinevere watched until he was a shape between trees, then a blur among shadows, then gone.
         

         
         She opened the book and kept reading.

         
         

         There were two kinds of visitors at the Farmhouse.

         
         The first came from the city or from artsy little enclaves around Vermont. They pulled up in cars that rutted the grass along
            the drive, to drink wine and smoke hand-rolled cigarettes and kiss among the peach trees. They played records and turned on
            all the lamps in Llewellyn’s studio and danced on the places where light hit the grass. They filled the Farmhouse, talking
            and talking and talking. They never seemed to shut up. They hung around for a few hours or a few days, and then one morning they were gone before
            breakfast.
         

         
         Then there was the second kind. The ones who stayed.

         
         Llewellyn’s models, mainly. They spent weeks folding themselves into the life of the house, picking fruit, making coffee,
            driving the family’s blue pickup to the nearest town for groceries and books and cigarettes. They argued about things they’d
            read or heard or seen and picked through vinyl stacks, carrying records with them when they went to pose for Llewellyn in
            Art Church. They ate Guinevere’s cereal and left the coffeepot on until it burned. They ranged over the Farmhouse like it
            belonged to them, Tam Lins and Lady Isabels with paint in their hair, smelling of smoke and unwashed skin and something deeper,
            more suggestive than that.
         

         
         Worse than them, far worse, were Edith’s acolytes—Llewellyn’s word. Guinevere had to look it up.
         

         
         The first was a folk singer from Virginia who smelled so bad you could trace her path through the rooms after she’d left them.
            She was given to fits of pale staring, like a character in a gothic novel, and subsisted on what she tersely described as
            the optimal human diet: potatoes, oranges, and milk.
         

         
         After that came the waitress. A former 4-H kid with a shaved head and a powerful R. Crumb body she flatly refused to let Llewellyn paint. She was writing an epic poem in longhand in a notebook. She liked Ennis fine but was blatantly contemptuous of Guinevere, who despised her right back until the day she snuck a peek at the notebook. 

         
         The poetry in its pages played music over the knobs of her spine. It blew smoke in her face and plunged her into cold water.
            For days her own writing was stained by its fluorescence. After that she had a dreadful crush on the girl, who flicked her
            on the forehead and said, “Staring is rude, rabbit.”
         

         
         The one thing they, and now Arthur, had in common was talent, so bright it stood out like gilt on a Bible. Both women had departed without fanfare or goodbye. Run up, she guessed, against
            the end of Edith’s attention span.
         

         
         It was weird, though. The waitress’s precious notebook, always cradled in her arms like a spiral-bound infanta. When she left
            the Farmhouse, she left the notebook, too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Five
2003

         
         Falling in love was not a thing you could describe.

         
         Guinevere wanted to, she tried. She wrote of hearts and hands and flowers. She reread key bits of books with love stories
            in them and grew frustrated by the limits of language.
         

         
         The world had been muffled and now it was not, that was all. Some protective layer had peeled away, and she could feel everything.
         

         
         It was thrilling and faintly sickening. She felt her brother’s suspicion, tinting the air a cold yellow. Sensed the invisible
            power lines that ran between her parents, crackling with resentment and need. Even the breeze was different, tingling over
            her skin like mouthwash. The alteration was so apparent, so complete, it never struck her that it wasn’t the world but herself
            that had changed.
         

         
         She was in love with his book. Guinevere kept telling herself this, and she almost believed it. Until Arthur found her in the grass beyond the orchard,
            making a dandelion chain.
         

         
         This was by design. She’d pictured him seeing her there, a May Queen among the wildflowers. But nothing plays out like it
            does in your head. Her fingers were bitter with dandelion milk, sunburn scratched at her nose. As he approached, she could
            see slashes of red pen on the pages in his hand. Her pages. He didn’t comment on the pretty picture she made, only absently said, “There you are. So I read your story, and look.
            You’ve got a lot to unlearn.”
         

         
         He raised his eyes, from the page to her face, and his own filled with horror. “Oh, sh . . . oot. What an asshole I am. A-hole. Coming at you like this. For a second I forgot you’re a kid.” 

         
         Well, that cut her down to size. Guinevere stuck a pungent fingertip in her mouth to punish herself.
         

         
         “It’s because I’m excited. Seriously, I really liked it. Hey.” He ducked his head, trying to get her to look at him. “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have made a single note. I’d
            have said, Whoa, what a fun story, and never talked to you again. I don’t waste my time on bad art, okay? And look at all these notes.”
         

         
         He flapped with such ferocity she had to look, then laugh, a little grudgingly. “Fine,” she said. “Tell me.”

         
         Arthur plopped down beside her, right on top of the flowers. His butt would be dusted yellow when he stood. Smoothing her
            story flat, he said, “Okay. Look at the sky. What color is it?”
         

         
         Guinevere looked up. The sky was blue, but indifferently so, stringy with clouds like unpicked cotton balls. Crossly she said,
            “It’s a different sky in my story.”
         

         
         “Fair. Just—sometimes blue is more powerful than sapphire. Sometimes red hits harder than crimson. You’re a writer, you get to use all the words. Don’t forget the little cheap ones down at the bottom. ‘It was a dark and
            stormy night,’ remember? Not a, oh, inky and tempestuous one.”
         

         
         She pursed her lips. She couldn’t remember one single line from any book that she might use to disprove him.

         
         “I mean, you get to sprinkle in the good stuff.” He scanned the grass, plucked something up, and handed it to her. A four-leaf
            clover! He didn’t even look surprised. “Azure is a good word. I mean, Nabokov used it. ‘I was the shadow of the waxwing slain,’ etcetera.”
         

         
         She twirled her clover. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a kid, remember? You don’t have to show off in front
            of me.”
         

         
         Arthur laughed, a big shout. “I’m insufferable, it’s well known. But, hey.” He tapped the page earnestly. “This is really
            good. I’m kind of like,” with his fingers he mimed an explosion beside his ear. “This girl is how old? When you’re my age you’ll be running laps around me, laughing.”
         

         
         Faintly she remembered thinking he looked like a dorky tree. What had been wrong with her eyes? “Okay. Thank you.”

         
         “Thank you. My notes are all on there, look ’em over and we’ll talk more when you’re ready. And, uh.” He nodded toward the book on the
            grass. “Did you have time to read it?”
         

         
         Guinevere held him in suspense. It felt like holding sunshine on the palm of her hand. It was a pleasure to give it away,
            to see his face flood with happy relief when she said, “Yes. I loved it. I mean, I really loved it.”
         

         
         “You did? Oh, thank god.” He let his head fall back, showing the strong cords of his neck, the half inch of pale skin below
            his T-shirt collar. “It’s a children’s book, and you’re the first actual child to read it. I was so worried you’d think it
            sucked. Or sounded like it was written by an old crusty.”
         

         
         She shrugged. The first actual child. Fine, yes, she was a child. She wouldn’t be one in ten years, when she and Arthur Borelli got married.
         

         
         He was looking at her. He started to speak, then shook his head. Half smiling, he said, “What I don’t understand is why doesn’t
            your dad paint you. And your brother. You’re both very, you know. Picturesque.”
         

         
         Her posing had worked. Queen of the May! Bliss came over her in a hot pink haze and made her lose her mind. “My dad’s not
            very talented.”
         

         
         His brows went up, though he didn’t deny it. “Well. Talent’s not everything.” Flushing, he said, “Your mom, though. Damn.
            Did you know, I started writing The Wandering Country the day I finished reading her first book?”
         

         
         Guinevere looked down at her flower chain. It was already wilting. She said, “I’m not the Guinevere in the book. I mean, she’s
            not me.”
         

         
         “Of course you’re not.”

         
         “Like, if you thought I was and that’s why you wanted to talk to me, I’m not.” She ripped up a fistful of clover. “Just so you know.”
         

         
         There were three Ninth City books, and a fourth publishing soon. She’d gotten her hands on all but the last. There was no one she could talk to about how she felt when she read them. Llewellyn was useless, Ennis pretended the books didn’t even exist. And Edith . . . forget it. 

         
         If she were to tell Arthur what it was like, she’d say this:

         
         There was a gas station grocery her dad stopped at sometimes, when he let them tag along with him to town. When you walked
            in, you could see yourself on a security TV hanging above the door. There were screens throughout the store, you could track
            yourself like a hunter.
         

         
         The girl on the TVs looked like Guinevere. She moved like Guinevere. Yet she couldn’t quite believe that girl was her. She seemed a doppelgänger, dangerously opaque, drifting through the aisles with dirty hair and hidden intentions.
         

         
         If that video girl was her dark twin, Book Guinevere was her bright one. She took real Guinevere’s name and face and even
            something of her essence. But she was a glossy confectionary version of a girl. A candied cherry without the pit. Guinevere
            couldn’t have hated her more if she were a flesh-and-blood rival.
         

         
         “Guinevere.” Arthur looked stern. “I’m talking to you because I want to. I want to talk about writing with another writer, that’s why I’m here. But . . .”
         

         
         Guinevere waited. “But what?”

         
         “It’s different than I thought it would be. Staying at the Farmhouse.” He cupped his long hands and scooped them outward over
            the grass, like a swimmer. “I thought we’d write together, me and your mom. Or that she’d at least read my stuff. I assumed
            she invited me to stay because she liked the book, then yesterday I found the copy I gave her exactly where she first put
            it down.”
         

         
         Guinevere said nothing. If he was looking for her to commiserate with him about her mother’s indifference, he would die disappointed.

         
         “And I’m having trouble sleeping.” He said it very softly. “Or, I’m sleeping too well. Like I got knocked out by a rock. I
            never wake up feeling rested, though. And I just keep having the same damned dream.”
         

         
         The jolt went through her before the memory did. An old one: her ear pressed to her parents’ bedroom door, listening to her father’s voice. It’s every night, it’s the same dream . . .

         
         “What dream?”

         
         It came out too sharp. Arthur smiled ruefully. “No one,” he said, gathering himself, “and I mean no one, sounds interesting when they talk about their dreams.”
         

         
         I think you should leave. Right now, today.

         
         She didn’t say it. Why would she? He was a grown-up. He would stay as long as it took for him to realize Edith would never
            take him seriously, then he would slip away without a goodbye. Instead, she said, “Thanks for reading my story. I want to
            look at your notes. Alone.”
         

         
         He didn’t seem offended. Probably nothing she did or said could hurt him at all.

         
         “You got it. I’m honored, though, Guinevere. To be your first reader.” His earnestness returned in a swelling wave. “One day
            you’re gonna look up from the podium at your latest book release and you’ll see some skinny punk fucker—sorry—grinning at
            you from the back of the room. You won’t even remember me. But I’ll remember you, Queen Guinevere.”
         

         
         She stared at him. The back of her tongue tasted like honey, her hair was hot on her scalp. For no reason at all she remembered
            the view from their long-lost palazzo. A dim tunneling space, and at its end a rectangle of dazzling marine light.
         

         
         “I think you should leave.” She said it in a rush. “Now. Don’t spend another—”
         

         
         “I get it, I get it.” He cut her off, hands up. “I’ll leave you to it. When you’re ready to talk, come find me. And I’m gonna
            make you tell me everything you liked about The Wandering Country, because I’m feeling about one inch high.”
         

         
         

         She was a coward. It was a bitter realization, when in her imaginings she was always a pirate, a knight, a warrior queen.
            Queen Guinevere.

         
         She could make it right. She would give him no explanation—she had none. Only her own conviction, whatever that was worth. The very next time she saw Arthur, she would convince him to leave the Farmhouse. 

         
         The next time she saw him, he was kissing her mother’s neck.

         
         Guinevere had no great attachment to the idea of her parents’ marriage. Any illusion she might’ve had that it resembled the
            cozy marriages she encountered in books had dissipated long ago.
         

         
         And in her life so far, she’d seen plenty of things she didn’t understand, that stuck up like ugly monoliths in the darks
            of her mind. Her world was populated almost entirely by boundaryless grown-ups. She’d seen people feverishly kissing and terribly
            drunk. She’d watched a woman slap a man hard across the face, and a different man punch a different woman right in the stomach,
            so she bent over and spat.
         

         
         But the tableau she stumbled on that afternoon was so rich in adult context, so far beyond her ken, it became one of the hammer
            blows that shaped her. It was made equally of awfulness and beauty.
         

         
         Edith stood in the center of the great room, wearing a robe of rosewood silk. Her eyes were closed. Arthur was in front of
            and slightly alongside her, one hand dipped into the robe to cup her breast and his mouth open on her neck. Her legs were
            bare; his straddled them in faded denim. They were lovely in the light. A pair of entwined Klimt figures, hair glowing like
            polished wood.
         

         
         Arthur slid his hand downward, and the robe opened farther. She saw her mother’s pubic hair, heard the slick hiss of a zipper.
            Then came the shock of Arthur’s pale ass, rising as his jeans fell, and her mother’s eyelids fluttering, and—
         

         
         Guinevere ran away on socked feet.

         
         She’d been taken to the edge of understanding. Whatever lay beyond the parting robe, the hissing zipper, glinted and squirmed
            in her mind. Unseeable, inescapable, coating her thoughts like petroleum jelly. She took pains, after that, to avoid Arthur
            Borelli. To never see him again.
         

         
         It was easy. Two days later, he was gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Six
Two days until Mother

         
         Mechanically Guin stood, walked to her bedroom, and pulled on running clothes.

         
         Arthur Borelli.

         
         Tracee wasn’t working the front desk, a small mercy. Guin pushed out into the heat and, without preamble, began to sprint.
            After less than a block her body reminded her she’d slept through dinner and skipped breakfast.
         

         
         Marla Kaufman.

         
         She pushed on anyway, stacking mile upon mile, not looping back until her limbs felt jellied and her stomach was roaring.
            When she got upstairs and checked her phone, she had a voicemail from Regina. She left it to listen to after her shower.
         

         
         By the time she was dressed Regina had called twice more.

         
         Guin felt a first trickling of unease. She inhaled a banana, a granola bar, orange juice from the bottle. When the gnawing
            in her middle had subsided, she sat at the kitchen island with her laptop. Probably she’d missed a scheduled interview. Better
            to figure that out before returning Regina’s call.
         

         
         She opened her email and was hit with a rush of bad adrenaline. Her inbox was entirely in bold.

         
         She skimmed the screen. Messages from journalists, from Hart & Crane. Penelope, the writer she’d met at the Hoxton, was in
            there, subject line: Follow-up chat? And Ennis’s ex, Arlene: We need to talk.

         
         Even more troubling, there were messages from old friends, people who actually knew her. This was bad. Bad bad. Something to do with Ennis. She finger-stabbed a message at random.
         

         
         It was from an old schoolmate named Sloane, a wannabe choreographer whose mother had been a Martha Graham dancer. Sloane kept
            the downtown artist act going right up until she married a finance guy at thirty and promptly bore twins. They were almost
            two and still as hairless as sphynx cats. In the photos Sloane posted they wore fat bows on elastic bands and glared at the
            camera with a dim fury, like a pair of jowly duchesses in fascinators.
         

         
         Her email’s subject line: You okay bb???

         
         Guinnie! the message began.
         

         
         No one had ever called her that, not even Sloane. In a queasy rush redolent of Jo Malone and ironic Rumple Minze shots, Guin
            remembered why she’d let their friendship drop.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I’ve been thinking about you lately my lovely and when I saw the video I knew it was a sign to reach out. Sending lots of
                     love and hoping you are weathering the storm as is your classic style ;) V excited for your new book and will pick it up at
                     the shops as soon as I can. I’ll have to sneak some cheeky reading time when the twins are sleeping! If they ever sleep!!
                     🤪 Drinks soon?? It’s been way too long lady xx
                  

               

            

         
         Guin couldn’t even savor her irritation over the Britishisms. The video. What video? Not her appearance on Samantha Brice,
            interest in that had come and gone. With a sense of creeping dread, she typed her own name into search. The top hit was from
            early that morning.
         

         
         
            TikToker Shares Secret Recording of Literary Nepo Baby

         

         Softly Guin pressed the fingers of her left hand to her mouth. With her right she scrolled to the embedded video, posted by
            an account called @NishaDaily. Guin allowed herself one breath to really let the self-loathing run through her, then hit play.
         

         
         Nisha Dey sat in an indoor space with a brick wall behind her. She was lit the pillowy depthless white of a Glossier ad. Without preamble, voice affectless and face void of emotion, Nisha began. 

         
         “Last year my friend Marla Kaufman lost her life attending an exhibit by artist Ennis Sharpe, son of author Edith Sharpe.
            He has accepted no culpability. He has shown no remorse. Well, Marla was an artist, too. She was a brilliant screenwriter
            with a thousand stories to tell. She was a daughter and a sister and a friend and a complicated person, and a lot of people
            loved her very much.”
         

         
         For a beat she looked down, then took a breath and resumed.

         
         “Yesterday Ennis Sharpe’s sister, Guinevere Sharpe, contacted me. She said she wanted to talk, I assumed in defense of her
            brother. I agreed to meet her, and it turned out I was wrong. This is the conversation we had.”
         

         
         She must have been filming herself on someone else’s phone. She held up her own, pushing play with one orange-varnished fingertip.

         
         An atmospheric buzz came through first, a layer cake of recorded sound. She’d filtered out the matrix of background noise
            that made Guin feel protected—the yapping bourgeoisie, the slow-passing trucks. Only their voices remained, clarified by subtitles
            that appeared in chunky text over the bib of Nisha’s overalls. Her voice came first.
         

         
         We’d been friends since the second grade.

         
         Shit. I’m sorry. Hearing herself, Guin cringed. The words sounded glib, even though she’d meant them.
         

         
         Thank you. So, what are we here to talk about? I assume you want to exonerate your brother.

         
         The opposite, actually.

         
         Sorry. What’s the opposite?

         
         Guin’s chest hollowed out. The blow fell softly, in her own lowered voice.

         
         What if Ennis is to blame? Not him, not physically. His art. What if there’s—what if there’s something wrong with it?

         
         Meaning?

         
         A long pause. Sitting at her laptop, jaw clenched, Guin waited for the rest.

         
         The thing about Ennis’s art is it watches you back. I don’t understand how he does it. How he became this person making art that feels . . . bigger. Than
               I thought it would feel. Bigger than Ennis.

         
         There were jumpy bits in there, places where Nisha made cuts, removing her own voice from the conversation and making the
            things Guin was saying sound unhinged. Where were Nisha’s statements on art, on Marla? The audio went on, damningly.
         

         
         He’s opening another show. In Brooklyn, on Wednesday.
         

         
         Nisha’s voice returned. I know. I’ll probably go. Aversion therapy, or something.
         

         
         Don’t.

         
         Why not?

         
         Just don’t.

         
         Do you think something’s going to happen? You do. You do think that. What’s gonna happen?

         
         I don’t know why I’m here. The panic in her own recorded voice crawled under Guin’s skin. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Why he’s putting on this show. Why the name of it, why now. But if I do nothing, and
               something happens again . . .
         

         
         Again. As in, after Marla? Or again like—after something else? A pause, and Nisha continued. You know you’re not his keeper, right? Damn. You had a pretty fucked-up childhood, didn’t you?

         
         Guin had forgotten this bit until she heard her own reply. Meant as a gallows joke, not a confession, though no one would’ve
            guessed it.
         

         
         Of course. Didn’t we all?

         
         Nisha tapped her phone and the recording stopped. All through it her face had stayed impassive. “I don’t know what Guinevere
            was trying to tell me. Maybe you do. Theories in the comments.” The video jumped to a shivering TikTok logo.
         

         
         Guin slumped, awash in the thunderous functioning of her body. Sawing breath, thick heartbeat, sour sweat wicking into the
            cotton of her bra.
         

         
         Then she straightened and watched the video again. And again, committing her own words to memory. She stared at nothing, thoughts rustling like a patch of grass. Going over and over what she’d said, thinking on how she could repackage it, use it. She’d been a public person long enough to know there were two ways through this. Ignore it completely, or lean into the
            curve.
         

         
         There was, two years ago, a very miniature scandal. Or at least the threat of one. A magazine fact-checker contacted Guin
            about an article set to run, written by a woman who’d been one of Llewellyn’s models. Her essay covered the weeks she spent
            among the drifting demimonde of the Farmhouse: posing for Llewellyn, attending the Sharpes’ famously shaggy parties. Being
            stung by the bees that hung over the orchard, going on barefoot grocery runs in the blue pickup everyone referred to as the
            company car.
         

         
         The fact-checker saved the woman’s descriptions of young Guinevere and Ennis for last. Words like skinny. Feral. Neglected. Guin put a smile in her voice, ended the conversation, and called her lawyer.
         

         
         By the time it ran, the article had been edited down into a toothless pastoral. Edith and the kids were barely in it. Any
            grit it had came from shopworn intimations that Llewellyn slept with his models.
         

         
         There remained, however, a whiff of the unsavory, something almost sinister in Edith’s palpable absence. It all seemed the
            slightest bit Jonestown. So, rather than ignoring the essay, Guin chose option two: leaning hard into the curve. She called
            Hart & Crane and let them know she was in, she’d do it, she would write the memoir they’d been asking for. Well. Someone would write it, and her name would be on the cover.
         

         
         It was the right time. People were ready for more nuanced takes on their female idols. It had always been unrealistic to present
            her mother as a saint. Guin was grateful to the essayist for forcing her hand, with her cute little piece and its bog-standard
            depictions of an arty household. So what if she and Ennis ran wild? Great Women who put their art on par with—though never
            above—their children were in style. Edith Sharpe had only been a little ahead of her time.
         

         
         Guin turned that spate of bad press to Hart & Crane’s benefit, as well as her own. She’d do the same with this one. Her stomach chewed on itself, her inbox quietly filled. Her brain churned like a printer, turning out reams of blank paper. 

         
         “Shit,” she said, small and to no one.

         
         Regina called. Her timing had always been impeccable. The vibration of Guin’s phone on the countertop was as loud as a landline
            in a slasher flick. She picked up fast. “Regina.”
         

         
         Right away she knew she was on speaker. The publicist sounded like she was talking from inside a seashell.

         
         “Guinevere.” The word was slathered with chilly disappointment. “I’m sitting here with Benjamin and Ari.”

         
         Benjamin Crane, failson turned absentee figurehead of Hart & Crane. He was, technically, their publisher. Guin had met him
            once, and that was more than enough. Ari she had to think about. Then she had it: Aristotle Galanis, head of legal.
         

         
         “Good morning, all.” She tried to sound more game than grim. “I assume you’re calling about the video.”

         
         “Yes, we’re calling about the video.” Regina sounded like she was reading aloud from some kind of handbook. “We are extremely
            disappointed that you put yourself in this position, and by extension Hart & Crane.”
         

         
         Guin narrowed her eyes. “Position? Sales of my book are up.” She said it instinctively. “And sales of the Ninth City books.
            They’ll be up, too.”
         

         
         A pause in which Regina both conceded and ignored the point. “Don’t try to sell this to me as a marketing strategy. What happened
            to ‘I don’t talk about my brother’? What happened to ‘I have no idea what’s in his show’? I asked if there was anything we
            needed to be prepared for. You assured me all was well, then went and shot your mouth off to an influencer.” She spat the word like it was a mosquito that had flown into her teeth.
         

         
         Guin unclamped her jaw. “I didn’t know I was being recorded. Obviously. And she edited out half the audio, in which she explicitly
            states that Ennis had nothing to do with the death of Marla Kaufman. Honestly, it’s a good . . .” No, she couldn’t pretend it was a good thing. She pivoted. “Ari, can’t we do something about that? Make her give up the original audio, put that online? Make her take this version down?”
         

         
         “You’re not talking to Legal,” Regina snapped, “you’re talking to me.”

         
         A gap. Guin pictured her receiving a stern look from Ari.

         
         “I’m very unhappy about this,” Regina went on, more calmly. “Your family is the property. It is the brand. It’s bad enough we’ve got Van Gogh over here, with his wrongful death lawsuit and his total lack of—”
         

         
         “Van Gogh?” Guin couldn’t help herself. “That’s a bad comp.”

         
         “You fucked the rollout, Guin!” Regina let herself yell. “You’re out there trying to sell a memoir that makes the Sharpe family
            look like the goddamned Von Trapps, and here you are on tape saying you had a fucked-up childhood? Adding fuel to your brother’s murder lawsuit? You look like a two-faced crackpot! We don’t want you speaking publicly about the memoir, the Ninth City, your mother—none
            of it. You’re benched, okay? For the time being, you are done.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry. You’re firing me? From promoting a book about my life?”
         

         
         “Is it, though?” the publicist said scathingly. “And no, I’m not firing you. You’d have to have a job for me to do that.”
         

         
         “That’s not—”

         
         “Don’t. I have no time, and a million and one stakeholders looking for answers. This is going to be the week from hell.”
         

         
         “You love weeks from hell.”

         
         “I can’t tell if you’re being glib or if it hasn’t sunk in yet. You’ve gone viral. For ranting to a TikTok child.”
         

         
         Guin felt suddenly adrift. She was being dumped, wasn’t she? Her thoughts felt sticky. She couldn’t remember what was in her
            contract, what rights she had. Seizing what ground she was sure of, she said, “You can’t stop me from talking about my own
            mother.”
         

         
         “We could sue you for defamation.” Ari’s voice was startling, deep. “Depending on what you plan to say.”

         
         “I’m not planning on saying anything.” Fury was filling the place where Nisha’s video had gutted her. “Are you kidding me with this? One mistake and I’m out? This is bullshit. I’ve been doing free promo for you people for years.”
         

         
         “You’ve been taking expensed trips on Hart & Crane’s dime for years,” Regina said. “Raising your mother’s profile and your
            own royalty checks. Not to mention those speaker’s fees.”
         

         
         “Oh, come on. As if I need the money.”

         
         “Very relatable, Guin! Save that for your next TikTok.”

         
         Guin shook her head helplessly. “This is bullshit.”

         
         “You already said that. Honey, you’re struggling.” Regina wrestled her tone back to civility. “Clearly your brother’s announcement
            brought up some things that are best dealt with privately. Take this break as the gift that it is, and we’ll check in down
            the line.”
         

         
         “‘Down the line.’ What does that mean? You realize I could hire an independent publicist, schedule my own interviews.” Guin
            paused. Then she went for it. “And you do know there are things I could say. Things that aren’t in the memoir, true things, that would make all of this look like a fuckin’ cakewalk—”
         

         
         Regina ended the call. Guin cursed, slamming her phone onto the counter. Then picked it up, drawing her arm back to whip it
            across the room.
         

         
         And stopped. Breathing out slowly, channeling the misty memory of a yoga class she took once and only once. Pressing her forehead
            to the cool marble countertop, she tried to let her mind untether, go into a meditative—vegetative?—state.
         

         
         Her mind resisted. Regina was right: it hadn’t sunk in yet. It was starting to. Descending like a flock of starlings, falling
            over her in a chattering curtain.
         

         
         You had a pretty fucked-up childhood, didn’t you?

         
         Of course. Didn’t we all?

         
         Her hands rose to her ears. She could turn it around, turn this mistake inside out. There was an answer, she just had to find
            it. But the doors kept slamming in her head. What had she done? Thrown it away, that’s what. Pissed gasoline on the story
            of her life and lit a match.
         

         
         Except it had never been her story, had it? It had always belonged to Edith. The marvelous tale of her own sunny double, the intrepid Guinevere Sharpe. Abandoned by her creator at age ten, never to grow any older. She was the one whose story was at stake. For one rash moment Guin wished for a hundred gallons of gasoline and a hundred matches.
         

         
         Everyone wondered what it was like to be her. She’d told and told them. What if—and even the thought was practically untouchable—she
            told the truth?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Seven
2003

         
         Everyone wonders what it’s like to be you.

         
         That’s what people said. Party guests, their father’s models, the occasional interviewer who came to the house. Their mother’s
            evil editor, Jonathan Froud, who’d attached himself to Edith and her fame with the rank tenacity of a remora.
         

         
         In the Farmhouse there was one telephone, two radios, a typewriter, and a record player. There were no computers, no television.
            Once a week at least Guinevere and Ennis rode their bikes along the road for miles—getting off and pushing in the places where
            the Queen Anne’s lace grew too thick or the shoulder’s width too suicidal—to watch movies at a revival cinema.
         

         
         It shared its dying downtown strip with a hippie grocery, a shop that sold sheet music, a diner where a man with nautical
            tattoos and a hairnet sold them cups of tomato bisque for a buck ninety-nine. The theater was family-run, third generation.
            As far as Guinevere could tell, the manager was the last man standing.
         

         
         They’d watch two or three movies at a stretch. Films unpinned from time and chosen seemingly at random: Poltergeist, Some Like It Hot, The Conversation, all running together into one long celluloid dream. Westerns, musicals, and Barbara Stanwyck drew the biggest turnout. But
            the day Guinevere remembered best was the day they watched E.T.

         
         It was summer. Hot gusts came in from the lobby, striping the theater’s chilled air. The movie opened on a Star Wars sky, tilting down slowly to a Vermont-ish skyline of pines. Ennis squeezed her hand when the spaceship showed. 

         
         She barely noticed. For two hours her eyes stayed wide, gulping the light, the everything. Elliott and his siblings, their
            house full of toys and TV. The sunny suburb that deepened at night into a chiaroscuro of silver and black. And their mother.
            Sweeping in and out in her business clothes, with her working woman’s gait.
         

         
         For most of the movie, hers was the only adult face you saw. The story existed inside a closed kingdom of children, overseen
            by a benevolent mother. Her love brooked no nonsense and was expressed without undue tenderness. It simply was, as sturdy and obvious as a brick.
         

         
         And her hair was so pretty. Blonde like Guinevere’s, soft at the nape.

         
         “Come on, Guin.” Her brother said it gently when the lights came up.

         
         She stood, blinking, and shambled out into the mild surprise of blue evening. She felt weightless as a spacewalker. On the
            sidewalk gravity began, slowly, to return. She felt the tug of the Farmhouse, the weight of the falling night.
         

         
         Watching other lives burning brightly onscreen made her own seem so negotiable, like a lucid dream. Maybe it was Edith’s dream.
            And Guinevere couldn’t change a damned thing about it.
         

         
         Everyone wonders what it’s like to be you.

         
         If her own life were a movie it would start like this.

         
         First: nothing. A black screen. Then, rising piece by piece from the dark, a curious soundtrack.

         
         Footsteps. The creak of a stair. A coffeepot’s percolating sputter. The percussion of a mint-green Olivetti. And beneath it
            all, a rushing sound. Inescapable. You could mistake it for a faucet, the ocean, rain.
         

         
         The picture fades in so slowly it seems at first like an optical illusion. Then there it is, the source of the sea sound:
            the woods. Moving, hissing, seen from above. In their midst, surrounded by trees on all sides, a house.
         

         
         Cut to its interior. Empty cupboards, ragged skylines of book stacks and dirty glasses. Dead fly floating in an inch of clotted wine. The walls, floors, ceilings are all made of wood, cozy as a cradle. 

         
         Then, in montage, the movie’s major players. A short-haired woman smoking, typing, staring out the window. A bearded man running
            a brush over a canvas, a palm over his subject’s naked thigh. Two children on a dirty picnic blanket beneath uneven sun. The
            girl writes longhand in a notebook while the boy sketches a whippoorwill. You don’t hear their voices yet.
         

         
         The camera doesn’t glide, it jumps place to place like a nervous eye. That crawling chorus of hissing, typing, creaking, footsteps,
            sputtering coffee rises to a fever pitch and—cuts out.
         

         
         Exterior shot: the house at night. Three stories high, stuck like a fallen game piece to the grass. Bright on the bottom and
            dark up top, music muffled against the windows.
         

         
         Start at the tree line. Slow pan over the grass, figures coming into focus, windows a low-lit peep show. Closer, close enough
            to touch, then you’re on the other side, in the thick of it, music throbbing and the air dense with sweat and tobacco.
         

         
         The guests are gallery types in fitted black. Publishing people two ticks overdressed. A pair of pretty local girls, eyeliner
            and denim and the last rounded traces of baby fat. Sliding among the grown-ups are the children from before. The writing girl,
            the sketching boy. They’re famous, sort of, but they know how to be invisible.
         

         
         They move through the house’s first floor. The boy flicks his thumb over the wheel of a lighter, a habit so engrained he has
            a callus, a fleck of black burn at its center.
         

         
         He took the lighter from the pocket of someone’s coat. He and his sister take lots of things from lots of pockets. Pills and
            keys and a red-stone ring, folded sketches and dirty photographs. Once a rubber-banded curl of smeary fives and ones that
            smelled of bacon grease. She calls it pocket shopping. He calls it the tithe.
         

         
         Their father, the painter, is propped in the window seat with one of the locals, making her laugh. His big hand on her knobby knee, Welsh accent thickening like porridge. She wears baggy clothes that erase her shape. But a painting of her sits on an easel in his studio, so the children know she has heavy teardrop breasts, a mole above her belly button, and dark blonde pubic hair. 

         
         Their mother hasn’t seen this painting. Nor is she witness to her husband’s flirtations. She’s sitting in the kitchen in deep
            and secretive conference with her editor. That charmed circle has airtight borders. Nobody tries to join them.
         

         
         The girl reaches for her brother’s hand, passes into it a pebbled leather wallet. He nods at her, the faintest bump of his
            chin, then slips away to hide it.
         

         
         And while he’s gone, while her mother smokes and broods and is flattered, and her father draws the curtain across the window
            seat to conceal himself and his model, a man reaches out and pulls the girl into his lap.
         

         
         Nobody sees it. He’s sitting in a high upholstered chair, and all around them people’s backs are turned. They’re as good as
            alone. The man is handsome, very, in a way that makes her think obliquely of a bag of cherry candy. Teeth grinding through
            sugar layers, that tooth-rot ache. His beard is black, his eyes a strange hazel.
         

         
         He holds her there firmly, beard scraping her hair as he asks anodyne questions about what she likes. What books, songs, movies?
            Does she like any boys yet? He’s sure they like her. The heat of his body fills her limbs like an awful sedative.
         

         
         Then her father is there. He lifts her carefully free and hits the man hard in the ear, palm cupped like a Dickensian brawler.
            The heel of it marks the man’s cheekbone as cleanly as a stripe of paint. Everyone pauses to watch, and at the same moment
            the record on the turntable ends.
         

         
         Silence. It pours like bleach over the party, like honest sun. The man with the black beard hurries toward the doorway, her
            father lumbering after.
         

         
         Somebody fumbles the next record into place. The needle drops, the room fills with music. And everyone forgets.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Eight
2003

         
         Edith was working. Smoking, typing, talking to herself, set off by the slightest sound. When she wrote she was as sensitive
            as a migraineur. Llewellyn was holed up in Art Church, painting, maybe. Or—entertaining.
         

         
         Guinevere and Ennis had eaten all the cocktail olives and the Pop-Tarts and the cheddar on Ritz. They’d drunk the dregs of
            flat tonic, the devil’s soda pop. You could ask Llewellyn to go to the store and he’d say yes, but he might take days to actually
            get there.
         

         
         “Come on,” Ennis said, stoic. “We have to learn to live off the land eventually.”

         
         The day had a jumpy quality to it. Flickering, shifting, clouds moving so fast across the sun you could watch the shadows
            come and go on your skin. They’d just stepped into the trees when something flicked at Guinevere’s shoulder blades. The approach
            of some airborne malice. She turned.
         

         
         A man in a Bonnie Raitt T-shirt and a shaved head was pelting over the grass, camera to his eye, snapping away. They froze.
            They must have, long enough for him to get one good shot.
         

         
         “Leave us alone!” Ennis yelled.

         
         “Suck my dick, little prince,” the man said easily, snapping away. “Hey, blondie. Look at me, honey. Damn, you’re pretty.
            Aw, come on, you’re not gonna cry.”
         

         
         He had no face. His face was black plastic with a flashing Cyclops eye, spitting insect sounds. Guinevere threw peaches at him. He laughed and dodged and called out taunts, until Ennis took something from his pocket and pointed it at the sky. 

         
         Pop

         
         “Holy shit!” The camera dropped. The face behind it was thin and startled, jaw shadowed blue like a comic-book detective’s.

         
         The gun in Ennis’s hand was petite, with a pretty inlaid handle. The kind of thing Ava Gardner might’ve carried next to her
            lipstick. He pointed it at the photographer’s face. “Get off my land.”
         

         
         “Jesus, that’s an actual gun.” His voice hopped an octave. “What are you, ten?”
         

         
         Ennis panted a couple times before he could answer. “I said, get off my land.”

         
         The man shook his head as he backed away. “You poor little fuckers. You don’t even know yet how messed up you are. Creepy
            little hayseed hicks.” He stumbled on grass, recovered. “I’ll watch out for news of your overdose, son. And you.” Palms pressed, camera between
            them, he gave Guinevere an ironic bow. “I look forward to your pornography career.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirty-Nine
2003

         
         It wasn’t accurate to say Guinevere didn’t think of that day again, or that man. It was just that she believed the mark he
            left was in a place no one else would see.
         

         
         Two months after Ennis shot a gun at the sky, she woke early and trudged down the stairs. She was thinking over the ending
            of a book she’d read. If she hadn’t been so distracted she would’ve noticed the ominous odor of Swisher Sweets, or seen, through
            the fan window over the front door, the red slash of a parked BMW. As it was, she made it all the way into the kitchen before
            realizing she wasn’t alone.
         

         
         “Morning,” Jonathan Froud said pleasantly.

         
         In one hand he held his usual cigarillo, in the other a coffee cup. In front of him was a stack of printed pages, which meant
            he was reading a book he was editing or might acquire. Not one of Edith’s; she didn’t let him read her work in the house.
         

         
         Sometimes when Guinevere and Ennis went wild swimming they found themselves stroking through a pocket of concentrated cold.
            Swam through a ghost! they’d yell. This phenomenon could happen on land. That kind of chill—immersive, reptilian—could emanate from a person.
         

         
         Jonathan was middling height, slender, with thinning blond hair that curled Byronically over his brow. His eyes were sharp and unnervingly pale, the rest of his features the work of a quick-sketch artist: flat lines, vague curves. His hands were always in his pockets, those clever eyes always watching. He’d perfected the art of the uncomfortable silence, into which a person might drop anything. 

         
         “Morning,” she muttered, pulling down a box of cereal. Her favorite bowl was striped with dried yogurt. She ran water into
            it and scraped at the yogurt with her nails. Jonathan’s gaze pressed at her neck.
         

         
         “Mind bringing me the coffeepot, dear?”

         
         It was right there beside the sink. She carried it over and plunked it onto the table without looking at him, then felt angry
            at herself when he hooked one cool hand around her wrist. His cigarette burned away just over her skin.
         

         
         “How does it feel, then, to be so famous?”

         
         Though born and raised in New Jersey, Jonathan affected British phrasings, stopping just short of a full-on invented accent.
            The upper-class twit, Llewellyn called him.
         

         
         Guinevere shrugged.

         
         “Hmm? What’s that?”

         
         She enunciated each word. “I don’t know.”

         
         “You must feel something. Think of all those little girls who wish they were you.”
         

         
         A horrid vision: an army of glassy-eyed children in pinafores, clutching Ninth City books to their chests. “Nobody wishes
            they were me.”
         

         
         He snorted. “Don’t be so humble, darling, you’ve got fan mail to the ceiling. Don’t worry. You always send a nice letter.”

         
         “I do?”

         
         Jonathan’s disarming diffidence could harden very quickly into something cold and alive. A floating log that was a crocodile
            all along. “Of course you do, Miss Sharpe. You’re every little girl’s best friend. Your star is on the rise. In fact . . .”
         

         
         From the leather hold-all at his feet he pulled out a magazine. A perfumed brick of ads and pouting women that fell open to
            the place where he’d cracked its spine, revealing a full-page photo in fizzy black and white. He set the magazine on the table
            and watched her face.
         

         
         Her throat sparked with acid, her head with slowly popping stars. The photo was them. Her and Ennis.
         

         
         The trick with Jonathan was to never let him see you react. She focused on her breathing, her feet pressed bare to the floor. She was here, standing in the kitchen. And she was there, in the pages of the magazine. And there, back in that day two months ago. She felt skittish sun, breathed in the fragrance of stone fruit. Watched a man with a shaved
            head and a camera for a face running toward them over the grass.
         

         
         Click

         
         He’d captured them standing in the mouth of the woods. Their bodies half turned, their near-identical faces grave. Sun turned
            the archway of leaves into a loose black glitter. They didn’t look like themselves, they looked like fiction. Book Ennis and
            Book Guinevere, leading the way to a secret door. What a wonder it must be, the photo said. To live at the Farmhouse, to be Ennis and Guinevere. Even she felt a tender knot in her throat.
         

         
         The headline on the opposite page read “Meet the Ninth City Dreamers.” She didn’t look at the article below it. The photo
            was story enough, a tale set in the enchanted country of childhood.
         

         
         “That’s not . . .” She almost said, That’s not me. In a very real way, it was true. “They shouldn’t be allowed to do that,” she said instead.
         

         
         “I don’t entirely disagree.” Now that he’d sprung it on her and she hadn’t cried or fled, Jonathan seemed oddly deflated.
            “It’s an evocative photo. Quite striking.” His pale eyes flicked toward her and away. “I can hardly believe it’s you.”
         

         
         Guinevere was reminded, suddenly, that she stank. That her hair was tangled and unclean. It was happening faster these days.
            The smell of her sweat was sharper, her shoes so bad she left them outside the back door. Then understanding washed over her,
            aloe cool.
         

         
         Jonathan was jealous. He wanted to be the one in the pages of a glossy magazine.
         

         
         Years later she would learn Swisher Sweets were a classist joke, a trashy gas-station pickup for heshers and suburbanites.
            She would wonder who Jonathan really was. How much of him had been self-invention. Right then his naked longing made her brave
            enough to say, “Why are you even here? You’re always here. Don’t you have a life? Are you even happy?”
         

         
         Jonathan made a gulping sound, then coughed hard. When he dropped his hand from his lips he was laughing. “From the mouths of babes. There’s no such thing as happiness, dear. It’s an invention.” 

         
         Guinevere made a disgusted sound. In books grown-ups said things like, Who wants hot cocoa? or What’d you do at school today? At the Farmhouse they said shit like this. “Who invented it then?”
         

         
         He took a drag. “Mickey Mouse.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Lots of things are an invention. Books. Coffee. Cigarettes.”
         

         
         “Goodness gracious, you’ve just described happiness. Maybe it is real.” He dropped his filter into an ashtray, eyes narrowing against a shallow ruffling of interest. “Are you happy?”
         

         
         The question was unexpectedly troubling. You don’t ask frogs if they’re happy. You don’t ask sparrows. “Yes,” she said, hard
            as a stamp.
         

         
         “Isn’t that a relief.” Jonathan turned back to his printed pages. He was done toying with her, he wanted her to disappear.
            She lingered, until he said, “What.”
         

         
         She pointed offhand at the magazine. “Can I look at that? I’ll give it back later.”

         
         As if he would be fooled. But he was bored of the game, and slid it over with an arch look.

         
         All day she kept returning to the photo. The radiant simplicity of it, the way it made Ennis and even herself seem like strangers.
            She was jealous of it, almost, in the same way she was secretly jealous of Book Guinevere. She didn’t show Ennis, though he’d see it soon
            enough.
         

         
         Everyone would. The photo would be famous, it would come to define them. Their selves, their whole childhood, that green Eden
            destined to end in flames. One perfect shot before the fear came in. She would think of Jonathan every time she saw it, for
            the rest of her life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty
Two days until Mother

         
         Guin knew what it felt like when an ending breathed down your neck. When it wrapped its hands around your reality and squeezed. After the call with Regina, she asked herself, coldly as she could: What if this version of her life was over?
         

         
         If her relationship with Hart & Crane was through. If her memoir (per NPR, “a secondhand take on the creative life, boiled
            down into some pretty thin gruel”) was, by this time next year, on its way to being remaindered. If—she touched the idea, brief as a licked finger checking a pan—Hank was coming over tonight to end their engagement. If all these things
            were going, were gone. What would her life be?
         

         
         She would survive it, whatever it was. That she knew with empirical certainty. No matter the shock, the heartbreak, the loneliness.
            No matter how the mind might scrabble for a return to before.
         

         
         This time would be easier. The loss, if it came, would be a lighter one. She had already lost her life twice. The first time
            she was eleven and watched it burn. The second, though. The second time Guin’s life as she knew it ended, she was eighteen
            years old and she never saw it coming.
         

         
         

         It was a Saturday in summer, the city in the despotic grip of a heat wave. The sky was the hard chrome blue of a muscle car,
            clapped like a lid over Manhattan. Sirens wailed from every direction, everyone knew someone who’d just been mugged.
         

         
         Guinevere was sick of being inside. Sick of the apartment, the movies, the Met. The gridlocked traffic, all the hoods mobile frying pans. In just over a month she was heading to her freshman year at Vassar—Bitsy’s alma mater—but that didn’t seem real. It was too hot to believe in the future. 

         
         When her best friend, Nick, suggested they go to Coney Island, it snapped to life in her mind. Not the rides, but the glittery
            sidewalks and worn boards that intersected them, leading to a beach strewn with basking bodies and broken glass, then on to
            the ocean. She pictured it from above, widening stripes of white, mint, green, black. Her mouth watered with the anticipation
            of salt.
         

         
         Nick was the gentle son of a classics professor and a landscape architect. Sad-eyed and darkly funny, possessing the interiority
            of a child. He and Guin had always understood each other. Both observers, both capable of sudden feats of physical fearlessness,
            both seen by their friends as something akin to collectibles: welcome, if obscure in purpose, with an air of the ornamental.
         

         
         Within a year Nick would understand these traits—combined with his indie-rocker hair, his knobby quarrier’s hands—to be reliable
            sexual currency. Today he was sweet, and, like Guinevere, a virgin. He’d been in love with her since they were fourteen.
         

         
         They rode the Cyclone and the Steeplechase, ate hot dogs, bought candy and pizza and paper fortunes on Surf Avenue. A great change is upon you. Ride the winds of destiny! They kicked the froth at the edge of the ocean, which turned into wading to their knees, which became Guinevere bowling him
            over, under, both of them salted and electrified.
         

         
         The sun went down and the twin galaxies of the amusement parks burned against the dark. Dizzily Guin thought of her other
            self, her Ninth City self, running through a carnival like this one. Following her brother, who in turn followed a little
            boy turned Hollow, drawn to the jittery bulbs.
         

         
         Her fake ID got them Icees sluggish with vodka, sweating in plastic cups. They carried them down to the water. After the lights of Luna Park, the ocean was a staggering nothing. Shush and brine and flashes of moon on surf, sodium white. She held a hand up to block the lights of the only ship she could see. 

         
         All day—through speed and sugar and sun-hot metal, the famished rising of an ache she hadn’t yet named as lust—she’d been
            pricked repeatedly by a premonition. That soon her life would break into pieces around her, and everything she counted on
            would dissolve like a dream.
         

         
         It was because she was leaving, she told herself, bound for college. Maybe the facts of her past meant she would always be
            a little paranoid. Overcome at intervals by nostalgia and anxiety, a sense of transformation rushing toward her like a breaker.
         

         
         She turned to say a version of this to Nick. He was turning too, arms rising, to seize and kiss her with the salty desperation
            of a doomed mariner.
         

         
         Her body responded with a speed that loosened her knees. They dropped to the sand. Neither could remember why they hadn’t
            done this already, why they hadn’t been doing this all along. What a terrible waste of time. How impossible to wait another
            second.
         

         
         The sand was warm as a palm and the water licked their feet. A piece of glass trailing a raggedy pennant of Miller gold tore
            at Guinevere’s hip. Nick tossed it away then leaned to kiss the cut, to press the blood back with his fingertips. Over the
            sand came the hooting of adult drunks, lecherous, jealous. Guinevere rose onto her knees to salute them with two middle fingers.
         

         
         They stood, carrying their shoes and a towel they’d found, striped pink and orange. Lust made them drunker, made them weave
            over the sand, laughing at nothing. Then, on the stolen towel, laid over a softish place guarded by rocks, it made them stare
            at each other in mute astonishment. They couldn’t know how many people had done exactly this, exactly here.
         

         
         Even when she’d forgotten the sound of his voice and the precise shape of his features, Guin would recall with perfect clarity
            the shape of Nick above her, picked out in a haze of light pollution. The sigh he made, as if laying down a heavy load. Gentling
            himself as he slid inside her, breath gone short, night draped tenderly over his shoulders.
         

         
         When it was over they clung to each other. They’d felt so grown before, had spent all of high school pretending to an age they weren’t. Now that the last gate to adulthood had fallen they felt very young, bonded like littermates by the strange enormity of what they’d done. 

         
         Shyly they rose. Swept sand from each other’s skin and dressed in slow motion. They held hands and crossed the beach on trembling
            legs, sure everyone who looked saw sex scribbled over them in iridescent fingerpaint.
         

         
         As they trod the boardwalk in a chemical haze, Guin’s phone buzzed against her hip and made her laugh. Even the touch of her
            clothes was giddy. It was a call from an unfamiliar 212.
         

         
         All at once the dread Nick pushed away came flooding back. She answered the call and found she couldn’t speak. Her throat
            was smoky. The carnival lights flashed and shimmied like flames.
         

         
         A voice said, “Hello? Hello? Is this Guinevere Sharpe?”

         
         The voice had no bedside manner. It said Elizabeth Cooper and stroke and Weill Cornell. Then the volume dropped out. Silence took her.
         

         
         From inside of it she watched Nick’s mouth move. Saw him take her phone and speak into it, putting a hand up to pull his own
            hair, all of it in pantomime. He led Guin to a cab, and at some point during their ride back to Manhattan Bitsy died in a
            hospital bed.
         

         
         

         Guinevere woke from a seven-year dream.

         
         Seven years she’d had with Bitsy, marinating in safety like veal in milk. Like a fool who’d fallen asleep on a fairy hill,
            she emerged from it stunned and blinking. She should have known better. Orphan, storybook girl. Endings were bred into her.
         

         
         Bitsy had been a rich bitch. A cold fish, a cool customer, a mother who bought teen Edith’s clothing in one size only: the
            size Bitsy required her to be.
         

         
         Also, she was a murderous mah-jongg player. A fearsome producer with a greedy appetite for risk. A collector of ridiculous
            people, whom she boiled down into such ruthless thumbnail portraits Guin wondered why she never wrote a play herself.
         

         
         It was difficult to stay aloof from someone who had such good stories. A person who was—following the death (Cessna, gin) of her husband three years after Guin moved in—her only roommate. Their sleeplessness ran so perfectly in tune they founded an insomniacs’ book club, devoted to discussing celebrity biographies at one in the morning. It was hard to make Bitsy laugh, but when she did, really did, it was a bawdy shocker. At once you could see the alluring coed she’d been back in 1969, the night her future husband
            sent a tray of martinis to a nightclub table full of Vassar’s most eligible girls.
         

         
         There was a dull shock in learning she’d inherited everything. While the Ninth City money would be split between her and Ennis,
            Bitsy was no diplomat. There were meetings with lawyers and funeral directors and moneymen—always men—through which she sleepwalked
            with open eyes. Her grandparents’ wealth encrusted her like carbuncles. Her loneliness moved with her like a haunted room.
         

         
         She gave up her place at Vassar. She shook off sweet, earnest Nick and the rest of her friends like a colt shaking off riders.
            Her consciousness circled the world in smooth arcs, looking for a tug, some place that might have a hold on her. Landing every
            time on Ennis.
         

         
         Ennis. The dream of him was a flame in the dark. It kept her moving when she felt she could die of being so utterly alone. She would
            find him. Drag him back to her. He’d come back, wouldn’t he? They were each other’s only family now.
         

         
         She chiseled a little hole in the hull of her wealth, letting enough cash come through to fund her search. But her brother
            was always one step, one destination, ahead of her.
         

         
         Until the day she looked across a Zurich café and saw his name on an art show flyer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-One
Two days until Mother

         
         Hank arrived at five past six. He leaned in coldly to kiss her, then recoiled. “You’re drunk again?”

         
         Her mouth was open. She’d been about to apologize. Instead, she said, “I barely ever drink.”

         
         True, if not presently relevant. Shaking his head, he moved past without touching her. Guin stood at the door, watching him
            shed his shoes, place his phone on the island, open her fridge and pull out a can and crack it as he walked to the couch.
            A little dance of comfort and familiarity she suddenly, sharply resented.
         

         
         “So,” he said warily. “How are you?”

         
         She’d planned to say sorry as many times as it took. But his mouth had flattened into the prim line that meant he disapproved
            of her, and it made her blood rise. She wanted to sharpen her nails on the shitty little comment he’d made when he was barely
            in the door.
         

         
         “Is it a problem if I have a drink, Hank? Are you keeping track?”

         
         Steadily he looked at her, considering the bait. Then he lifted his can and chose peace. “Drink ’em if you got ’em.”

         
         She pointed to the brown bags of Thai cooling on the counter. “There’s food.”

         
         Neither of them spoke as she unpacked it and brought plates to the couch. It wasn’t until they were sitting side by side that
            Hank said, “So why’d you stand me up?”
         

         
         “I fell asleep. I’m sorry.”

         
         “You sound sorry.”

         
         “Hank. I’m sorry, I am. I just can’t perform it right now.”

         
         “Perform it?”
         

         
         Guin set her plate on the coffee table. “I have to tell you something.” She’d had all day to prepare for this conversation,
            and somehow she hadn’t planned past this. “I did something stupid. You remember how my brother’s been having some legal issues?”
         

         
         His expression was incredulous. “Do you think I live on the moon, Guin? I saw the social media thing. Everyone’s seen it.
            My parents have seen it. I’ve got my dad calling me, my mom yelling in the background, telling him what to say. They don’t even look
            at the internet unless it’s Facebook. My brothers are texting me, my . . . obviously Chrissie’s all up in it.”
         

         
         “Oh, well, if Chrissie saw it,” she said scornfully. Her least favorite future sister-in-law, forever attempting to rope her into shapewear-based
            pyramid schemes.
         

         
         “It’s not about—” He recentered, turning on the couch to look at her straight. “It’s not about my family, I know that. I’ll
            figure out something to tell them. Or they can figure out how to mind their own business.”
         

         
         Guin pressed her lips together hard.

         
         “But the fact that you didn’t even call me while all of this was unfolding? I’m your fiancé, why am I getting breaking news
            about you from my dad? It kind of worries me, alright? It’s kind of embarrassing.” His face was flushed. He looked childish.
         

         
         “I did call! You didn’t answer.”

         
         “That was before I saw the video. You could’ve tried again.”

         
         “Here’s what’s embarrassing,” she hissed. “Getting fired from promoting your own book.”

         
         “Fired?” Hank made a face. “How can you be fired if you don’t have a—”

         
         Wisely he left the thought unfinished. She offered a thin smile. “It’s fine. Honestly, it’s good. I could use a break from
            all of it. The memoir, the Ninth City. I’ve spent the last decade standing in for my mother. I’m kind of over it.”
         

         
         “No, you’re not.” He almost seemed angry. “You like it. You’re good at it. You mean a lot to a lot of people, and it makes
            you happy.”
         

         
         Happy? She felt a flash of something, hot and hard to define. Did he think, all this time, she’d been playing Ninth City mouthpiece because it made her happy? He went on before she could speak.
         

         
         “Can we please talk about what you said in the video? Or are you hoping I’ll just forget?”

         
         Guin forked up a hunk of curry so spicy it made her eyes water. “This is good,” she said, flapping at them.

         
         Hank waited. When she took another forkful, he sighed, picked up his silverware, and cleared his plate in six neat bites,
            like a man accustomed to a three-minute lunch break. Like the youngest of four brothers, who treated dinner as a blood sport.
            He wiped his mouth with a paper towel and said, “Guin.”
         

         
         She shook her head, eyes on her plate. “It’s hard to talk about.”

         
         “You talked about it with that girl.”

         
         “Barely. She talked more than I did, then edited that part out. It was stupid. I was so stupid. I never should’ve met with her.”
         

         
         Gently he moved her plate to the table and laid his big warm hand on her knee. “It makes sense that you did. It speaks well
            of you that you wanted to, you know. Condole her.”
         

         
         Guin nodded. Marla Kaufman’s death happened right before she met Hank. They’d never talked about it directly.

         
         “Honey, what did you mean? When you said what you said about your brother?”

         
         His face was receptive, his mouth soft. And through Guin’s mind passed a great many things. A rush of images as brimming and
            strange as a fairy host, then gone.
         

         
         She tried to smile. “Ennis’s show has me paranoid, that’s all. And the memoir. It’s brought up a lot of stuff. A lot of shared
            history. I don’t want to look back anymore, okay? I want to move forward, with you. No more idiotic conversations with TikTokers. Won’t happen again.” She made a gesture approximating Scout’s honor. “Let’s
            talk about something else.”
         

         
         Hank took his hand back, crossed his arms over his chest. “Right,” he said flatly. “After that crystal clear explanation,
            what more could I want to know? I’m still a little curious, though. So I think I’ll go check out this show. Mother.”
         

         
         He was testing her. “Traitor.” Guin made herself say it lightly. “You can only pick one Sharpe kid to be friends with. You already picked me.” 

         
         Hank rubbed his jaw and said, “You don’t tell me things until you feel cornered. Then you hold your breath and give me the
            absolute bare minimum.”
         

         
         She felt a dampening at her hairline. “I don’t feel cornered.”

         
         “The things you said in that video, I get to ask you what they mean. I get to feel angry when I’m being lied to or cut out.
            Like I don’t matter. Like I’m nothing.” He looked at her with his big downturned McCartney eyes. “I try not to push you, but that doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. Be
            honest with me, Guin. Talk to me.”
         

         
         “I do,” she said, a little desperately. “You’re the only person I talk to. Of course you matter, you matter so much. Hank. You’re the only person I like.”
         

         
         “That’s . . . let’s not get into that. That’s not great, either.”

         
         “I can’t help being an asshole. You know you’re the wonderful one, why do you think I’m marrying you? I need a better half.”

         
         She could hear herself overdoing it, but she couldn’t stop. And his face was queasy when he said, “What the hell are you talking
            about? You’re just blah blah blah, changing the subject. You’re not saying anything.”
         

         
         Guin recoiled. It was the meanest she’d ever heard him.

         
         “You’re such a good actor.” His jaw was tight, his cheeks flushed. “I’ve always been so impressed by you. The way you turn it on, pretend to care about all these creepy strangers obsessed with your mother, a person you
            won’t talk about unless you’re on a stage. Or going through a ghostwriter. The way you get them to talk to you, tell you things.
            I thought it was kindness.”
         

         
         She held herself very straight. “And what do you think it is now?”

         
         “I think you’re trying to figure out how they work. How other people act. Like you’re a . . .” He looked at her sideways.

         
         “A what,” she said through gritted teeth.

         
         His jaw shifted, left to right. “You should have friends. You don’t have any friends.”
         

         
         “Yes, I do,” she said reflexively, then corrected herself. “I don’t want them. You’re my best friend.”
         

         
         “That’s not enough.”

         
         The bald way he said it unnerved her. She held up her left hand, before remembering his ring was on a chain around her neck.
            “You’ll have more than enough of me. Legally speaking, I’ll be your problem till the day you die. Or at least until you’re one hundred. Then we can renegotiate.”
         

         
         It was like he didn’t hear her. “When you sent me that video of your dad, I thought we were gonna talk.”

         
         There was a heat in her throat, bright and dry. “I didn’t need to talk. I needed . . .”
         

         
         He tch’ed. “Anyone can give you that.”

         
         “Don’t be gross.”

         
         “Hey. Guin?” Hank squared up. Faced her with his hands placed upward on his knees, as if to show he was unarmed. “I love you.”

         
         “Me, too,” she said, then realized it was a trap.

         
         He breathed out, a short, sharp sound, and repeated himself. “I love you.”

         
         “I know, Hank, I—me, too!” She punched her knees with both fists. “Of course I do! What do you want from me!”
         

         
         Softly he said, “Wow.”

         
         “Hey.” Guin slid closer, slid her hands over his thighs. “It’s not that I don’t—I do. So much. It’s only that, sometimes I . . .” She laughed a little, nervously. “You ever get that feeling like you’re not
            really a grown-up? Like you’re just wearing a grown-up suit?”
         

         
         He looked horrified. “What?”
         

         
         All these years she’d held on to Anne’s words. Found them charming, even profound. Spoken aloud, their magic drained. “Nothing,”
            she said quickly. “I’m kidding.”
         

         
         “I had a nightmare.” He moved back, out of her grip. “The other night, in your bed. We were married and we had a little baby, and we were walking through the streets of this weird misty city, all empty except for us. Then suddenly I couldn’t see you anymore. You turned a corner and you were gone. I called out, my voice made no sound. I tried to run, but our baby was too heavy in my arms. And when I woke up, I felt no relief. I realized if you did disappear, there wouldn’t be a single person I could call to help me find you.”
         

         
         “Why would I disappear? There’d be no one to call because I’m an orphan. Because my last living family member is a narcissist who refuses to even talk to me. Because growing up half world famous
            and half . . . savage country mouse isn’t actually a recipe for being a well-adjusted adult. There you go,” she added brightly.
            “There’s something true about me, just for you. I have no one.”
         

         
         “No one but me.”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         She said it evenly, fiddling with the stem of her wineglass. They’d walked to this edge before, and Hank had made a hasty
            retreat. Not this time. “What kind of parents were they?”
         

         
         “Dead ones.”

         
         He shook his head. “You can scare other people off, Guinevere, but not me.”

         
         “Guinevere,” she said acidly. “Now I’m in trouble.”
         

         
         He watched her. Ready to catch whatever she threw at him. And she did think about it, giving him everything. The thought did
            cross her mind.
         

         
         “I’ve told you,” she said. “They were bohemian. Too many houseguests, too much drinking. My dad either seducing someone who
            wasn’t his wife or dug into one of his Welsh moods—that’s what she called them. Edith.” Her skin rippled. “She was, you know.
            Brilliant. Distracted. Strict about us keeping out of the way when she was working. A little wild when she wasn’t. Almost
            as big a flirt as my dad. I do think she liked the book versions of me and Ennis better than the real ones. To be fair, they
            are a lot more likable.”
         

         
         Hank stabbed a finger into the back of the couch, voice rising. “And that is nearly word for fucking word what you told me about them when we’d been dating for a fucking week.”
         

         
         A ringing moment followed in which he sat back, like he was startled, too. But he went on.

         
         “Your brother, Peter Pan. Your father, Dylan Thomas. Your mother . . . your mother.” Hank rubbed his mouth, hand trembling. “I can count on one hand the things you’ve told me about Edith Sharpe that I couldn’t find on her Wikipedia page. Or in that schmaltzy pamphlet you’re calling a memoir.”
         

         
         Her mouth fell open. “You said you wouldn’t read it till I said you could!”

         
         “I lied!”

         
         She looked away first. Toward the blank fridge, the front door, the windows smeared at the bottom with lights. At the food
            on her plate that looked like play food.
         

         
         “Honey.” Hank almost whispered it. “Was it bad?”

         
         She felt the snake-slide of her throat muscles, more revealing than words.

         
         His voice cracked. “Guin. How bad?”

         
         It was easy to let a tear fall, and he closed the space between them when he saw it, folding her into his arms.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

         
         She should have kept her mouth shut. But she was too well trained in the art of legacy shaping. She always had to put that
            cherry on top. Into his shirt she said, “It wasn’t easy, being raised by a genius.”
         

         
         A misstep. Bad stage dialogue, falling like an oiled ball bearing off her tongue.

         
         Hank practically pushed her away, her whole front suddenly cold from the lack of him. “Oh, fuck you, Guin.”
         

         
         Hard words, yet they trembled at the edge of crying. She saw him look between his shoes by the door and the hall to her bedroom.
            With a maddened sound he stood and stalked toward the hall. A moment later she heard the door to her room close hard.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Two
2004

         
         Guinevere woke up.

         
         Her sheets were smooth. Her body hadn’t shifted from the pose she fell asleep in. But an anxious feeling clung to her. It
            was something in the dream she’d been having. It receded as she reached for it, grazing with her fingertips its great submerging
            shape. Gone.
         

         
         She sat up. The light was dusty and cool, sun still making its way over the other side of the house. Edith was above her,
            typewriter keys rattling, sending fake Guinevere and her fake brother on another round of fake adventures.
         

         
         She grabbed Spindle’s End and her notebook. Ennis wasn’t in his room, so she went downstairs. He wasn’t there, either. In the kitchen she made coffee,
            but she must’ve gotten it wrong: it was as oily black as troll’s blood. Half a cup made her feel like she could smash bricks.
            She dumped the rest of the pot, ate Cap’n Crunch dry until her mouth was too torn up to continue, and threw herself out the
            back door.
         

         
         She walked a few paces and stopped.

         
         Guinevere didn’t like to walk past open doorways with dark rooms behind them. She liked even less to put her back to that
            dark. It was morning, she was outside, and yet that nighttime feeling gripped her. The Farmhouse, its whole beloved self,
            seemed to crouch at her back like an unlit room.
         

         
         She turned.

         
         The house was washed in tender shadows, capped in rising sun. Utterly familiar. Slowly she pivoted to face the trees. And slowly the house regathered itself, regained that lights-out feeling, pressing like an eye on her neck. 

         
         She bolted toward the trees.

         
         The summer had been a dry one. The leaves made a piggy-bank rattle as she walked beneath them on a journey to nowhere. She
            ended up at their clearing, of course, also empty of Ennis. Beside the half ruin that was their playhouse lay a stack of new
            boards, clean and pale, and in front of them a jug of maple syrup. The syrup was how she knew the house’s onetime caretaker
            had left the boards.
         

         
         The man with the red dog remained a mystery. Though they shared their woods with him, he took pains to keep his distance.
            But he left them offerings sometimes, mainly building supplies. In Guinevere’s stories he was a minor god or a trickster spirit
            or fairy royalty, his dog a kelpie or a transformed princess.
         

         
         She squatted beside the stack like Ennis would, trying to imagine how it would look transformed into a tidy shelter. After
            a minute she gave up, retreating to the shade with her book. There she read until the sun was high and she was too hot to
            go on. Then she found a tree to climb.
         

         
         Up here it was breezy and the whole world swayed. She pictured herself a leaf on the branches. But not even height could soothe
            her: the dream she couldn’t remember sat like a lock in her middle. She kept trying to pick it.
         

         
         She touched down feeling skimmed and irritable. When she got back to the lawn Llewellyn sat smoking a joint in the grass with
            a sullen blonde wearing Umbros and a bikini top. King Crimson played from the open studio windows. He called out as she passed,
            breathing smoke like a dragon. “Hail, Queen Guinevere!”
         

         
         She reared on him, fists balled. “Don’t call me that.”

         
         The blonde said, “Brat,” and her father said, “Now, now,” and they both laughed their stupid high laughs. Guinevere lifted
            her chin and stalked on.
         

         
         She wasn’t ready to go inside, so she circled around to the front and sat on the hood of the pickup. Its metal was hot, she pressed her legs against it like a couple of sausages. From her pocket she took a matchbook and a hard pack of stolen cigarettes. As she lit one, she saw her mother. 

         
         Edith stood in the dining room window. She was posed like a fifties housewife keeping an eye on the neighbors: right arm across
            her middle to support the opposite elbow, left hand up and cupping her own cigarette. When she saw her daughter looking back,
            she nodded.
         

         
         Once, right as Ennis kicked at a piece of rotten wood, Guinevere yelled, Don’t! It was too late. His foot made contact and a mass of skittering black insects burst free, waving pincers and blindly swarming
            as the children screamed. Later Ennis would ask her, How did you know? All she could tell him was that something hung around the wood. A kind of readiness, close and clear as plastic wrap.
         

         
         Her mother watched her, the house stretching around and above her, and for a moment all of it pulsed with that same transparent
            alert. Guinevere took a stuttering drag, staring back. Edith’s mouth twisted. Then she stepped out of sight.
         

         
         

         Guinevere sat in the window seat, smoke-throated and thirsty, rereading a story she was working on. She scribbled over it
            in disgust when she realized she’d stolen half the plot from Pratchett.
         

         
         The sun was yolky, lowering itself beneath the trees. A low note ran through her—dark approaching, Ennis still not home. Then
            she saw him, rolling his bicycle up the lawn.
         

         
         Unfair! She slapped the window. Her bike had a flat Llewellyn kept saying he’d fix tomorrow, which meant sometime between
            next week and never. When she heard the back door close, she ran to the kitchen.
         

         
         “Where were you?”

         
         Ennis was facing away from her, emptying his backpack onto the counter. “Groceries.”

         
         Her hands were on her hips. She let them drop. “Dad gave you money?”

         
         “I took his credit card.”

         
         Guinevere considered this. Her brother had gotten pretty tall. “Did you get me Rolos?”

         
         He turned, frowning. “No. You need real food. What’d you eat today?”

         
         “None of your business.”

         
         “Fine,” he said darkly. “Get scurvy and die if you want to so bad.”

         
         The injustice made her stand up straight. “You get scurvy and die! Then fix my bike! I waited around for you all day!”
         

         
         “Just,” he pressed his fingers to his temple. “Eat an apple. Okay?”

         
         She made a rude sound. “Whatever, En. You’re not my dad.”

         
         For half a breath he was still. Then he exploded. Chucked a can of green beans at the wall and shouted, “Then who is, Guin?
            Who fuckin’ is?”
         

         
         His eyes were so bright they were hyacinth colored. She swallowed and said nothing as he shoved past her.

         
         “And take a shower,” he spat. “You stink.”

         
         When he was gone, she crept over to his open backpack. The floor felt wrong beneath her, wobbly and soft as cork. The apples
            he’d bought were cidery, wrinkled from long storage. She ate one anyway, looking from window to floor, vision blinking with
            afterimage.
         

         
         Beside the sink was an abandoned whiskey glass filled with two fingers of watery gold. It tasted of comb honey and freezer
            burn. Comforting. It was the flavor of empty sleep.
         

         
         Except it wasn’t. Guinevere climbed into bed early, and the dream she’d carried in her chest all day unlocked. As she turned
            in its grip the house’s creaking quieted. Even its windows ceased their rattling. It didn’t want to wake her.
         

         
         And when she opened her eyes, she believed for a moment that she was still sleeping. Edith was there, stroking her hair.

         
         Dawn came late to the Farmhouse. She couldn’t see her mother’s face. From the dark place where her mouth should be Edith said,
            “What were you dreaming of?”
         

         
         Guinevere answered drowsily. “Doors.”

         
         Edith’s hand in her hair softened her like butter. She pictured a pat of it, skidding and hissing in a pan, as the dream slid
            out of her. A rope from dark water.
         

         
         She spoke of walking the halls of the Farmhouse and discovering they were infinite. Lined with countless doors, each opening onto another wonder. Fairylands and sci-fi cities, green canals strung with bridges under which dragon boats were punted. In one room the houses grew like trees and moved like animals and could die like them, too. 

         
         The rooms were her stories. All the tales she’d written in her notebooks, even the ones she’d forgotten about. She was right,
            the house had been watching her all this time, looking over her shoulder. Bright girl!

         
         Edith cradled her head as Guinevere emptied it. “I think . . .” She turned, hair sliding against her mother’s belly. “It’s
            the house. I’m dreaming the house’s dreams.”
         

         
         Her mother said shhh, shhh, and sounded exactly like the woods. In the daytime Edith smelled of cigarette smoke and peppery perfume, Dreft and coffee
            breath. The mother who cradled Guinevere in the night and hushed her softly had no scent. Her hair fell long down her back.
         

         
         Guinevere spoke until she slipped again into dreaming. The second time she woke, to another pallid morning, Guinevere recalled
            pieces of the dream. But she had no memory of her visitor. Only the phantom feeling of fingers in her hair.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Three
Two days until Mother

         
         Guin scraped her plate into the trash. She did the dishes and poked around the apartment, hoping Hank would hear her and come
            out. Finally she tested the bedroom door. Unlocked.
         

         
         He lay with his back to her, sheets pulled up so all she could see was his hair. It was summer long, black in the half-light.
            She watched him for a few seconds, then went into the bathroom.
         

         
         By the time her face was clean and her sleep shirt on, he’d turned. Not all the way, enough so she could see him glaring at
            the ceiling. He was opening the door a crack. Inviting her to say or do the right thing.
         

         
         She slid into bed and kept sliding until she was flush against him. He hesitated, then eased an arm under and around her,
            pulling her close.
         

         
         Guin blew out slowly, so he wouldn’t hear her relief. It was almost painful making herself breathe evenly, as if she were
            falling asleep. If she stayed awake too long, he might try to talk to her.
         

         
         There. His head made a little preparatory turn on the pillow. Before he could speak, she rolled over and onto him, grinding
            down and pressing her mouth to his. He gripped her by the upper arms and sent her back onto the bed.
         

         
         “No.” His voice was shocking in the quiet. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
         

         
         He rolled away again, tightly curled, back radiating wakefulness. Guin stared at the ceiling with a thudding heart, hands folded over her stomach. It wasn’t possible to sleep next to someone so angry, so intensely awake. She must have managed it somehow, and found herself blinking back to consciousness in a faintly altered room. The dark deeper and Hank breathing easily. 

         
         Her brain was racing with words. They’d broken the skin of her sleep. Guin tensed in the familiar pressure and despaired.
            She wouldn’t sleep again until she wrote.
         

         
         Writing had been a joy once. When she was a child. A phrase that referred, of course, to the first eleven years of her life.
            After the fire, her childhood was through.
         

         
         It had been a long time since writing brought her joy. But sometimes the urge to put words on paper felt physical. It held
            sleep and thought hostage until she gave in. And everyone had their compulsions, right? To eat, talk, run, drive for miles.
            To type and type and burn the pages. Just in case they were—just in case.
         

         
         Rising on an elbow, she traced Hank’s sleeping face. The powdery fans of his lashes, the places—divot above the mouth, dip
            at the outer corners of his eyes—where he was cut so finely his beauty was hard to bear. Then she slipped softly from the
            room.
         

         
         Guin tried to type quietly, but caution slipped as time lost its shape. She wrote, and her bare feet chilled on the floor.
            Her neck craned, her wrists ached. She noticed none of it until she was through.
         

         
         She rolled her wrists, blinking dry eyes. The pages swarmed with cramped words she wouldn’t read. Tilting her head way back,
            she caught the black blot of an insect crawling over the crown molding. Its shape clarified as she stared: a bee. The blot
            halved itself. Two bees.
         

         
         Guin watched their progress for a moment. Then she folded over the typewriter, stifling a little cry of fatigue and unhappiness
            as she turned her neck to crack it.
         

         
         Hank stood in the doorway.

         
         She sat up fast, one hand going out to cover her pages.

         
         He was sleep-tousled, wide-eyed. He looked like a little boy. One who snuck down to spy on Santa Claus and found his parents
            instead, bickering as they stuffed the stockings.
         

         
         “I called your name,” he said. “Three, four times. You didn’t hear me.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

         
         “What is that? What are you writing?”

         
         “Nothing.” Beneath her hand the paper felt satiny, warm as skin. “A story.”

         
         They stared at each other, trapped in the absurdity of the moment. She was writing a story. There was no lie here, no straightforward betrayal. She watched him struggle to figure out what to ask her.
         

         
         “What’s it about?” he said helplessly, at last. It halfway broke her heart.

         
         “Nothing. Really, love, it’s nothing.”

         
         “Can I read it?”

         
         “No.” The response was too hard, too swift.

         
         He responded with equal hardness, revealing a suspicion that must have been there for a while. “Are you writing the last Ninth
            City book?”
         

         
         “The sixth book?” She spoke with genuine surprise. “Why would you think that?”

         
         “Why wouldn’t I? What do I know about what you do?”
         

         
         “Baby,” she said. “Go to bed. I’ll be there in two minutes.”

         
         Hank shifted on bare feet. “What are you gonna do with those?”

         
         She glanced at the pages. “Nothing. I don’t know.”

         
         He breathed in sharply. Almost to himself, he said, “That’s what you burn. You come in here and you type like you’re possessed
            and then you burn it. And you say nothing, like I’m not right down the hall. Like I won’t smell the ashes.”
         

         
         Anger hit her in a rush of pure oxygen. “It’s my apartment. My words. My ashes!”
         

         
         Hank smiled. A small, unhappy gotcha smile she’d never seen on his face. “I have a question for you.” His tone was conversational. “How well do I know you, would
            you say?”
         

         
         This was her cue to comfort him, appease him. Guin knew that, but she wanted to give him something honest, too. And—if she
            was really being honest—something a little bit cruel.
         

         
         “Of course you know me,” she said. Then added, “To a point.”
         

         
         By the flash in his eyes she knew she’d miscalibrated. It was more than a little bit cruel.

         
         “To a point.” His voice dead, flat, the circle of sea around a flagging ship. “To a . . . Jesus Christ, Guinevere, you’re wearing my ring!”
         

         
         His voice went up as he spoke, unhinging itself.

         
         And she liked it. She liked the raw red fury that gleamed from his center. What if there was a secret ugliness in him, too? One that could rise to meet
            her own?
         

         
         Though desperate and unlikely, the notion propelled her across the room. She dropped the pages and let them lie messy as she
            reached for him, ran her hands over his stomach and up. She was terrified he’d push her away again, yell at her, leave. He
            only watched her, raising his arms so she could pull off his shirt.
         

         
         His eyes were dark, hungry, and with a click of sorrow Guin saw she’d never really hidden her fucked-upness from him. He didn’t
            like and love her in spite of it, but in part because of it. She’d always known he was the white knight kind. Maybe her damage had become a grail for him. Maybe some essential
            thing between them would be lost if he ever managed to discover and dispel it.
         

         
         Her shirt was off, engagement ring glinting between her breasts. Hank took it in his fist and broke the chain in one hard
            jerk.
         

         
         “I want this back on your finger.”

         
         The swelling on her hand was down, the ring slid home without resistance. She let him press her to the floor.

         
         There was something new between them, toothed and dangerous. She sensed he wanted her passive and refused it, meeting him
            with ferocity. The pages crushed beneath them and inked their dampening skin. At the end he made a sound in her ear she would
            return to many times, a far-gone cry that made her whole skin go electric before she followed him.
         

         
         Afterward they lay without speaking. Guin was cold where the sweat was drying and staticky hot where their skin made contact.
            It seemed equally possible he might turn and kiss her for the first time since entering the room, or that he might stand,
            take his clothes from the floor and his ring from her finger, and walk out the door.
         

         
         For a long time he did neither. Nor did they speak. She didn’t turn to see him but knew he was awake, his thoughts impenetrable as fog. 

         
         Like the Wandering Country, she thought hazily. Maybe everyone was their own wandering country, and attempts to unite only
            led to further obscurity. Maybe all relationships were bold, doomed enterprises. Maybe . . .
         

         
         Guin woke. Realized with a start she had fallen asleep. She wasn’t lying next to her fiancé on a puddle of pages, she was
            alone on a bare wooden floor.
         

         
         Hank was gone, along with his clothes and her smeared and wrinkled story. When Guin brought a hand to her mouth with a whispered
            curse, she saw he’d left the engagement ring, trailing its comet’s tail of broken gold.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifteen Months Ago

         
         Guin was sitting at a chain restaurant bar in the Toronto airport when the man who’d been checking her out from two stools
            away made his play.
         

         
         It was mid-May, not quite six p.m., and the airport had an apocalyptic feel. All the flights were grounded by a storm. Families
            trudged by with weeping children, couples argued in half a dozen languages. The bit of sky she could see from the bar was
            a flat pewter, sizzling with lines of light.
         

         
         It felt good to sit and watch the lightning, sipping her watery drink. Guin could, if she wanted to, postpone her return for
            a week, a month. No one was waiting for her anywhere.
         

         
         The man down the bar said, “Good book?”

         
         Guin pursed her lips. She was coming from a four-day festival in Prague, during which her sole panel appearance had been poorly
            attended. The mediocre thriller that lay open in front of her was a prop to deter conversation. “Not particularly.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” he said, genial. “I’ll leave you to it. Unless—any chance you want to split a plate of fries?”

         
         That made her look. The man was leaning over crossed arms to get the bartender’s attention, rolled-up sleeves cutting nicely
            against the swell of his biceps. Guin executed a quarter turn to consider him further.
         

         
         He wasn’t, historically speaking, her physical type. But Guin’s taste for weedy, semi-tortured dirtbags—crystallized in an instant the day she laid eyes on a man named Arthur Borelli—had been waning. Since hitting thirty she’d found herself increasingly attracted to men who could stand their ground in a high wind. 

         
         This man’s eyes were heavy-lashed and soulful, his neck thick, his arms . . . his arms. He might start building a deck any minute.
         

         
         “I’ll share fries with you,” she said. “And I’ll take a gin and tonic.”

         
         “What kind of gin?” he asked, turning.

         
         There was, as their eyes met, a palpable pop—of recognition, or lust. “I like everything,” she lied.

         
         “She likes everything,” he told the bartender, then rubbed his hands together. “I haven’t eaten since Mexico. Just a couple
            meals on the plane.”
         

         
         He had an accent Guin identified tentatively as Chicago. She felt her pupils dilate. First he’d build her a deck, then he’d
            grill meat on it. “So you have eaten,” she said. “Twice.”
         

         
         He grinned at her. An excellent grin.

         
         The drinks came and hers was clear and cold and a lot stronger than the one she’d ordered for herself. She put that down to
            the stranger’s eyes and arms and the softness of his mouth, the little indent in his bottom lip. It had been a long minute
            since she’d slept with anyone. Her last one-night stand ended on a pathetic note, the contemporary fiction author—weedy, check;
            dirtbag, check—she met at a Texas festival going strangely morose when they were through. He’d lain back on the puffy hotel
            pillows and confessed how sad it made him, as a former Ninth City kid, to think of Guinevere Sharpe having sex. Then he acted
            surprised when she sprang out of bed and put her clothes on.
         

         
         “Where are you traveling from?” he asked.

         
         “Europe,” she said succinctly. “How about you? How was Mexico?”

         
         “It was . . . a lot of dudes in one house. Bachelor party.”

         
         “Gross. Close with the groom?”

         
         “Thought I was. Then I went to his bachelor party. He’s in Palo Alto, I was the only guy there not in tech. Every time one of them talked it was money, money, money.” He moved his hand like a Pac-Man eating dots. “Keto diet. Money. One of them told me drinking coffee was the same as swallowing poison.” He paused to down half his beer in one go. She watched the muscles of his throat. “This same guy took about a dozen internet supplements a day. All called, like, Alpha Male Mandom for Men.” 

         
         “No Beta Male One A Days?”

         
         He laughed. “I love those. They’re shaped like the Flintstones.”

         
         “Did you bail? Tell me you bailed.”

         
         “I did. I packed my shit on day three. Who has a weeklong bachelor party?”
         

         
         “A monster.”

         
         He tipped his glass toward hers. “I made up some excuse and spent the rest of the week at a cheap motel, reading on the beach.
            Honestly, I might’ve stuck it out, but I had this bad feeling. I couldn’t shake it. Like, a premonition.” He leaned in. His
            eyes were very brown. “Then, get this. I’m on the plane this morning when I get a call from my mother. Frantic. Robbie—that’s
            the groom—his mom called mine, told her none of the guys made their flight back to California. They got arrested in Cancún.
            Not clear yet whether it was for assault or possession. You never know with alphas.”
         

         
         Guin tapped his glass with hers. “Cheers to bad feelings.”

         
         The bartender passed by, silently depositing a plate of fries between them. The man began eating them three, four at a time,
            talking while he did it. It was sexy and she wasn’t sure why. The gusto, maybe. Also, shoulders. “How about you? You ever
            experienced anything like that? A flash of the uncanny?”
         

         
         Guin inspected his face for a moment. “My life has been so normal you wouldn’t believe it,” she said. “Explainable at every
            turn.”
         

         
         He laughed, though she hadn’t really made a joke. “Well, cheers to canceled flights. I feel like I just walked out of a remake
            of The Hangover and into a Hitchcock film. Meeting a dazzling mystery woman in a bar.”
         

         
         “Hitchcock set a lot of movies ten yards from a Tim Hortons?” He did look a little dazzled, though. When her hair fell into her eyes—when she tipped her head to make it do so, fetchingly—his hand made an involuntary gesture, like he wanted to push it back. 

         
         Sometimes, when people looked at Guin this way, all she could think was: Don’t they see it? That long raw edge to her, where so much was ripped away. Wasn’t it visible? All she felt right now was the low sweet
            buzz of alcohol and anticipation.
         

         
         “I don’t know your name.” He said it in this sweet, wondering way she wouldn’t be able to shake, not for days and days. Like
            her name was the secret he’d been questing for.
         

         
         “I’m Guin.”

         
         “Guin.” He tested it, then took her offered hand. “I’m Hank.”

         
         

         Hours later the storm had passed. The sun was starting its rise over Toronto. Guin lay naked in an overheated room of the
            airport Sheraton, her right leg slung over Hank’s. Each had an arm up, hands entwined over their heads. They hadn’t slept
            yet and were talking lazily about the things you talk of when it’s all gone well, and you’re very tired. High school crushes,
            first concerts, bad dates.
         

         
         There was an art, Guin felt, to spending hours talking about yourself while revealing little. The way they’d done it almost
            felt like a game. She didn’t know what Hank did or where he was traveling to. She only knew his last name from glancing at
            his credit card receipt.
         

         
         He reached for her hip, turning her gently to face him. His hair stuck to his skin in damp locks, and his stubble was thickening
            by the hour. “Hey, where are you from? Or, where do you live?”
         

         
         She wrinkled her nose a little, preemptive regret. “I live in New York. Manhattan.”

         
         His eyes widened. “Whaaat. I’m in Fort Greene!”

         
         “Brooklyn?” She pulled back, touched her throat. “I thought you were from Chicago.”

         
         He frowned. “What, do I sound South Side to you? I’m from Bensonhurst.”

         
         For a minute they stared at each other. Same pillow, not so many inches between them. Guin knew she looked consternated and couldn’t quite fix her face. Slowly Hank began to smile, moving in to press his mouth to her neck. 

         
         “Poor Guinevere,” he said against her skin. Her full name had come out in the course of the night. “You thought you’d never
            see me again. Now that jabroni from the airport bar is gonna follow you all the way to JFK.”
         

         
         “Jabroni?” she murmured.

         
         Neither spoke again for a long while. When they did, they learned they’d been rebooked on the same flight home.

         
         In the end she followed him, all the way to his apartment. She didn’t leave for two days.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Four
2004

         
         Maeve Carter arrived at the Farmhouse five hours late, carrying a gift basket from Zabar’s.

         
         She was a pretty Boston ballerina turned actress with a big lollipop head. That wasn’t just Guinevere’s opinion, Maeve’s mother
            straight-up said it. It never would’ve looked right in the corps. Fondly she stroked her daughter’s glistening pony hair. But it shows up beautifully on film.

         
         Her mother was also her manager. Both wore knee-length skirts and matching Alice bands. Maeve was fifteen, but with the headband
            she could almost pass for ten. Movie ten. She’d been cast to play Guinevere Sharpe in the Ninth City film adaptation. She
            was staying at the Farmhouse for a few days to, one assumed, soak up some Guinevere vibes.
         

         
         Not one person had thought to ask actual Guinevere how she felt about this. Not her parents or Ennis or goddamned Jonathan
            Froud, who of course was here, pale with excitement and impeccably dressed. The closer the movie got to being made, the worse
            he got. Hollywood filled his head like a heroin habit.
         

         
         The seven of them—the Sharpe family and Jonathan, the actress and her mother—sat around the dining room table for dinner.
            Maeve nodded and smiled and laughed sweetly, right up until her mother rose and said, “Which way to the little girls’ room?”
            As soon as she was gone, Maeve stuck her tongue out like she was dead and said, “Sorry my mom’s such an irritating bitch.”
         

         
         Even Edith looked startled.

         
         You’d think Maeve would want to hang out with Guinevere, considering she was playing her. But after their first meeting Maeve
            barely looked at her. She was more interested in Ennis.
         

         
         He’d shot up over the past year. At thirteen he was taller than Edith. All his thick blond hair was gone: a few weeks ago,
            he cut it off over the kitchen trash, then shaved what was left. He laughed at her face when she saw it. Calm down, Guin, I’m not dead.
         

         
         All his softness was gone, though. His hair had been the last of it. He used to look like a lost boy. Now he looked like a
            knife.
         

         
         

         Maeve Carter was a witch for sure. Within an hour she’d divined the status of every person in the house, traced its currents
            of power. She treated Edith as an equal, Llewellyn with flirtatious scorn—Alright, Granddad, she’d say when she saw him, in flawless imitation of his accent—and Jonathan with the frigid politesse of a lady addressing
            a servant.
         

         
         The last was so glorious to witness, Guinevere didn’t care that Maeve seemed to see her as some kind of homunculus. A pet
            at best. It was hard to pin down how exactly she perceived Ennis, and Guinevere didn’t care to. She just wanted her to leave
            him alone.
         

         
         After the first night Maeve’s mother flew back to California. Life of a mommy manager! she said breezily, while her daughter mimed Psycho stabs at her back.
         

         
         Once she’d gone Maeve’s voice got lower, her eyeliner thicker. She lost the babyish headband that held back her pale hair,
            and the strip of skin between her shirt and waistband widened from tributary to river.
         

         
         And she wouldn’t stop bothering Ennis. She liked to say mean things to him. Liked to tug with her little hand at the front
            of his shirt and poke him in the side and call him names. Hey, nature boy. Okay, Smokey Bear. Once she touched the softness of his shaved head and said, Ooh, it feels like a hedgehog. He gave her no encouragement, only watched her with his cool blue eyes.
         

         
         Usually their guests—even the loud ones, the possibly mad ones—swam with the house’s tides. Maeve dropped into their languid routines like a rock. A space rock, magnetically charged, pulling everyone off their axes. 

         
         It didn’t help that Guinevere was running on days of bad sleep. It was that dream. The same dream, playing like an endless TV show every time she slept. Pausing when she opened her eyes.
         

         
         Maeve was supposed to stay for two days. When, by noon on the third, there was still no sign of her departure, Guinevere walked
            softly to the room they’d given her. It was a few doors down from her own. She pressed her ear to the door, then knocked.
            When no one answered she let herself in.
         

         
         The room was dark, curtains drawn. The air smelled of musky candy. It had the close, unwholesome atmosphere of a den. As her
            eyes adjusted Guinevere saw tangled bracelets glinting from the unmade bed. Bronzer was smeared across one panel of the beautiful
            old vanity, and a spray bottle labeled Tangerine Queen sat on an Olympics logo of oil rings. On the floor were headphones
            and tiny T-shirts and jeans scrunched up with dirty underwear inside them.
         

         
         What a gross girl. The thought was satisfying, almost crunchy. Guinevere sprayed Clinique Happy into the air to freshen it, jumping back when
            the droplets hit her skin.
         

         
         Oh, well. This was her house. So what if mean Maeve smelled her perfume on Guinevere? She couldn’t prove she’d been in here.
         

         
         After trying on Maeve’s makeup and flipping through her CDs and looking in vain for a single book—did the girl not read?—she
            started to wonder where, exactly, Maeve was.
         

         
         And Ennis. Where was he?

         
         A minute later Guinevere was sprinting over the back lawn. Her father was painting with the studio doors thrown open, Neil
            Young pouring out over the grass like a second sun. She didn’t spare the studio a glance.
         

         
         Why was she so sure of where she’d find them? The Sharpe siblings hadn’t visited their little house in progress since April.
            It had been smaller than they remembered. Shabby and wet-warped and leaking a sharp urine scent. Animal, she hoped. They’d
            spent so many springs starting over, but she could see in her brother’s face this time was different. They would not start
            again.
         

         
         The abandoned structure came into view in ash-colored slashes. Something hung from the wood like a flag on a derelict vessel. A windbreaker, lilac. 

         
         Guinevere walked a little closer, around to the right, and saw—

         
         Skin. Limbs, moving. Pinkish pale and sunbrowned, enough of it at once that she knew to look away before she saw more. And
            god, she felt so stupid, running away. So self-conscious she made herself slow to a walk. Wiping her face, thinking surface thoughts. At least they didn’t see me, at least they didn’t hear me—
         

         
         She took in a great shuddering breath. It was their clearing. Their little Wendy house, built by hand. And he’d brought Maeve to it, to do the same ugly, desperate things Llewellyn did with
            his carousel of models. That Edith had done with Arthur Borelli and, Guinevere knew by now, whomever else she liked.
         

         
         She cut through the orchard, through its slow confetti of rising falling bees, almost asking for a sting. It would justify
            the hard, unswallowable pain in her throat.
         

         
         So what? she asked herself. So what? Maeve would leave soon and it would be like none of this had even happened. This time next week it wouldn’t matter at all.
            The whole visit would drift away like a movie they’d watched once and forgotten. You couldn’t hold a memory. It had no weight.
         

         
         She twisted a last clinging peach off its branch and took a savage bite. Bloomy, so floral sweet she could vomit. She chucked
            it away.
         

         
         She just had to make it to her room. The one person who might try to stop her was Jonathan. Last she saw him, he was lying
            on the couch flipping through a box of manuscripts he’d driven up with from the city. He turned their pages with crisp snaps,
            making explosive sounds of derision. All these writers’ delicate dreams in his disgusting hands. Guinevere went on tiptoe
            to the stairs, then sprinted up them. She threw her bedroom door open and momentum made her stumble, catching herself on the
            frame.
         

         
         Edith sat on her bed, looking down. Guinevere’s notebook lay open over her knees.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Five
2004

         
         Guinevere stared at her mother’s glossy black crown. She liked to keep it short on the sides and soft on top, like a romance
            poet’s, and had taken to wearing narrow-cut suits in beautiful materials—slate-blue gabardine, ledger-green velvet.
         

         
         Her hair had grown out, though, since her last trip to the city, and she wore her writing clothes. Black leggings and an Emerson
            sweatshirt—Jonathan’s—with the sleeves cut off. One hand was fisted against her sternum as she stared at the open notebook.
         

         
         Guinevere’s temples hammered. The sight was so incorrect she couldn’t tell yet how she felt. She used to dream of this day,
            when Edith would read her stories and see her. But that was a long time ago.
         

         
         “Mom,” she said. The word empty of emotion, because she hadn’t found the proper one.

         
         Edith looked up. Her eyes were very soft, very dark, as if she’d been pulled from a pillowy sleep. She said,

         
         “You’re a writer.”

         
         Ennis said those words to her once, the first time she read him one of her stories. They’d had such heft she could feel them
            in her palm, like an opal or a dragon’s egg. When her mother said them, they tapped straight into a reservoir of pain she’d
            kept hidden even from herself.
         

         
         She said, “Wow, Mom. Thanks for noticing.”

         
         Edith’s gaze hardened, focused. “Since when?”

         
         “Since when have I been a writer? Since forever.”

         
         “This is good, Guin. It’s really quite beautiful. And clever. I mean, I really like it.” She looked unhappy, though. Kept pressing fingertips
            against her stupid necklace charm, an ever-present bump beneath her shirt.
         

         
         Guinevere stared at her mother. Her sweatshirt and greasy black hair, her mouth waxy with ChapStick. Hating Edith like Ennis
            did would’ve eaten her up from the inside out. Loving Edith would’ve killed her. The only way to survive living with a mother
            you couldn’t touch was to crumple her to nothing in your mind.
         

         
         Now she was uncrumpling. Becoming a body on a bed, watching her daughter with wary admiration. Her nose was narrow and interesting.
            So were her eyes. She had a pretty patch of sun damage on her right cheek, freckled and swirling like fancy marble. Guinevere
            had the horrible feeling she was going to cry. She swallowed twice and said, “Thank you.”
         

         
         Edith looked at her. Bit her lip and haltingly said, “I always had this idea that we’d talk when you were older. I had a list
            of all the things I wanted to tell you. Explain to you.” She pressed her hand to the notebook. Four fingers and that witchy
            gap. “Sitting here reading this, I thought, My god. It’s here. She’s older. And I’ve forgotten all the things I wanted to say.”
         

         
         Guinevere stared at her. She didn’t have the first idea how to reply.

         
         Her mother sighed. “Guin, you know I was a . . . god, I was a kid when I started this. This life with Llew and you two. I didn’t even know what a kid I was. But I do know I haven’t been a perfect—”
         

         
         “Stop.” Guinevere threw up a hand, her whole brain snowy with panic. All these years and she’d never said it. Edith thought it was
            okay to just say it? As if speaking it aloud would change anything, would matter in the least. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Edith said softly. “I respect that. But, Guinevere, I do have to talk to you about something.”

         
         She closed the notebook gently and set it aside. When she straightened, chin tipped upward, she was once more that cool, untouchable
            person Guinevere kept in a triple-locked corner of her head.
         

         
         “You deserve a better education.” Her mother sounded oddly formal. “Reading what you wrote has made that clear. I’m going to find a great school for you. One with a really strong writing program.” 

         
         She might as well have tossed glitter right into Guinevere’s face. Blinking, she said, “I get to go to school? And take the bus?”
         

         
         “Well . . .” Edith looked a little nervous. “We’ll drive you. And pick you up. At the beginning and end of each semester.”

         
         That last bit she said in a rush. Guinevere wrinkled her nose. “Semester?”

         
         Then she got it. High gates, bad food, loneliness. Creaking dormitory beds in a doubled row, overseen by a wicked headmistress
            in high-collared black. Sara Crewe starving in the attic! Jane Eyre watching her best friend die of consumption!
         

         
         “Mom, no. Not boarding school.”

         
         Recklessly she reached for her mother’s hands. Edith was already standing, whisking them over her hips like she was brushing
            dust away. Always she’d done this when one of her children got upset: performed brisk, decisive gestures implying action,
            while moving steadily out of reach.
         

         
         “You’ll love it.” She was looking anywhere that wasn’t her daughter’s face. “You just have to trust me on that. Also, you’re
            eleven. You’re not the one making the decisions around here.”
         

         
         “Neither are you!” Guinevere could feel her face reddening. “Neither is Dad! You can’t send me to boarding school, I live
            here.” The Farmhouse seemed half prison an hour ago, a stifling wooden ship adrift on a dozy green sea. Threatened with losing
            it, she loved its every claustrophobic inch.
         

         
         “I can, actually,” Edith said tonelessly. “We’ll continue this conversation when you’ve calmed down.”

         
         Guinevere was so stunned by the injustice it took her too long to find her tongue. When she did Edith was nearly out the door.

         
         “What about Ennis!” Her voice squeaked like a parrot’s. She gripped her hair at the roots. “Is he going with me? Is he staying
            here? Mom. Mom. Mom. What about Ennis?”
         

         
         Edith shut the door firmly behind her. Guinevere was so well trained she didn’t even consider that she might open it and follow. When her mother closed a door, it was closed.
         

         
         

         She stayed in her room the rest of the day. For lunch she ate a hazelnut Ritter Sport, for dinner a sleeve of saltines. The
            sun went down and she felt greasy in the dark, teeth gritty and stomach sour.
         

         
         But. (She could only think it with the lights out.) What if it wasn’t entirely a bad thing? Boarding school.
         

         
         Hours ago, she’d heard them come into the house. Heard Maeve, at least, giggling away. Ennis had to have been with her. Didn’t
            he care at all where Guinevere was?
         

         
         What if things went on like this? Ennis turning away from her, in on himself. Toward his anger and his art, his own dreams
            of escape. What would her life be like without her brother’s constancy? Already its sameness was so oppressive even the sky
            wasn’t big enough to release her. Even the woods were a wiry green fist, closing in.
         

         
         Boarding school. New bed, new vistas, new air to breathe. Classes, real ones, like she’d seen in the movies. And other girls. That thought carried more terror than thrill. Would they like her?
            Would they—she tensed—have heard of her?
         

         
         She rolled over, curled her body up small. Well, what if they had? She’d survive it. Even if they hated her when they found
            out she wasn’t Book Guinevere, but someone pettier, dirtier, less courageous. She’d survived worse.
         

         
         Guinevere fell shallowly asleep, hope and despair tumbling her under green-black waves. She woke when her mattress dipped
            beneath his weight.
         

         
         The moon was in the middle of her window, where she’d left it. She hadn’t been sleeping long. Ennis was a tense outline at
            the edge of her bed, unspeaking. Then he lay back. His head was propped on her blanketed legs, his face lit silver. He whispered,
            “Maeve is leaving tomorrow.”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Okay.”

         
         “She thought you might’ve been in the woods today. Were you?”

         
         Guinevere calculated. He should be embarrassed, not her. Still, she said, “No.”
         

         
         Did Ennis believe her? She wasn’t sure. “I’m glad she’s leaving,” he said. “Things’ll get back to normal.”

         
         Normal. She could’ve laughed. When she didn’t reply he tilted his head to see her, eyes troubled. “Tell me a story?”
         

         
         He hadn’t asked in ages. She used to read her stories to him every night. When she thought about opening her notebook, all
            she could picture was Edith holding it in her lap, cold eyes razoring up its pages.
         

         
         “Mom is sending me away,” she said. “She’s sending me to boarding school.”

         
         He was motionless for a moment. Then he swung up, facing her, and in a full daytime voice said, “What?”
         

         
         She found herself fumbling to explain: Edith in her room, reading her notebook, making her sudden proclamation. There were
            too many holes in it. How did she know the notebook was there? Why did she care? Why after all this time did she suddenly
            give a shit?
         

         
         Ennis listened with a face of stone. When she faltered to a stop, he took a long breath and said, “No.”

         
         He bounded off the bed and out to the hall.

         
         “Ennis,” she whisper-shouted. “Come back!”

         
         It was after midnight. What did he think he was going to do? Wake up Edith, start a fight? Guinevere waited. The moon rose,
            contracting, a coin then a button then out of sight. He didn’t come back.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Six
One day until Mother

         
         Hank was gone, her typed pages with him.

         
         His mug was there. His razor was in the shower, his T-shirt printed with the logo of an Austin coffee shop balled up under
            her pillow. Bottles of Penzeys cumin and cinnamon and oregano, a dinged-up skillet sitting on her cold stovetop. His jeans
            were in her hamper, and on her bedside table his spatchcocked paperback of Red Harvest.
         

         
         He was gone, but his things were here, and everything that happened last night had an unreal texture to it. Like a piece of
            theater, its heat and drama couldn’t stand up under natural light. Had he read her story yet? On the B to Brooklyn, in his
            classroom, alone. Did he—Guin felt ridiculous even thinking the question—like it?
         

         
         She pulled on Hank’s T-shirt. She brewed coffee over ice in the Chemex he bought her and poured it into the thermos mug he
            gave her at the start of summer, wondering all the time whether these things had become relics. The kiss of the shirt’s old
            cotton, the good bitterness of the beans he picked up at a roaster by his school. The way her apartment’s hermetic air was
            pierced by his presence.
         

         
         He’d come back, or he wouldn’t. He still wanted to marry her, or he didn’t. While she waited to find out, Guin took her coffee
            and that demon box, her laptop, to the couch. There she lay supine, head at a wretched angle—a punishment—and checked in on
            the state of her public life. It didn’t take long to comprehend what Nisha’s video had done.
         

         
         Nearly twenty years had passed since Edith’s last book was published. The Wicked Few, the would-be penultimate Ninth City book. Tens of thousands of copies flooded bookstores just three months after Edith Sharpe
            was mourned by the world.
         

         
         Even now the series maintained squatter’s rights on the children’s bestseller list. But people had almost forgotten the captivating,
            sometimes sordid off-page story that helped make the books so inescapable. Now they were remembering.
         

         
         The career-ending affair between rising actor Llewellyn Sharpe and New York City schoolgirl Edith Cooper—risqué in 1990, repugnant
            now. The unlikely transformation of that schoolgirl from third player in the tabloid mini-drama attending Llewellyn’s divorce
            to wunderkind fantasy author.
         

         
         The word-of-mouth sensation that was The Ninth City, powered in part by Edith’s use of her own children’s names and images, gorgeously blurring the line between real and not.
            It allowed the Ninth City to occupy a peculiar twilit space in readers’ imaginations. As Nisha said, Because you and your brother were real, it seemed real, too.
         

         
         Then the final stanza in the Ballad of Edith Sharpe: the fire.

         
         People began theorizing on day one. Grief-stricken readers and armchair detectives and the unstable. There were the practical
            hypotheses: the house was old, the wiring chewed on by generations of creatures. No way were the chimneys regularly inspected.
            And in all extant photos of the Farmhouse there was somebody smoking.
         

         
         Then the less practical theories. Murder, obsession, revenge, possession. Magic. Could the Ninth City itself somehow have been involved? And the missing finger thing, the centerpiece of many a crackpot’s
            theory. It was too tantalizing, too strange, to be coincidence. Strangers played the tragedy like a real-life game of Clue. Edith did it, Llewellyn did it, the Architect
            slipped through and they did it. It was the possessive editor, the spurned model, the jealous party guest. It was Ennis, teenage rebel. Guinevere,
            bad seed.
         

         
         Speaking of the children. How did they survive?

         
         The fire started after dark and spread so fast and completely not a single grown-up was spared. How had they escaped it?

         
         For years this avenue of inquiry lay fallow. Now it crackled like a party line. Yesterday Ennis Sharpe was an artist going through a spate of bad press. Today—in certain thrilled quarters of the internet—he was a psychopath arsonist who’d murdered his parents and a house full of people, then struck again last year, pushing Marla Kaufman to her death inside The Door Museum. His own sister knew it and tried to warn TikTok humanitarian @NishaDaily. Reddit ran red with glee.
         

         
         There was no internet at the Farmhouse. In her first year with Bitsy, Guin’s access to it had been severely curtailed. She’d
            never experienced with such immediacy the unique awfulness of watching her own history being slit open and unpacked like the
            belly of a fetal pig.
         

         
         When Guin had glutted herself, soaking in dozens of theories and multiple takes on that famous photo of her and Ennis (Look at their creepy eyes, they’re like Chucky dolls!), she hid her laptop under the couch and threw up in the kitchen sink.
         

         
         She didn’t mean to, she’d been leaning over to take a drink. Afterward she felt better. Numb. Wrapped in layer after layer
            of speculation and jeering and performative sympathy until she felt nothing.
         

         
         Not quite nothing. What she took away from her immersion in the internet’s endless buffet of poisons, its hot takes ranging from the
            plausible to the Grand Guignol, was this: the strange and secret satisfaction of knowing not a single one came close to the
            truth.
         

         
         Ennis knew the truth. And he’d have heard the audio of her and Nisha. What did he think of her now?

         
         She’d wondered this so often over the years. When she first said yes to Regina—Yes, I will help you promote the work of Edith Sharpe—it was a middle finger held up to her absent brother. If he wanted to run forward, away, to pretend their entire childhood
            meant nothing, never even happened, then she would run back.
         

         
         Back into the fungible past. All the cut-glass images that lived in her could, she learned, be softened by handling. Smudged,
            painted over, past as palimpsest. It would be a lie to say the life story she’d been selling was invented strictly for the
            paying public.
         

         
         It was Guin who wanted it to be the true one. Artist parents, busy but ultimately nurturing. Long days full of child-sized adventures, ending in family dinners and wood fires and bedtime stories. This is what Ennis would neither understand nor forgive. Her lies had never been in the service of their mother. Guin did what Edith wouldn’t and Llewellyn couldn’t: gave herself a good childhood. 

         
         Tomorrow her brother’s show would open. Everyone expected him to reveal his own take on Edith Sharpe. But Guin couldn’t shake
            her sense that there was something else happening, something more at stake than a dead author’s reputation.
         

         
         Mother. Its old-fashioned formality raked nails up her neck. The word was a key. It opened that innermost box around which a person
            is made, uncovering—what? Maternal love? Hallmark-card, Christmas-commercial love, without flaw or condition. But not for everyone.
         

         
         Guin was sure she’d heard Ennis turn that key, speak that stiff and weighted word, only one time. The memory was so clear,
            untouched by the passage of time or her own revisions.
         

         
         Mother. It was very nearly the last word she heard her brother speak.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Seven
2004

         
         Guinevere woke to a sound from the hall: a high, fast whirring moving toward her door then past it, resolving into the music
            of suitcase wheels. Maeve Carter was finally leaving.
         

         
         She opened her door a crack, in time to see the actress thumping her case down the stairs. From below came a muffled flurry
            of female chatter, to which Maeve grimly replied, “Yes, Mommy, I know.”
         

         
         Mrs. Carter was back. Guinevere pictured the sticky pink kiss she’d leave on her daughter’s cheek. The manicured fingers claw-gripping
            her shoulders, as if to say, Mine. My piggy bank. You could almost feel sorry for Maeve.
         

         
         Then she heard Edith. Speaking not in the low and practiced tone she used with guests but something rattled, higher. Guinevere
            crept into the hall to peek down through the spindles.
         

         
         The Carters stood in the arch of the open front door, bookended by Maeve’s fancy suitcase and luxe-brand duffel. The older
            woman did indeed have her talons stuck to her daughter’s shoulder, like a big blonde parrot.
         

         
         “It’s not that much to ask!” Edith wore a big gray T-shirt and apparently nothing else. Her hair was a mess, her words pitchy
            and shaking.
         

         
         Jonathan spoke blandly from out of sight. “Edith, can we just—”

         
         “You can just eat shit, Jonathan!” She snarled it, then whirled back to face the Carters. “You’re not leaving till you empty your bags. It’s the least you can do, and I forbid you to leave until you’ve done it!” 

         
         Guinevere gripped the spindles. Edith was yelling at Maeve? Confusedly she wondered if she knew about Maeve and Ennis.
         

         
         Mrs. Carter pushed her daughter behind her. She was wearing a cropped pink sweater and pink plaid pants, and big pink sunglasses
            pushed up over her unnatural hair. She looked like a teenager who’d been cursed to age thirty years in one minute. “You will
            not speak another word to my daughter,” she said icily. “I’m calling our director and our agent the instant I have reception
            again. Once we’re out of this hillbilly backwater. Maeve, we’re leaving. Now.”
         

         
         The actress didn’t move. She looked, for the first time, uncertain. In a rush she said, “I’m so sorry you can’t find it, Edith.
            Please believe me, I would never take anything from you. Never. I’m such a fan. I’m really looking forward to playing Guinevere.
            Thank you again for having me.”
         

         
         “Maeve,” her mother barked. Ducking her head, the girl followed her out the door.
         

         
         Guinevere heard a faint creaking and looked up. She’d been so riveted she hadn’t seen Ennis there, spying like she was. She
            opened her mouth to speak, and he shook his head, retreating to his room.
         

         
         Edith stood alone. Guinevere watched as she pressed her forehead to the front door, then both palms, flat. Her shoulders were
            heaving, though she made no sound. After a minute of this she pushed off the wood and disappeared in the direction of the
            kitchen.
         

         
         Guinevere crossed to her brother’s room and flung open the door. “What happened? Does Mom think Maeve took something?”
         

         
         Ennis lay on the bed, his hands behind his head, staring fixedly at the ceiling. “Necklace,” he said.

         
         Her hand went automatically to her own throat. “The one—the necklace? Her necklace? She never takes it off.”
         

         
         “Apparently she does.”

         
         He was evading her eyes. Something struck her and she stiffened. “En.”

         
         No answer.

         
         “Ennis. Did you—” She looked hastily behind her, shut the door. Crossed the room and rested a knee on his bed. “Is that what you were doing last night? I stayed up forever waiting for you.” She felt better, though. He hadn’t forgotten about her, he’d been punishing Edith on her behalf. “So, what? You snuck into their room? How’d you get it off her neck?” 

         
         He rolled onto his stomach and spoke through a face full of pillow. “Very carefully.”

         
         Guinevere stared at him. His shaven head, the gentle dip at the back of his neck. “Where is it?”

         
         “Don’t worry,” he said instead of answering. “She won’t find it.”

         
         

         The idea was unpleasant: the necklace without Edith. Unworn, unattended.

         
         It wasn’t that it was ugly. Guin had managed glimpses of it over the years, and it was actually kind of interesting. Though something about it made
            her nervous.
         

         
         Ennis thought she must’ve had it specially made in the city, paying thousands for all that heavy gold. But Guinevere was sure
            she remembered their mother wearing it—the glint of the chain over her neckline, the charm beneath her shirt—before she made her money. Before she wrote the first book.
         

         
         She figured Ennis would hide it somewhere for Edith to find, after a day or two of worry. Or maybe he’d destroyed it. When
            she pictured him trying, all she could think of was the One Ring.
         

         
         She was thinking these thoughts, sliding in her socks down the first-floor hall, when Edith stepped into her path and grabbed
            her by the shirt. Guinevere yelped, stumbling as her mother jerked her forward, fabric burning the back of her neck, and looked
            down her collar. Flat chest, swell of belly. No necklace. She grunted and let go.
         

         
         “Now your pockets,” she said.

         
         Guinevere breathed hard through her mouth, trying not to smell her mother, stress sweat and ashtray. Edith looked so frighteningly
            capable of anything that she obeyed, turning her pajama pockets out to reveal a cat’s-eye marble and a Kleenex. Edith glared
            at her findings, then said,
         

         
         “If you go straight up and get it, I won’t be mad. You won’t be in trouble. We’ll just forget all about it.”

         
         “Get what?” Guinevere said snidely.

         
         Edith slapped her. It was the uncontrolled strike of a toddler, more startling than painful. “That’s how you wanna play it?
            I’m checking your room next, every inch. Then your brother’s. Then all your little hiding places. I know it’s one of you. I’ve already humiliated myself in front of the Carters because of you.
            Because I didn’t want to believe one of my own kids was a thief.”
         

         
         Guinevere held her cheek. How many times had Edith caught them slipping a hand into a party guest’s jacket pocket and looked
            away without a blink?
         

         
         “I’m your mother. I know how you work, how you think, the secrets you’re keeping.” The things Edith said were confident things,
            but her eyes brimmed with something desperate. “I’ve written whole books about you, kid. I know all there is to know.”
         

         
         Guinevere’s mouth dropped open. That her mother seemed to believe this pushed her past caring. “You don’t know shit,” she
            hissed. “The kids in your books are fake and stupid and we hate them. They’re nothing like us. They’re nothing like anyone. Only babies could think they’re real. They’re—puppets.”
         

         
         Edith’s first response was split by a dry smoker’s cough. When she was done, she swiped a thumb over her lips and said, “Fake
            and stupid, okay. Tell that to the four million people who’ve bought my books.”
         

         
         And Guinevere straightened like she’d been pinched. My god, the revelation. It smacked into her like a wave of cold club soda.

         
         “I will tell them,” she said. “When I get away from you, I’ll tell them everything. I’ll tell them what kind of mom you are. How we never went to school, how all the homeschooling stuff is a lie. I’ll tell
            everyone all we have in the kitchen is whiskey and cocktail onions, and nobody ever takes us to the dentist unless we already have a big gross cavity!”
         

         
         She was reaching, feeling for all the things she’d wondered about. Surely it wasn’t like this for the kids who grew up in ranch houses, on cul-de-sacs. It wasn’t like this for the families she saw in E.T. and Poltergeist, or read about in Beverly Cleary.
         

         
         “Go ahead,” she went on. “Send me to boarding school so I can tell everyone. I can’t wait. I’ll tell them you’ll let anyone in our house, so long as they talk about how amazing you are. How Jonathan is always here, being awful, and how after that man put his hands all over me, Dad just gave me a pocketknife, instead of actually promising
            to protect me.”
         

         
         Her mother’s mouth hung open stupidly. “What man? Llewellyn didn’t tell me about a man.”

         
         “Yeah, right! I’m sick of it, Mom. I’m sick of your friends eating all our food and making a mess and playing music when I want to sleep. I’m sick
            of everyone looking at me when all I’m trying to do is walk through a room. I never want to hear that I’m pretty or I’m famous or I should smile
            or that everyone wants to be me ever again. Why would anyone want to be me? I hate being me! I hate my life, and I hate you!”
         

         
         Edith watched her with what looked like fascination. Like her daughter was a piece of furniture she’d never really gotten
            the point of that had just jumped up and started dancing. This look lit a fire in Guinevere’s chest that spread to her head,
            where it burned away all caution and made her say the most reckless possible thing.
         

         
         “I’m gonna tell them what you do, Mom.” She said it quietly. Knowing nothing, sure of nothing, speaking into that shivering void she pictured sometimes as
            snow. Falling relentlessly on the other side of a window, swallowing up the visible world. “What you did to Arthur and the
            rest of them. What you did to Dad. I’ll tell everyone.”
         

         
         The words rose out of nothing like a string of handkerchiefs pulled from a magician’s hat.

         
         Now Edith was listening. She looked at Guinevere as if she’d just peeled her face off, revealing a serpents’ nest. Her own
            face had a varnished sheen, sweat and a kind of expressionless shock.
         

         
         Very softly she said, “Arthur. Borelli, you mean? There’s a deep cut.” Her hand was pressed to her cheek, as if she were dredging up a distant memory. The veins in her eyes stood out like pink ribbons. “I don’t remember you even meeting him. Nice kid, I wonder what he’s up to. And your dad.” A tiny trip on the word. “What’d I ever do to him?” 

         
         She delivered it almost comically. A one-liner, meaning, What did I ever do besides marry him? So we could tear at each other’s metaphorical guts like metaphorical eagles for the
               rest of our wedded lives?

         
         The courage was draining out of Guinevere. On the fumes of it she said, “I don’t know, Mom. You tell me.”

         
         Because she really didn’t know. She’d been pulling at threads lying loose in the dark of her mind—bright visitors and sudden
            departures, and most of all the loss of the old Llewellyn—and trying to weave them. If Edith denied it with passable confidence,
            she might have believed her.
         

         
         Instead, a strange expression flickered over her mother’s face, swift and bright as sheet lightning. Pride. As if, whatever there was to tell, she felt no shame at all.
         

         
         Then the look was gone. Edith dipped her chin, the overhead bulb casting long Harlequin shadows under her eyes. “Enough with
            the dramatics. I want that necklace back by sundown. There are worse things in this life than boarding school.”
         

         
         What an exit line. Spoiled a little when she tripped, catching herself on the wall before disappearing around the corner.
            Heading upstairs, probably, to check their rooms, every inch.
         

         
         Guinevere stood alone, black spots bobbling in her sight. She didn’t know what she wanted to happen or what had changed or
            why exactly she was crying. She did it as quietly as she could, eyes closed tight.
         

         
         And then—it was the strangest thing—she felt the unmistakable sensation of embrace. Not from her own inadequate arms, but from the air itself. The house’s permanent odor of warm wood thickened. Sweet and
            dusty and faintly metallic, as if all the copper fixtures had begun to sweat. Good girl. Bright girl.

         
         She thought the words. They echoed like she’d heard them. She had the sudden wild notion that if she opened her eyes she would
            see—
         

         
         The images that strafed her were disjointed. Some old, some imagined. A shape in a window, raising its hand. A face all cupped in shadow. The clean chop of a finger.
         

         
         Guinevere opened her eyes fast, a gumminess along the lashes making it sting.

         
         The hall was empty. Light pooled over the animals carved along the ceiling, a mother rabbit curled around a pair of bunnies,
            the trio circled in turn by crocuses. She was alone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Eight
2004

         
         The day after Edith jumped her in the hall, Guinevere found Llewellyn in his studio.

         
         “Dad.”

         
         He was facing a canvas as tall and narrow as a looking glass and didn’t turn. “Guinevere.”

         
         “Did Mom find her necklace yet?”

         
         Her father tossed a wry look over his shoulder and said nothing. Edith had torn their bedrooms apart, as promised. Then she’d
            moved on to the rest of the house. She called her film agent to reaccuse Maeve and went on a crying jag. When Jonathan offered
            to go to the city to buy a replacement necklace, she whipped an ashtray at his head. It missed him by a mile and made a dent
            in the wall. Pity, Llewellyn said dryly.
         

         
         Guinevere watched him work for a while, her eyes aching. She craved dreamless sleep like it was a cup of cold water. After
            a few minutes passed she tried again.
         

         
         “D’you remember, when we first got here, how you didn’t like the house?”

         
         His brush stopped moving. Then started again. Without turning he said, “Didn’t I?”

         
         She shook her head, though he couldn’t see her. “That first year, before the . . .” Snowstorm. She didn’t say it. “That first year, you were always out here. You didn’t go inside until Edith made you.”
         

         
         “Don’t say Edith, she’s your mam.”

         
         “And once,” she continued doggedly, “you told me you were having the same dream every night.”

         
         He turned, blinking as his eyes adjusted to their new subject: painted figure to real girl. The look on his face was frankly
            afraid. Only for a moment, before melting into neutrality. “I don’t remember telling you that.”
         

         
         He hadn’t, of course. He’d told Edith. It’s every night, it’s the same dream. Door after door after—

         
         Arthur Borelli, though, he’d said it right to her. And I just keep having the same damned dream.

         
         Now Guinevere. “The house,” she said.

         
         “What about the house?”

         
         God, he was looking waxy. Like a wax statue of himself, too much yellow mixed into his skin. Was he sick? She revised the
            question: Was he sicker?
         

         
         “I loved it,” she said. “Lately, though . . .”

         
         Lately its windows were eyes that watched her. Its wooden halls mouths set to swallow. All its secrets—carved hands, hidden
            rhymes, the way the third-floor passage seemed forever to be singing, a funny buzzing music of light fixtures and pipes and things that came together into something organic—were creepy. They
            always had been, she just hadn’t seen it before.
         

         
         Oh, she’d loved it here. Until the house’s hold became strangulation. She smeared her tears away. “It’s scary. I’m scared.”
         

         
         Her father stood slumped in the clean studio light. One side of his handsome face hung a little lower than the other, dragged
            down by unspoken sorrow. He opened his arms, and in spite of everything she went to him, pressing her cheek to his shirt.
            It smelled like his studio. Turpentine and cigarettes left burning and his models’ perfumes. Two-faced odors of orange blossom
            and oud. He held her long enough that she thought, Maybe.
         

         
         Then he released her and said, “I’ll dig out the ol’ night-light, yeah?”

         
         “Night-light?” She pulled away. “That’s it?”
         

         
         His cheeks stained red. He wouldn’t look at her. “You’re a big girl. Little Miss Eleven. Some things you have to sort out yourself.” 

         
         She shook her head slowly. Tears made heated tracks over her cheeks. “You’re pathetic.” It was the first time she’d allowed
            herself even to think it. “God, Dad, you’re—don’t you even remember anymore? How you used to be?”
         

         
         “Oh, my fairy.” He said the old words softly. “Would you want me to?”

         
         The pain beneath her breastbone was sharp and terribly tender. Guinevere shook her head. She didn’t hate him that much. She
            never could.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” Gentle as an eraser, she swept the truth away. “I’m really tired, is all. I keep—now I’m having the same dream all the time. I can’t even—”
         

         
         “What dream.”

         
         He said it flatly, hard and alert. His soft bulk gone dangerous, in the way it had right before he hit that party guest. This
            alertness in him was rare and it scared her, enough that she said, “Just a dream. About boarding school.”
         

         
         He settled onto his back foot, blinking. “Boarding school? Planning to escape us, are you?”

         
         She felt her face slacken. Edith hadn’t even told him. Sending Guinevere away was either an empty threat, or it really mattered
            to her mother that little. “Never mind,” she mumbled, looking past him at the painting on his easel.
         

         
         It was awful. All his paintings were. His fruit looked like plastic fruit, his landscapes like the apocalypse. His people
            were worst of all. They had death-mask faces, even when their eyes were open.
         

         
         It was a style, what he made in spite of himself. His unsettling paintings did sell. She had trouble imagining anyone wanting to hang them.
            This new one depicted a man both barrel-chested and lanky, with red-gold hair. The figure from the neck down was faintly blurred,
            its face too clear: the face of a living dead man.
         

         
         “Is that . . . ?”

         
         “Your old man, yeah. New series. Self-portraits.” He shifted, arms crossed over his striped sweatshirt, mouth lifted in a faint smirk. “I call them my Hollow Men.” 

         
         Guinevere glanced at him. In Edith’s books, a Hollow was a visitor who stayed too long in the Ninth City. Hollows don’t grow
            up. Nor do they live forever. What’s left when the Architect is through with them is as empty as a golem and as light as a
            leaf. All it takes is one spark, thrown off a match or lamp or firework, and they go up in flames.
         

         
         Hollows love bright places. They seek the light until it consumes them.

         
         The echo had to be unintentional. Like Ennis, Llewellyn made a point of avoiding his wife’s books. Guin looked at the canvases
            against the walls, half lost to shadow, and saw they were all Hollow Men. Llewellyn standing or reclining, nude or dressed,
            his face an empty room. “I like them,” she said bravely. “They’re really good, Dad.”
         

         
         Like a child, he brightened. Llewellyn could be drowning and he’d take a compliment over a rope. “You think?”

         
         He looked back at the canvas in front of him, a self-portrait so desperately sad Guinevere chewed her cheek to keep the tears
            away.
         

         
         “You might be right,” he murmured. “I suppose I should get back to it.”

         
         She made a break for it. Not to the house or the woods, just sprinting back and forth across the grass to work the poison
            out. An insect whirred its wings in the branches above her and it sounded like an evil clock, hands rattling as they circled,
            counting down to some unspeakable thing.
         

         
         Something was about to break. Maybe everything. Ennis was growing up and away from her, Edith was spinning out, Llewellyn
            kept cracking her heart into smaller pieces.
         

         
         The boarding school threat, feeling more and more like a promise, had brought into focus the strange impoverishment of her
            life. With a hot, heady daring she thought, I want it. By which she meant more.
         

         
         Of all the things she’d said to Edith yesterday in the hall, she regretted only one: claiming she hated herself. Guinevere didn’t hate herself, not even a little. She could run like a deer and whistle on a grass blade and write stories so good that one day Edith would be nothing more than an asterisk, on the story of Guinevere Sharpe.
         

         
         She stopped pacing and looked defiantly at the house.

         
         It looked back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Forty-Nine
One day until Mother

         
         Around noon Guin was struck by a thought that propelled her up off the couch: What if Mother wasn’t real?
         

         
         This was more than wishful thinking. The show was set to open tomorrow. Less than a week ago the factory in Red Hook had been
            filthy and perilous. Could Ennis really have transformed it so quickly? Maybe the whole damned thing was a hoax, aimed specifically
            at her. To knock her off-balance, punish her for the memoir. That schmaltzy pamphlet you’re calling a memoir.
         

         
         She shrugged Hank’s words away, glanced at the blank screen of her phone. He hadn’t called or texted since slipping away,
            but Guin had no time to dwell. She was moving now, getting dressed, calling a car, her spirits lifted by the possibility that
            Ennis’s show might be a grand bluff.
         

         
         It had rained again overnight. She rode with her face to the open window, breathing wet leaves and gasoline. When they were
            close she tipped her head back, watching the stained concrete crown of the factory rise. The car turned the final corner and
            she hissed in a breath, one hand gripping the rim of the window.
         

         
         The stillness that hung over the place had broken like a sleeper’s curse. In its place, a sense of fevered industry. All the factory entrances were open, rolled up or propped with bricks. Moving in and out were people in ripped jeans, overalls, jumpsuits, the working clothes of the artsy proletariat. The muzzy iridescence of the first-floor windows had been power-washed away. They made a ring of clear black eyes, winking in the sun. 

         
         It was real, then, the show. It was happening. Guin climbed out of the car and passed two small construction vehicles parked
            haphazardly between building and road, compact and duck yellow as children’s toys.
         

         
         The workers she could see were oddly homogenous in their youth and good looks, as if Ennis had Pied Piper–ed the population
            of an art school’s studio class from there to here. She chose a wiry, sandy-haired one, leaning against the wall with an unlit
            rollie lodged between the pinkie and ring finger of his right hand. His other fingers cradled a large iPhone, thumbs flying
            over its screen.
         

         
         “Hey,” Guin said, pointing in a random direction. “I’m looking for Ennis. Did he go that way?”

         
         The boy glanced up blankly. “Ennis Sharpe? Sorry, ma’am. He’s not here.” Ma’am! The little prick. “Want me to tell someone you’re looking for him?”
         

         
         She smiled. “That’d be great. Or you could point me toward whoever would know? Whoever’s in charge?”

         
         “Uh.” His thumb twitched, he wanted to get back to his phone. “Yeah, I’m not actually sure who that’d be. We’re kind of a
            roundtable.”
         

         
         Her smile felt like stiffening papier-mâché. “A roundtable.”

         
         “Like in Camelot?”

         
         “I know the concept.” Her name was Guinevere, for god’s sake. “What you’re saying is, no one’s in charge.”

         
         “I’m saying we’re all in charge.”
         

         
         So this was how it was going since Ennis fired Candy. “That’s so cool,” she said disingenuously. “Is there a most in charge person who can help me find Ennis?”
         

         
         The boy tipped his head, shaking his broccoli flop out of his eyes to see her. “Your voice, like, is really familiar. And
            your face.”
         

         
         Then it clicked. The rollie he’d moved to the corner of his mouth fell to the ground. “Oh, shit! Guinevere Sharpe!” His eyes rode the length of her. Was he—yes, he was snapping photos, phone tipped up and thumb tapping without a glance at the screen. “Did you know I was deadass in love with you when I was ten?” 

         
         “I didn’t. Thank you.”

         
         A few of the other child laborers had trickled out and were watching them. The boy stepped forward a little to corral her
            away. She was his niche celebrity.
         

         
         “I can’t believe it’s you. What was it like, growing up at the Farmhouse? What was she like?”
         

         
         Guin grimaced, some ancient protective impulse making her say, “You don’t talk to Ennis about that stuff, do you?”

         
         “It’s my second day here. To be honest I haven’t met him. I would ask him, though. I mean, the show’s about her, right?” He licked his lips. “Hey, what did you mean in that video? What’s
            gonna happen at the show?”
         

         
         “Wasn’t me,” she said shortly. “Deepfake.”

         
         “Really? It seemed pretty—”

         
         “Do you think something’s going to happen?” She nodded at the open doors. “How much of it have you gotten to see?”
         

         
         “Yeah, no, none of it.” His tone was chiding. “Nobody goes on the upper floors, not until the opening.”

         
         “How are you supposed to build it if you can’t go in it?”

         
         Dude looked at her like she was the obtuse one. “That’s all done. The whole show is done. It’s opening tomorrow, right? We’re
            doing work on the ground floor, where the reception’s gonna be. I’m not . . .” He looked around, dropped his voice. “I’m not,
            like, a trained art handler. Or a carpenter. I’m not union or anything, I just heard they needed bodies. And I want to be
            a part of this. So do you think there’ll ever be a final Ninth City book?”
         

         
         “I was up there a few days ago. It was untouched.”

         
         “That . . . can’t be right.” He looked toward the upper floors. “How many days ago?”

         
         Guin didn’t answer. A young woman in black denim walked past them, her mullet the blue white of a Boca Raton granny’s. She
            rose on tiptoes to stuff a dirty tarp into a construction dumpster and looked very good doing it. But Guin couldn’t really
            see those slender tattooed arms lifting more than a couple of two-by-fours.
         

         
         She looked again at the young man in front of her. His ironic 1970s stepdad shirt, his selvedge denim. Then she stepped back, over the sidewalk, into the empty street. Taking in a ground floor bustling with untrained hands. And the construction vehicles. Who among these kids could operate them? 

         
         Guin felt a wrench in her gut and a doubling in her sight.

         
         They were props. The vehicles, the dumpsters, the bricks wedged against open doors. All of it props, and these busy, pretty people were actors. Even if they didn’t know it, they were part of the show. The illusion of construction:
            that was Mother’s opening act.
         

         
         Because the work Ennis created was impossible. Not in the riddling, seductive way of impressive endeavor, but in truth. Plainly
            stated, his installations were not possible. The revelation clicked into place with the rightness of prefab: human hands could not make what Ennis devised.
         

         
         Had she always known this? No. She’d suspected, though. For six years at least, since the rainy West Coast evening when she
            visited Film Still.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	Film Still (2019)

                  	Ennis Sharpe (1991–)

                  	The Panoramic, Seattle, WA

               

            

         
         A film archivist attending the Portland Book Festival found Guin after a page-to-screen panel. She squeezed her arm and said,
            “I’m so excited for your brother’s new show. I’m literally hopping on a plane next week to see it.”
         

         
         Guin smiled, nodded, and at the first opportunity fled to a quiet corner with her phone.

         
         The new exhibit was called Film Still. It was Ennis’s first foray into installation art. A composite re-creation of a golden-age movie palace, built inside a former
            auto showroom in a run-down quarter of Seattle.
         

         
         The hype around it extended beyond the cloistered art world. After the word-of-mouth virality of his early shows, the name
            Ennis Sharpe had begun to shed its first associations. He was more than the son of a great woman. He was, maybe, on the verge
            of becoming something great himself.
         

         
         Crouched by the women’s room of the Portland Art Museum, Guin paid out the nose for a flight into Sea-Tac. Two days later
            she was dropping her suitcase in an overpriced hotel room and walking out into the mizzling dusk.
         

         
         She was unprepared for Seattle. No umbrella, no hood. By the time she got to where she was going, rain had soaked through
            her jacket. She squinted at her phone—a block to go—turned a corner, and stopped.
         

         
         The theater’s facade sizzled against the deepening evening. Heart-stoppingly glamorous, a visitor from a vanished time. Where a movie title should be, pointillist carnival bulbs spelled out the words film still. Above that, larger and in lit cursive tracing, the panoramic.
         

         
         Entry was timed. A woman in a shirtwaist dress and victory rolls stood in the ticket taker’s booth. She put a hand out for
            Guin’s phone, glancing at her digital ticket then dropping the phone out of sight, trading it for a perforated check tag.
            Her smile was as red and white as a picnic cloth. “Enjoy the show.”
         

         
         Disconcerted, Guin nodded without smiling back. She pushed through double doors emblazoned with a sunburst, making it over
            the threshold before swaying to a stop.
         

         
         The lobby was—impeccable. An ocean of oxblood carpet, a chrome-and-glass candy counter, and to the right a series of theater
            doors, dimpled like red banquettes. A heavenly ceiling mural brimmed with underdressed gods, looking down on a small crowd
            of people in midcentury garb. It was a thing, apparently, to dress for this. Guin in her jeans and jacket was the sole blot
            on the landscape.
         

         
         Her senses swam and settled. The lobby was almost too perfect. She found herself looking for the flaw. Some disruption to Ennis’s feat of temporal displacement. Evidence of industry,
            imbalance, human error—a code-required Exit sign, a twenty-first-century cough drop wrapper ground into the carpet.
         

         
         But the very air was correct. So dense with gold and scent and old-fashioned bustle you could practically cut a slice of it,
            like wedding cake. What it felt like, Guin thought, wandering the lobby in a not wholly pleasant haze, was walking inside
            a dream. Someone else’s.
         

         
         Then she had it. She had it, and her whole skin twitched.
         

         
         This was what the Ninth City would feel like. This glorious midcentury fever dream, all hot buttered nostalgia and art deco
            curves, felt less like a place than a vision manifested. Guin was flattened beneath a wave of queasiness that made her brace herself briefly, inadvertently,
            against a stranger in a slim-cut dinner jacket. He frowned at her, moving away.
         

         
         Breathing out, she resumed her reconnaissance. Past the candy counter was a wall of framed black-and-white publicity shots, signed in varying flavors of illegible cursive. Vamps and ingenues, villains and heroes. She didn’t recognize a single one. Were they real bygone actors, modern-day subjects in period drag, computer-generated facsimiles? 

         
         They looked real. A constellation of stars indigenous to some slightly altered Earth.
         

         
         Guin turned from the photos and gasped, heart making a ragged leap. Then she laughed: she’d been startled by her own reflection,
            drifting among the lava-lamp floes of a foxed mirror. Like a ghost from a less fashionable future.
         

         
         It pulled her a little ways out of her head. Ennis’s work wasn’t good for her, she knew this, but she was fine. And what she’d seen so far was only prelude. The heart of the installation was the theaters.
         

         
         There were three. Inside each a raked corridor of velvet seats led to a lit cinema screen, depicting a space from a film you’ve
            seen before, even if you can’t recall its name. Except there was no screen. Using lighting effects, Ennis created three movie sets visitors could walk inside. Because she’d read the reviews,
            Guin knew the first theater was black and white, the second cast visitors in glorious Technicolor!, and the third dusted them down, to desaturated 1970s effect.
         

         
         Each screen space took you deeper, to the dream within the dream. How thinly could Ennis stretch reality before it broke?

         
         A giddy couple—both dressed in shantung, one with stenciled brows stretching nearly to her temples—pushed past Guin into the
            first theater. After a moment, she followed.
         

         
         It was smaller than she’d expected, a half dozen rows of seats between her and the ersatz movie screen. As she watched, the
            women in the vintage dresses—one fern green, the other a hot prom pink—clipped up a short stair, painted black and nearly
            invisible, and stepped inside.
         

         
         They were drenched at once in the familiar grays of classic cinema. The effect was astonishing. The set was a domestic interior with an urbane cast, the apartment of some cosmopolitan movie couple. A newspaper editor and an actress, say, in a fizzy marital comedy. No, Guin thought as she approached. It was a drama. A thriller. The scene felt ripe with Hitchcockian menace.
         

         
         People watched from the seats as the two women moved through the space. One made herself a drink from a bar cart, stopping
            periodically to preen, admiring her black-and-white arms. A man sat in a dissolute attitude on the sofa, breaking the fourth
            wall to wave at a friend in the audience. Guin hung back as another visitor, an elderly man dressed for a party on West Egg,
            strode past her and up onto the stage, into the screen. From human being to filmic figment. Incredible.
         

         
         To what end, though? She’d read the artist’s statement, and there was far too much humanity in it. The universality of the
            cinematic experience, the beautiful brainwash, the shared delusion. Guin called bullshit. If she knew her brother at all anymore,
            she knew this: he didn’t count himself among the general population, and he didn’t give a shit about universal anything.
         

         
         The woman at the bar cart receded farther into the set, hand clamped around a rocks glass. Behind the sofa, open doors led
            to a balcony, and beyond that a stylized impression of city sky. To the right were two doors. She disappeared through one
            of them.
         

         
         Guin wondered how deep the installation went, and where it ended, as she stole down the aisle. She assumed the set would gain
            in clarity as she approached, but the opposite was true: it became more silvery, more luminous. Its glow was at once grainy
            and soft, like sugar dissolving in cream. She climbed the little stair, and at the lip of the screen she paused.
         

         
         She looked back into the white eye glaring at her from the projection booth. There was, as far as she could tell, no other
            source of light to explain the trick.
         

         
         Music played from her left. It had been there all along, such a seamless part of everything she barely noticed. In the shadows
            below the stage were the hunched figures of a live septet. The dark rendered them faceless, their instruments glinting here
            and there with reflected illumination.
         

         
         Guin reached a hand toward the flawless block of movie light. She expected to feel a tension as her fingers entered cinematic airspace. Nothing. Just the unsettling climb of grayscale: her hand, wrist, arm to the elbow, all shaded black and white, like Dorothy Gale sliding slowly back into Kansas. 

         
         Something, a false or flattened note, made Guin turn toward the unlit players. The violinist was looking at her. Masked, forehead
            to chin. All she could see of their face was a black glitter through the mask’s eye holes. And a twitch of the head. Don’t.

         
         Guin looked forward again with a startled snap. Pulled her hand back. Clumsily she hopped off the little stair and raced up
            the aisle, past rows of seats that curved and repeated like the teeth of a marine mammal.
         

         
         Back to the immaculate lobby, brimming with its hothouse odor of popcorn and rose absolute. Horrible. Haunted, she thought,
            and not by dead things. The haunting was in the weave, the whole place built in bad faith for some unfathomable purpose.
         

         
         Over thick carpet, through the sunburst doors, back onto the street. Filling her lungs greedily with burnt kebab and rain
            as she walked straight into traffic with her hands held up like a rush-hour cop. All that mattered was getting away, putting
            the heavy metal bodies of moving vehicles between herself and Ennis’s awful theater.
         

         
         The lights of a chain Italian place glowed in the middle distance and she staggered toward them. Fifteen minutes later she
            was destroying a plate of bad mostaccioli, oversalted marinara filling her mouth like neon light. She drank iced tea refills
            until her bladder ached and kept flexing the fingers of her left hand. The one that breached the movie screen.
         

         
         She was possessed by the unshakable sense of having had a near miss. It was an animal feeling, a wild terror that could possess
            a person only after the threat is gone. That of a diver poised in green depths, swallowing canned air as the leviathan swims
            harmlessly away.
         

         
         It wasn’t until she’d stuffed herself that Guin remembered her surrendered phone. She loitered half a block from the theater
            until a passing teenager agreed to retrieve it in exchange for twenty bucks.
         

         
         The sense of close call lingered. Even when she was inside her hotel room with the heat on high. Even in the morning, at the airport, where she kept catching herself searching the faces of strangers. As if thinking of Ennis might draw him to her. 

         
         By the time she touched down at LaGuardia the feeling had faded. Her sense of the installation’s power lessened every day,
            until her panicked retreat struck her as ridiculous.
         

         
         A few weeks later a link hit her inbox. After her Seattle trip she’d set a Google Alert for Ennis’s name. It was an article
            about the show, nothing new. She skimmed it and glanced at the comments. First idly, then with a sense of rising disaster.
         

         
         I loved Film Still, said MaureenC_91. But it gave me a serious reality hangover. Anyone else experience this?

         
         YES! someone replied. Even days later I feel kinda *black and white* Real life seems so flat and I’m actually finding my work is affected (I’m a
               graphic designer) I think I got *too* into it

         
         Thank you for this, said a third person. I saw the show when it opened and haven’t felt totally myself since. Creative block, weird sleep etc. I’m a poet and honestly
               it’s got me kind of depressed.

         
         A fourth commenter chimed in. That “show” if you can call it that was so dumb. My girlfriend made me go and the effects sucked and there wasn’t even movies
               playing. Get a life snowflkaes.

         
         Things devolved from there. Guin closed her laptop and looked again at her hand. Turning it, studying it. Remembering how
            it looked dipped in the colors of another world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty
One day until Mother

         
         Guin turned from the factory and began to walk. She heard the young man calling after her and walked faster.

         
         Surely Ennis had made a better effort once, to cover his tracks? To make his installations more plausible? But people saw
            what they wanted to see. Knew what they always had known. Wasn’t she the perfect example? All these years she’d been holding
            on to the puzzle pieces of her childhood and its blazing end, shoving them together to form a picture she could live with.
            That wasn’t how they fit. It wasn’t the image they made.
         

         
         What could she do? In practical terms, what was she supposed to do? She couldn’t stop this show from happening, any more than she could’ve put her hands up to halt the smoke rolling from the
            Farmhouse.
         

         
         Was that an idea? Kill the factory with fire? Guin rolled her neck, breath catching. She didn’t even like firepits.

         
         She walked along the water, tearing through dead-end ideas. Pay someone else to commit arson. Call Candy again and beg. Make
            her own TikTok account, issue a more convincing warning. Show up at Ennis’s old gallery, see if anyone there knew anything.
         

         
         Actually. Guin stared into space, biting down on the pad of her thumb as she thought, so that later it would be ridged faintly in blue. There was someone she hadn’t tried yet who might have heard from Ennis. Who was embedded in the art world and would be more than happy to talk about him. With great misgiving Guin found her number, unblocked it, and sent a text. 

         
         
            This is Guin Sharpe. Can I call you? I won’t take more than ten minutes of your time.

         

         She was walking up Columbia when the reply came.

         
         
            Let’s talk in person. You free tonight?

         

         

         Eight p.m., a fifth-floor walk-up in Alphabet City. Guin clanged wearily up the stairs, wine bottle in her fist. Someone must’ve
            heard her coming; she was half a flight away when a voice called down. “Door’s unlocked!”
         

         
         The stairwell was painted a peeling urine yellow. The bare bulbs in the hall set the perfect mood for murder. When she reached
            4F she paused to catch her breath. Then she opened the door and stepped into another realm.
         

         
         For a minute she stood there, arms hanging loose. The air smelled of peony and sandalwood. A Broadcast song drifted through
            it like dandelion fluff. The light had the filmy quality of an erotic 1980s music video, and the whole place was filled with
            young women.
         

         
         Women drinking, talking, lazing, laughing in grand performative shouts, leaning forward to kiss or hug or touch each other’s
            faces, or to pet the cock-eyed spaniel who moved from lap to lap in an affectionate frenzy. On a table to Guin’s right, between
            two lit sconces, sat a white-frosted cake dressed in flowers and a blue bowl piled with kumquats.
         

         
         Guin took one and rolled it between her palms, releasing its glossy oil. She felt like an alien from a less curated planet.

         
         “Look who it is,” someone said. One of the trio of Graces sitting on the sofa with their legs entwined. “Arlene! She’s here!”

         
         “Guinevere Sharpe.”

         
         Her name sliced neatly through the aural haze. Guin turned toward the possessor of that loud, sweet voice, redolent of orange groves and traffic. Arlene Fitzpatrick. Former gallery girl and Ennis’s last known ex. 

         
         Before she could speak Arlene stepped forward and folded her into a hug. She had an ethereal vibe, but her body was thick,
            substantial. Guin’s nose pressed close to a neck scented of sweat and bakery.
         

         
         Arlene was exactly the girl you’d pick out from a crowd and say, Muse. A skim-milk redhead built along the generous lines of a ship’s figurehead, veins strung like blue jewelry at her temples
            and wrists. She had small teeth and fey features, and she walked with a cane because of a degenerative bone condition. The
            one she was currently propped on could have been carved out of driftwood, cast up at her feet by a besotted mermaid.
         

         
         Despite her look—evocative of rocky places, the waters and the wild—Arlene was the Encino-bred daughter of two entertainment
            lawyers. Four years ago, when she fell madly in love with Ennis, she was a twenty-two-year-old gallery receptionist and artist’s
            model living in LA. When he broke things off, she fixated on reaching him through his estranged sister.
         

         
         Following that post-breakup era of tearful voicemails and light stalking, Arlene thrived. Since Guin last heard from her,
            she’d acted in two small-budget films, launched a magazine that ran for six issues, become the face of a queer-owned indie
            makeup line, and shown a derivative though not unsuccessful photo exhibit featuring landscape-style close-ups of her own labia,
            anus, and areolae.
         

         
         According to Forbes—Guin googled her before coming here—she was most recently the creative mind behind the Lollipop Dream Shop, a social media
            thirst trap billed as “an immersive experience designed to help you reclaim your child’s-eye view of our magical world.”
         

         
         Guin had clicked over to the website. Tickets to reclaiming your child’s-eye view of our magical world started at eighty-five
            bucks.
         

         
         Now she turned so her back was facing the garden of girls and said, “You didn’t tell me you were having a party.”

         
         “I did tell you to bring wine.” Arlene pursed a kiss at someone over Guin’s shoulder. “And it’s not a party, these are my
            roommates.”
         

         
         “All of them? There’s a cake.” Guin shook her head. “Never mind. Can we talk somewhere private?”

         
         “Love to. Drink?”

         
         “Sure,” Guin said grudgingly, following Arlene into a kitchen cluttered with a Bacchanalian volume of bottles and cut fruit.
            She figured on a glass of whatever was open, but Arlene propped her cane against the stove, slid onto a green barstool, and
            reached for a Chartreuse.
         

         
         She didn’t talk while she worked. It was nice. Guin let her eyes fall shut and listened to the soothing barroom sound of ice
            in a shaker. The voices in the other room were lost beneath the music.
         

         
         “Wake up, sugar.”

         
         Arlene stood before her, offering a coupe glass smoked over with condensation. The drink inside it glowed like chlorophyll
            and tasted—Guin took a tentative sip—exactly like it looked. Green. “Thank you.”
         

         
         Arlene caught her tongue briefly between her teeth, catlike. “God, you look just like him. I’ve moved on, but all of this
            is messing with me. Ennis in the news. You in my apartment, with your pretty Ennis face.”
         

         
         She didn’t look remotely messed with. She looked hungry and extremely alert, eyes like fresh-minted coins.

         
         “I’m glad you moved on,” Guin said. “I knew you’d be better off without him.”

         
         “Took me a while to believe it, as you might recall. I should probably thank you.” She sipped her cocktail, and didn’t.

         
         “I don’t care about that. Arlene.” Guin ran a finger down the coupe’s beading side, then across the back of her neck. “Do
            you know where I can find him?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Do you know anyone else who would? Or a way to get in touch with him? Do you have his number?”

         
         “No. And he’s changed his number since I knew him.”

         
         “Have you talked to—”
         

         
         “I haven’t heard a word from him since he dropped me.”

         
         “Then why am I here?” She tried to say it calmly. Candy suggested she try Arlene, Guin still wasn’t sure she was being sincere. “You could’ve told me this on the phone.” 

         
         Arlene’s face was bare of makeup, her mouth blueish with wine. She bit her blue lip and with surprising tenderness said, “I
            know what it’s like for Ennis to leave you.”
         

         
         Guin expected plenty of things from Arlene, but not sympathy. Not commiseration. She spoke slowly, so her voice wouldn’t shake. “You don’t know anything.”
         

         
         “Girl. We were together every day for a year. Then he cut me off like I was a stranger.”
         

         
         “Girl,” Guin said. “We were together every day for the first eleven years of my life.”

         
         Even as she said it, she was doing the math. Arlene’s one year of knowing Ennis the adult, the fully formed artist, set against
            the tangled thicket of their shared childhood. Limned with longing and faded by distance, warped by what came after. Maybe
            Arlene knew more about Ennis than she ever would.
         

         
         Then: two children dashed through her mind. Racing over a summer hollow, their woods spread around them like the cape of a
            forest god. Bare feet startling grasshoppers from the brush, so they pelted their skin in an unholy rain.
         

         
         No, she decided. This pretty dilettante did not know Ennis best.
         

         
         Arlene didn’t seem offended, only interested. She’d always made Guin nervous. It was the headlong fearlessness that poured
            from her. Those tilted eyes glinting like solar panels, charged not by sun but contact—with people, the world. She was an absolute extrovert, peeled like a fruit to her vibrating core. She slung back her drink
            in a cowboy swallow and said, “Ennis and I met at a party in Silver Lake.”
         

         
         Good god, she was starting at the beginning. Guin mastered her expression.

         
         “I was there with my boss, she introduced us. He was . . . gorgeous.” She paused, ran her eyes over Guin’s Ennis face with an appetite so frank Guin felt it in her knees. “I made it my goal for the night to meet him, talk to him, seduce him, ideally. Sexually or otherwise. I wasn’t sure whether he liked women. He did—does—we went home together, we were burn-it-to-the-ground in love for a year. You know that part. Before we met, though, I went to the opening of one of his shows. Whirlybird.”
         

         
         Guin flinched. She’d been there, too, trying to infiltrate. That blue-suited heavy tossed her out at the door.

         
         Whirlybird was Ennis’s last paintings show. A collection of large portraits with a welling, witchy clarity that made it seem as if every
            figure lay beneath a skin of clear water. His subjects were various stripes of modern clairvoyant, surrounded kinglike by
            their devices: tarot decks, crystals, palmistry maps; cracked cell phones, metal bangles, American Spirits.
         

         
         “I didn’t see that show,” Guin said. “Just photos.”

         
         A burst of laughter came from the next room. “Yo, Lena, can Bagel drink wine?” someone yelled.

         
         “Grapes are dog poison!” Arlene yelled back. “Degenerates. Anyway. Whirlybird. Did you hear about the phone booth?”
         

         
         “Phone booth?”

         
         “At the end of the exhibit, tucked away. It wasn’t an actual booth, it was a little room with a phone, like in an old hotel. The door was recessed in this way that made it blend in, I wasn’t
            sure it was even part of the show. It was unlocked, though, and when I opened it, I saw the phone. Bright red, one of those
            old-school beasts you dial with your finger. It didn’t seem to be plugged into anything, but I picked it up. Just to see.
         

         
         “When I put my ear to it, straight off a voice on the other end starts talking. I figured the artist—Ennis—had hired an old-school
            phone psychic. Like Miss Cleo. Cool, right?”
         

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Maybe,” Arlene echoed. “The voice, though. It was—it sounded like . . . oh, I don’t know. This was years ago. I remember
            thinking it was . . .”
         

         
         She cut a glance at Guin and changed course. “I go to a lot of art shows. Most of them at least reach for meaning, even if they don’t get there. Then there’s the work that pretends to be saying something, when you can feel it’s totally void. Venal pretentious garbage. Then once in a great while you see something so real it has you questioning your entire life. 

         
         “What I thought then was, This show is good. It’s crowd-pleasing and beautifully executed, and no matter what, people will
            be watching what Ennis Sharpe does next. But this. This weird little booth, this voice on the phone. It’s the one really meaningful thing in the place.”
         

         
         “What did the voice say?”

         
         “I don’t remember.”

         
         Arlene was lying. Guin let it go. “Whose voice? Man or woman?”

         
         Her pause was too long. “Female.”

         
         Unease ruffled Guin’s skin. She kept her poker face on.

         
         “Anyway. Even when Ennis and I started dating, I never asked him about it. Then . . .” Arlene wet her lip. “Did you see Live at the Evernight? His motel show?”
         

         
         Guin had read about it. In 2022, Ennis took over an abandoned eight-room motel in the Nevada desert, transforming it into
            an installation that was hailed as a visual story collection. Seedy and saturated, earthy and evocative, playing on themes
            of voyeurism, isolation, hauntings, the great tawny weave of the American dream frayed halfway to pieces. To loosely quote
            Artforum.
         

         
         “Missed that one, too.”

         
         “Most people did. I think he intended it to be that way. Open only to the most committed. Like a pilgrimage.”

         
         Arlene’s hair was pinned off her neck in a belle epoque job that would’ve been ridiculous on anyone else. She patted one puffed
            red wing, as if to soothe it, and went on.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	Live at the Evernight (2022)

                  	Ennis Sharpe (1991–)

                  	Evernight Motel, Sunstone, Nevada

               

            

         
         Ennis had been in Nevada about two months, working on the show, when I decided to drive up and surprise him.

         
         I knew right away it was a mistake. He wasn’t angry, exactly, but he wasn’t too happy to see me, either. We had a fight, and
            when I woke the next morning, in his rented Airstream, he was already gone. I was pissed. I got dressed and drove straight to the Evernight.
         

         
         The land was ugly, all wrinkled around the base of this wrecked motel. It smelled good, though. Like clean smoke. I felt nervous,
            getting out of the car. For some reason I didn’t want him to hear me coming. Not that I was quiet, going over rocks and stuff with my cane. I let myself into a lobby that was like 1980s Pompeii, and I thought, What has
            he been doing here all these weeks? The place looked untouched.
         

         
         Then I heard him talking, somewhere out of sight. I would’ve assumed he was with Candy, but I’d never heard him sound like
            this. Soft and sweet and . . . deferential. I heard his tone, not the words, and immediately I thought, He’s cheating on me. Then whoever he was talking to answered
            him.
         

         
         Guin, it was the voice. From the phone booth, in Whirlybird. One hundred percent, it was. This time, I didn’t like it. I felt—I should’ve felt safe, Ennis was there. But I didn’t. I turned around to get the hell out, and I put my cane down on some loose bit of
            something. It scraped across the floor and both voices stopped.
         

         
         I can’t move very fast. It was hell trying to hurry over gravel. I drove straight to the Airstream and I lay down to think, and when Ennis came back, I pretended to be sleeping. I felt him standing over me awhile. Didn’t touch me, didn’t talk. I could smell the desert on him, stuck in his clothes. Then he went away again. 

         
         As soon as he was gone, I got up and drove straight to LA. I was mostly living with him by then, and when I got to his place
            Candy was there. She was waiting out front with all my stuff packed in boxes. Locks changed, the whole deal. That coward even
            blocked my number. I never saw or heard from him ever again.
         

         
         So, Guin, what I wanted to say. About the voice, the person he was talking to. I know it’s not—I know it’s not. But what I thought when I heard it was it sounded so much like old videos I’d watched of your mother. The voice. It sounded
            just like Edith Sharpe.
         

         
         You want another one of those?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-One
One day until Mother

         
         Guin looked down. Her glass was empty, her mouth numbed and humming. As the cocktail warmed it gained dimension: a conifer
            tang, a sliver of quartzite placed on the tongue. The almost unbearable headiness of ripe stone fruit. It tasted, she thought,
            of the Farmhouse.
         

         
         Her tongue moved sluggishly. “Are you sure it—that it really sounded like . . .”

         
         “No.” Arlene was turned from her, making a second round. “I’m not sure.”
         

         
         Four days ago a voice called out to Guin in the factory and saved her life. One word, dissolving even as she heard it. In
            that first hysterical instant, standing at the rim of that awful hole, she’d thought, Edith.
         

         
         Arlene spun on her stool and held out a fresh drink. Circe offering the cup to Ulysses.

         
         Guin took it. She wanted to ask the right things, catch the thread. Of the voice, the art, Ennis. What was he like, how did he talk, think, live? Questions clotted her throat.
         

         
         “What do you think you’d have seen,” she said, “if you’d gone toward them instead? Ennis and—the voice?”

         
         “I couldn’t make myself go any closer.”

         
         “Right, but if . . .”

         
         “I know. I mean, I don’t know.” Arlene looked nervy, suddenly. Her voice a little breathless. “Can I ask you something?”
         

         
         Guin nodded, and in doing it realized she was drunk. Her head dipped too low, righted itself clumsily. Arlene didn’t notice, she was getting to the point. The reason she’d asked Guin to come here, when she had nothing useful to say. 

         
         “Is it real?”

         
         Her gaze was so intense Guin thought she’d missed part of the question. “Is what real?”

         
         “It. The Ninth City.”
         

         
         Her voice skimmed the words, like a hand touching the hem of something holy. And Guin felt a wave of nihilism so intense she
            wanted to lie face down on the floor.
         

         
         “Jesus, Arlene. No. It’s fiction. Entirely fiction.”
         

         
         “Because Ennis had a way of disappearing.” She went on as if Guin hadn’t spoken. “Sometimes I’d wake up alone in the middle
            of the night. I’d walk through the whole house looking for him, then I’d go back to bed and there he was. Acting like he’d
            been there all along. His place was big, but it wasn’t that big. And after the breakup, whenever I tried to see him—in Vegas, in LA—I never could. He wasn’t avoiding me, he was evading me. I was always just missing him. Isn’t that weird?”
         

         
         Guin shifted beneath a discomforting recognition. All those near misses, city by city. She’d blamed bad luck, and Candy’s
            interference.
         

         
         “Sometimes he’d go into his studio, to work or whatever, and when he came back, he smelled different. I don’t mean like sweat or paint. I mean—how do you lock yourself inside a room in the hills and come out smelling like
            you’ve been in a damned pine tree? Or sitting by a fire? I’m not making this up, Guin!”
         

         
         Guin ran her tongue over her teeth. Their points and planes, her molars ground down into shallow seas. She poked the jagged
            place where her front tooth chipped years ago, on the edge of the Farmhouse’s kitchen sink. “Fire?”
         

         
         Arlene touched the black cotton over her sternum. “He’s got this necklace. Big ugly charm on a chain. He kept it under his
            shirt, and he never took it off. Wouldn’t tell me where he got it, didn’t even want me to touch it. When we had sex, he’d turn it around so it hung down his back.” Her gaze juddered as she focused hard on Guin. She was drunk, too. “It was gold, I think. Kinda looked like an ammonite. You know the one I’m talking about?” 

         
         Guin didn’t answer. Nobody could make her answer.

         
         “No?” Arlene murmured. “Well. Then I’ll tell you what I think.”
         

         
         Her graceful hands trembled, and the wine-bitten bow of her mouth. Her pupils were twin blackouts. “I think the Ninth City
            is real, and I think he visits it. Maybe you do, too. That voice I heard, that sounded like your mom—I think that voice was
            the Architect.”
         

         
         Guin’s shoulders dropped. What a gift that would be. A place that could drain you of every memory, until you were as light and blameless as an eggshell. It wouldn’t
            be the worst thing, to be a Hollow.
         

         
         “No,” she said dully. “There is no Ninth City.”

         
         She could’ve left it at that. Instead, she leaned in until her mouth was right up against Arlene’s ear and whispered a stark,
            unmagical truth. “But there was an Architect.”
         

         
         A wary light broke over Arlene’s face. “I always wondered,” she whispered back, “why he never ever talked about her.”
         

         
         “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

         
         A girl stood in the doorway holding two saucers of cake, jealousy turning her features feline. And their bodies were close enough that this might have been a clinch, or the start of one. Guin stepped back.
         

         
         The girl gave a tiger’s smile. “Cake?”

         
         

         Guin stayed. Because her apartment was empty of character or company, while this place was warmly lit and full of strangers.

         
         She drank and danced and ate cake with edible flowers. The night smoothed and blurred. At some point they clattered up endless
            tunnels of piss-yellow stairway and out onto the roof. The ordinary city glittered below them like the Ninth.
         

         
         There’s the Mortal Cinema, someone said. There’s the Explorers’ Bookstore. And there’s your own heart’s key, swinging from the Architect’s tree. You will spend the
               rest of your life seeking the lock that fits it.

         
         Maybe it was Guin who was speaking. Her mouth felt bruised and her throat ached, and she said, “Thanks, Ennis,” when someone held out a lighter. She was in a fairy clearing. Or a darkened room, lit by globes of candlelight. 

         
         “Lie down,” someone said, divesting her of shoes and cigarette. “You can totally stay. And, hey, can I tell you my favorite
            part?”
         

         
         “Of course you can,” she murmured. It was her job, after all, to listen.

         
         “I always loved the wedding scene, on the deck of the Salt Witch. Remember?”
         

         
         Guin nodded. Book two, The Salt Witch and the Wildwood Heart.
         

         
         “It’s dangerous,” the speaker went on, “to marry at sea. But the captain is a wanted man, he’ll be arrested if he sets foot
            on land. So he asks for the Moon’s protection. Then the clouds cover her, and the mermaids come up from the sea. I always
            saw it like—their heads as seals’ heads, shiny and black. And the bride. When she sacrifices herself, I pictured her doing
            it in one of those old-fashioned diving helmets. I didn’t want her to drown.”
         

         
         This scene really was in the book. The image lived in Guin, too: a woman suspended in a plane of bubbling sea, face obscured
            and white dress swirling.
         

         
         “I remember that part,” she whispered. “I loved it, too.”

         
         “You know what?” the person went on. “I used to wish I were you. When I was a little girl. Now I just feel sorry for you.”

         
         “Do you know what?” Guin replied without opening her eyes. Speaking to Arlene, though she wouldn’t be sure in the morning whether
            it was Arlene who’d been sitting there. “You’re nothing but a showman. A mediocrity. You have no real talent. You know how
            I know?” She rolled onto her side, and for a moment the world kept rolling without her. “If you had any actual talent, Ennis
            would’ve taken it. And then I would feel sorry for you.”
         

         
         A pause. Then a laugh, uncomfortable. “Okay, babe. Sleep it off.”

         
         The snowy feeling of a blanket being thrown over her body, cool then slowly warming. Guin curled in tightly beneath it, like
            an ammonite. She said something else, but nobody heard it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Two
2004

         
         “Oh, Jesus fuck.”

         
         Guinevere lifted her head at the sound of Jonathan cursing in the kitchen. She was curled in the great room’s window seat,
            hidden by its curtains.
         

         
         Jonathan Froud never swore, was smug about the fact. It was the one thing Edith didn’t like about him.

         
         “Apologies!” he said to someone, with a diamond chip of a laugh. “Things have been— No, no, we’re on track. I will make it
            work. No, it’s not the whole Maeve Carter— Right. Right. No, I agree, that was not ideal. I do think . . .”
         

         
         He fell silent, and Guinevere realized he was on the phone. It had a super-long cord. She could hear his loafer heels drumming
            back and forth along the hall.
         

         
         “Right. I hear you, I do.” His tone was absent, which she knew from experience meant he was boiling mad. “As I said, I will
            make it work. I always do . . . Yes, you, too . . . I will. I will. Tuesday at the latest. I want to keep our girl happy,
            don’t I? Book six is . . . coming along. Beautifully.” Another laugh. “Now that would be telling! Alright. Yes, I’ll see you
            next week. Ta.”
         

         
         His loafers shushed back to the kitchen. She strained, but was too far to hear the click of the phone in its cradle.

         
         “Fuuuuuuuuuck!”
         

         
         He screamed it. No one called down to ask why.

         
         

         Vogue. That was why.
         

         
         The magazine had sent a journalist to the house a month ago to interview Edith and Llewellyn—and the children, but with Jonathan
            installed on the other side of the room, it wasn’t exactly a relaxed and honest conversation. Do you like the Ninth City books? Sure do. How does it really feel, to be Ennis and Guinevere Sharpe? Awesome!

         
         Now the magazine was sending a photo crew. Tomorrow, in fact. The piece was set to run around the release of book five, The Wicked Few. The magazine wanted a major feature, covering not only Edith and her fandom but the life of the Farmhouse. Guinevere had
            heard her mother and Jonathan scheming their guest list for the party they’d throw after the shoot, all their most photogenic
            friends driving up for a chance at being pictured in a candid in Vogue.
         

         
         Then Maeve Carter came to stay. Then Ennis stole Edith’s necklace and hid it—got rid of it?—so well she hadn’t found it in
            the three days since. Ennis wouldn’t crack. Not under Edith’s increasingly panicked threats, nor the intervention of both
            Jonathan and Llewellyn.
         

         
         I don’t think he has it, Edie, Llewellyn said.
         

         
         I don’t think you have balls because you’re not a man, she yelled, then ran out of the house in flip-flops and didn’t reappear for three hours.
         

         
         Anyway. Not a person in the house had remembered the photo shoot before Hart & Crane called.

         
         Now Jonathan was lead-footing it back to the city for a haircut and clothes. Llewellyn was—Guinevere caught him—standing sideways
            in front of mirrors, checking the curve of his gut. Ennis? Who knew. Since his multiple interrogations he’d been steering
            clear of everyone.
         

         
         Overhead, the pipes screeched. That was Edith. Someone must have persuaded her to take a shower.

         
         

         Guinevere was (she would admit it to no one) a tiny bit excited.

         
         Llewellyn conscripted her into helping him clean the house. It was both incredibly unfair—Ennis kept well away—and almost fun. They took turns picking records. By dinnertime the first floor looked cozy shabby instead of just dirty. Llewellyn went out for pizzas, Jonathan returned wafting fancy barber shop. Then Edith descended the stairs. 

         
         Since her shower she’d been pacing around the third-floor room. She’d developed a nervous habit of knocking at its walls.
            She did it in an almost rhythm that made you twitch with the sense of something not quite done.
         

         
         Now she walked into the kitchen, her fingers tapping that itchy rhythm against her sternum. She wore an old white dress she
            kept as a nightgown. Her eyes were circled in shadow.
         

         
         Llewellyn eyed her up. “So you’re tonight’s human sacrifice.”
         

         
         Ignoring him, she slunk over to Jonathan. He put an arm around her waist and a fresh cigarette between her lips, and they
            commenced murmuring. Together Guinevere and her dad watched Edith ash in the direction of a clean tray, scattering gray powder
            on the floor.
         

         
         “Like pearls before swine,” Llewellyn muttered, then smiled at his daughter. “We’ll pick all the toppings off, won’t we? Leave
            them the worst pieces.”
         

         
         She narrowed her eyes. “You got plain cheese, though, right?”

         
         “Yes, I got your cheese.” Cleaning had energized him. He kept looking at the cleared-off surfaces fondly. “Go find your brother.
            We can’t have Vogue thinking we let you go hungry.”
         

         
         Guinevere glanced at him sharply. He’d said it without a speck of awareness. A joke. Ha ha.

         
         

         Where was Ennis? Not in his room or the attic or the orchard. Nor town—his bike lay prone on the grass. The woods, then. Well,
            she wasn’t going after him. If she got all sweaty, she’d have to wash her hair again. It took ages to dry, and the photographers
            would be here at eight in the morning.
         

         
         She was so distracted by cleaning and pizza and nerves she forgot to be worried about sleeping until she lay down.

         
         Their first summer at the Farmhouse Llewellyn took her and Ennis to a tiny amusement park attached to an apple orchard. Its
            crown jewel was a wooden roller coaster, cars painted to look like the sectioned body of a dragon. The best part was when
            it trundled up a steep incline, slowing, slowing, click click   click—and paused at the top. You could look out at the parking lot and the apple trees and the doll-like people below, all of it filling you with delicious dread before you went hurtling down the track. 

         
         Lying in bed each night was like that. She hung in awful anticipation, not over a tumbledown fairground but the open mouth
            of the waiting dream. A dream about the house. Or the house’s dreams about her. She couldn’t decide.
         

         
         What does a house dream about? Happy families, little feet, a light in every room? Not this house. Staying awake was not an option. She couldn’t resist the drag of sleep. Click click. Click. And down she went.
         

         
         

         Something hit the floor. On the other side of the wall, in Ennis’s room, such a crash it scattered her dream and sent her
            to her feet.
         

         
         If it was Edith again, throwing shit around and looking for her idiotic necklace, Guinevere wasn’t going to lie here and ignore
            it. But when she opened her brother’s door it was him standing there, posture a little stunned, feet covered in a sliding
            mess of sci-fi novels and monographs. He’d knocked over a bookshelf.
         

         
         She glared at him. “God, Ennis. Where have you been?”

         
         He turned to face her. Fear yanked the drawstring of her throat.

         
         His pupils were little black dots. His hair was wet, and the shoulders of his shirt, though not shower wet. It was a spattery, spotty kind of damp. She moved closer, kicking books aside, reaching out gingerly to pat his hair
            and the cotton over his shoulders. She wrapped her arms around her unresponsive brother and held him, breathing in.
         

         
         Rain. That’s what he smelled of, that papery perfume of rain on dirt. Which meant the irregular bloom of damp on his shirt was
            raindrops. She turned her head to see the moon, shining through a dry and cloudless night.
         

         
         His arms came up around her. They held each other tightly, the author’s children, breathing in the odor of impossible weather.
            “Where were you?” she whispered.
         

         
         Ennis exhaled hard, almost a laugh. There was something sweet on his breath, faintly tannic.

         
         She squeezed him. “En. Why do you smell like rain?”

         
         In a gravelly whisper he said, “You won’t believe me.”

         
         Guinevere thought of her mother on that long-ago night, patching a cut on her daughter’s brow. Kneeling on tile in the heart
            of a blizzard, her feet pasted with grass. With absolute conviction she said, “I’ll believe you.”
         

         
         “You’ll say I’m lying.”

         
         “When have I ever said that? I would never say that. Ennis. Tell me.”
         

         
         He was crying. His thin shoulders shook. An hour ago she’d have said, My brother never cries, but the sound of it dredged up memories she’d tucked away.
         

         
         Ennis in the woods, when she told him about Llewellyn’s other children. Ennis bursting from the kitchen, furious, wiping his
            eyes, Jonathan sitting at the table behind him wreathed in smoke and smiling like the devil. She wanted to go back in time
            and stub out that smile with the glowing end of a Swisher Sweet.
         

         
         “I will believe you,” she said in a furious whisper. Then, spurred by deep instinct, “I will protect you.”

         
         And he laughed, actually laughed, into her shoulder. Not a happy sound. “I protect you. Remember? Guinevere, I think I—never mind. No, it’ll be okay. Okay?”
         

         
         He pulled away and his eyes were dry after all. Her beautiful Ennis. Thirteen now, alert and alive. Ropy arms, long monkey
            feet bare, his shins a mess of scars and scrapes she could have catalogued, annotated. She loved him like a limb loves its
            body. She believed there was nothing at all she wouldn’t do for him, nothing that could truly part them.
         

         
         “I promise you,” he said. “I’ll fix it.”

         
         “Fix what?”

         
         “Guin. Everything is going to be okay. Do you believe me?”
         

         
         How many times had he asked her that? The creek is deep enough, the ice is thick enough, there are trolls in the woods, there’s a sibyl in that cave. Look, over
               there. You missed it, two baby deer were looking right at us. If she paused, if her faith seemed for a moment to waver, his chin would jut and his eyes become a prophet’s eyes. Do you believe me?

         
         As if his little sister’s belief was the fairy dust that made their reality run. And it was. That was the thing. It worked
            every time.
         

         
         “I believe you.”

         
         “Good. Go to sleep, Guin.” He whispered it, right into her ear. “But be ready.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Three
Sixteen hours until Mother

         
         A siren blazed by somewhere below, doppler effect turning it into a scream that pulled her from sleep. In the welling dangerous
            beat before the world came in it was the scream of a rabbit in the Farmhouse woods.
         

         
         Guin lay with a racing heart, finding herself one context clue at a time. The air was close, smelling faintly of garbage.
            Thin sunlight spilled over her legs. Someone kicked her.
         

         
         She sat up. In Arlene’s apartment, on her balding velvet couch. The person who’d kicked her lay sleeping at its other end.
            A girl she had no recollection of ever seeing before, one leg hooked up onto the couch’s back and glitter makeup weeping from
            the corner of her visible eye.
         

         
         The thought that was circling her, wasplike, landed: it was Wednesday. Mother opened tonight.
         

         
         The enchantment of the night before had cracked. White wax pooled over the coffee table, stained with ash. Cups and plates
            littered every surface—cheese dregs, grape stems, rinds of dried wine. The cake looked as if it had been systematically destroyed
            by a toddler.
         

         
         In a bathroom stuffed with overpriced products Guin studied her reflection for some mark of the night before. What had she
            said, what had she done? Even her conversation with Arlene had fuzzy edges. A headache was making its vicious way across her
            scalp.
         

         
         Someone spoke, somewhere in the apartment. It sent Guin on tiptoes to the front door, where she retrieved her bag and shoes and let herself out. 

         
         It was early enough that the sidewalks were a mix of commuters and all-night wanderers. Guin got coffee at the first place
            she saw and drank it steadily as she walked. The dark morning combined with the scent of coffee in a to-go cup gave her a
            traveler’s feeling. She swallowed the last of it in her apartment’s elevator, slumped against the metal wall. Her eyelids
            felt pulpy, swollen. She pressed them, trying to get at the pain behind.
         

         
         Something hovered over her. An obscure sense of guilt, a wretchedness. She’d turn on the shower and lie on the floor, the
            way she used to at Bitsy’s. She’d try to get more sleep before the show. She’d—
         

         
         The swim of her thoughts was dashed clean from her head when she opened the door and saw Hank. Rising from the couch, his
            face mirroring her own: exhaustion and misery.
         

         
         “Guin. What the hell? Where’d you spend the night?”

         
         She clutched her empty coffee cup. “Let me explain.”

         
         And he shook his head, saying, “I didn’t mean—I trust you, I do . . .” He trailed off as she started to cry. Head down, arms wrapped around herself, so tired and heartsore she
            could die.
         

         
         “Oh, honey.” Hank’s voice was full of pain. But he didn’t cross the room to hold her. He stayed where he was and said, “Why
            did you use a ghostwriter?”
         

         
         She raised her head. “What?”

         
         “I read your story. It was so good, Guin. It was so good I cried. It’s like you just opened your mouth and sang an aria. In
            perfect Italian.”
         

         
         The praise was an open flame. If she let herself believe it, she’d burn.

         
         “And you never told me. You burn what you write like it’s a secret. Or a crime. Why?” He was searching her face like it was a map to a place he’d never been. “Why won’t you let me know you?”
         

         
         “Because I love you.”

         
         She could finally say it: the truth. As close as she could get. But it made him shudder, and in a whisper say, “This is how you love me?”
         

         
         Guin knew this was her last chance. She could keep him if she fought hard enough. He’d come here to see if she would.

         
         She also knew she wasn’t going to. And that was how she would love him.
         

         
         He must have seen the decision in her face. “I don’t understand,” he said. “How can we love each other this much and it doesn’t
            matter?”
         

         
         “Hank,” she said brokenly, opening her arms. “Please, could you just . . .”

         
         Could he hold her, and have it mean nothing. Both of them were crying as he wrapped his arms around her like a drowning man.

         
         His words were hot on her crown. “Were you really going to marry me?”

         
         “Hank. Of course I was.”
         

         
         She could feel him shaking his head, chin scraping over her hair. “That’s dark, Guin. I don’t think . . .” He hesitated. Then
            he said it. “I don’t think you have it. Whatever it is, that thing you need to have a marriage.”
         

         
         She went stone-still. It was good he was being cruel. Helpful. “And you were going to marry me anyway.”

         
         Each took a step back, arms at their sides. Illusions stripped, considering each other like strangers. She could see, now,
            that Hank had been using her, too. He’d been her experiment, that was true. Her stubby little run down a road not meant to
            be taken. Domestic bliss. And she had been his girl on a pedestal. Alluring, unknown. Radiant with secret pain.
         

         
         You don’t marry that girl. You let her bruise you, so you’re full of tender places where the next woman can rest her head.
            That is the woman you marry.
         

         
         Now that he no longer believed in that marriageable version of her, the one Guin pretended to be, she was gone. Irretrievable.
            Hank and Guin had lost her together.
         

         
         “I feel so stupid.” He whispered it.

         
         “I feel like a prize asshole.”

         
         He made a face like, You said it. A moment passed where they could’ve smiled, even laughed. That would introduce another hinge on which the timeline might bend, toward the truly stupid possibility that they might stay together.
         

         
         Hank held out his hand. It took a beat before she understood, slipping the ring off and placing it in his palm. Goodbye, she
            thought. Good luck. Good man. You are a good man.
         

         
         That wasn’t her future, life and children with a good man. She didn’t know what her future would be. But she knew where it began: in a factory at the edge of a hushed canal, where
            her brother was waiting for her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Four
2004

         
         The Vogue crew came bearing fruit. Grapes and apples and figs like black teardrops, wine and platters and candles and a carved wooden
            table brought in on a flatbed truck, so heavy it took four men to carry it over the grass. They placed it between the orchard
            and the house and set about surrounding it with lights. Extension cords were everywhere, orange and black and thick as Guinevere’s
            wrist.
         

         
         Inside the house women moved about with tackle boxes full of pots and brushes, curling irons and combs, soft pillowy bundles
            that unrolled into dresses fit for a Shakespeare play. That was the idea, they were told, a lush Elizabethan court thing,
            with a touch of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. “I’d have liked to play Oberon,” Llewellyn murmured. Only Guinevere heard him.
         

         
         When no one was looking she pressed her face into the green breast of one of the dresses, expecting . . . what? Rushes and
            fire. She’d just read Catherine, Called Birdy. The dress smelled disappointingly modern. Clean.
         

         
         They circled Edith first, this coven of city women sent by Vogue to transform her, speaking an affected language of constant compliments. Her hair, her skin, her eyes, her house—and oh,
            right! Her books! So good. Soooo good. Spectacular.
         

         
         Edith barely registered them. She sat straight-backed in a canvas chair, somber as a cold-footed bride, smudging her lipstick away on the filters of one cigarette after another. The makeup artist waved a hand between them and said, “Would you mind waiting on that? I’ve got asthma.” 

         
         Edith exhaled smoke through a wide-open mouth and said nothing. The Fiery Furnaces poured from a tinny speaker, pooling in
            the silence.
         

         
         “Never mind,” the makeup artist said through a gritted smile. “I’ll make it work.”

         
         She painted Edith’s shadows away, dampened her features with powder. Then she painted them all back stronger. Brows imperious,
            eyes circled with gold and black, her mouth as purple dark as the figs sitting on ice in the kitchen. A second woman pomaded
            her hair into a glossy black wing, a third looked at her critically, pulling dresses. Edith glowered like a villainous ballerina,
            so beautiful Guinevere couldn’t look away.
         

         
         The asthmatic makeup artist turned to where she sat cross-legged on the floor, watching her mother’s transformation. She smiled
            and said, “Your turn.”
         

         
         

         The photographer was a stoic woman in her fifties. She began the day impeccable—steel-cut pixie, white men’s shirt, box-fresh
            high-tops—and unraveled as the hours went on. By the time the family was seated around the long trestle table in the grass,
            her shirt was limp with sweat. She’d chucked her shoes.
         

         
         The whole enterprise felt cursed. Edith was sullen, Llewellyn in a full-on brood. I’d have liked to play Oberon. Ennis had been slipped some cash by somebody in exchange for his cooperation. He radiated a stone-faced disgust.
         

         
         And the sun was ruthless. It loosened their makeup and cooked the fruit. What bees were left roused themselves from their
            autumnal torpor and came to inspect the laden table, contributing to the general unease. A bee sting puffed above the photographer’s
            collar, another on the back of her hand. Then the sun levered itself beneath the tree line.
         

         
         There was, at once, a perceptible cooling. The lancing relentless light settled into a gentle haze. Even the bees seemed suddenly benevolent, studding the golden air. Guinevere looked at her family. The unhappy animal in each of them had been tamed temporarily by relief. 

         
         Edith, standing at the table’s far end in a dress of sweat-stained satin. Llewellyn beside her in a carved chair, regal and
            nearly stout, not quite Falstaff but getting there. Guinevere and Ennis, dressed in white and daubed with silver and rose,
            poised among the staged feast like a pair of fairies.
         

         
         The photographer smiled.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Five
2004

         
         It was the cover story. Vogue ran it earlier than planned, with a very different article.
         

         
         The photo they chose for the cover was also unexpected. Not one of the beautiful color images of Edith in Shakespearean couture,
            posed around and outside of the Farmhouse. They used a black-and-white test shot, taken halfway through prep.
         

         
         In the photo Edith wore a white tank top. Her neck was long and her face very young. She could almost have been that underaged
            girl Llewellyn Sharpe first saw by ghost light. With eyes like two holes in the ground.
         

         
         She looked straight at the camera, her head slightly turned. Mouth formed into a gentle O, softened by a vaporous wash of
            smoke.
         

         
         In poor taste, some said, considering what happened next. But what a photo.

         
         The magazine ran one line of text on the cover, out of respect for the occasion. For the dead.

         
         “Edith Sharpe: 1973–2004.”

         
         

         The Sharpe family had never looked so enviable, so anointed by looks and talent and money, as they did in the last photo ever
            taken of the four of them.
         

         
         In real life, the illusion passed quickly. The moment broke and the gold ran out and they were four exhausted and sweaty people,
            bent beneath four different kinds of disquiet.
         

         
         “Alright,” the photographer said, rubbing her neck. “I think I’ve got what I need.”

         
         The plan had been for the crew to stick around, stay for the afterparty. But they were already packing up when the first car
            arrived from the city.
         

         
         “Goddamn, I’m ready to get out of here,” Guinevere heard one of the stylists say, zipping dresses into white shrouds.
         

         
         The makeup artist half laughed and said, “For real. Those poor kids.”

         
         She’d taken her rings off before setting to work and left them unattended on a side table. Guinevere stuck a hand in her pocket
            to touch her little haul of topaz and silver. Poor you, she thought sourly.
         

         
         The hasty departure of the Vogue people cast a pall. Edith was miserable, Llewellyn withdrawn. Ennis wouldn’t let Guinevere catch his eye. Jonathan embarked
            on a manic resuscitation campaign, but the party was dead on arrival. An awkward mix of art and media people, chosen for aesthetics,
            not compatibility. Faced with an evening of stilted conversation, they did what grown-ups always seemed to do when meeting
            adversity: drank.
         

         
         Years later Guinevere would be able to reel off the names and occupations of every person who was at the party that night.
            At the time she barely looked at them. She wanted to peel Ennis away, but he’d planted himself in the crowd. Not talking to
            anyone, only sitting in the middle of it all with his sketchbook, drawing people’s faces. He was using the party to avoid
            her.
         

         
         A young woman with heavy lashes and center-parted sixties hair was trying to get Llewellyn to dance with her, while glancing
            sideways at the man she’d come with—an edgy debut novelist, currently wrapped in heavy flirtation with a sculptor. When Llewellyn
            couldn’t be tempted, the woman turned to Ennis and held out a hand.
         

         
         To Guinevere’s great surprise, he laid his sketchbook down and took it.

         
         The woman pulled him to the center of the room. A new record played, Gallic singer and a driving beat. As she and Ennis began to dance, the party seemed to concentrate, coming together around the grown woman and the tall and beautiful boy, moving together to French pop. 

         
         And Guinevere’s vision periscoped. It bounced off the spectators and onto her brother, so all at once she could see him the
            way other people did. Ennis looked so much like her own reflection she tended to take his looks for granted. But it wasn’t
            his beauty she saw with sudden clarity. It was his armor.
         

         
         It had begun as a callus, built up over years of protecting himself from everyone but her. It shielded his curiosity, his
            hopefulness, his wild and tender heart. It had grown so impermeable she wondered if he could take it off. If he even remembered
            anymore what it was hiding.
         

         
         Her whole rib cage ached with understanding. There would be no going back. No earlier, softer place. Time ran in one direction;
            they would never be children again. They would only get harder. More jaded—she knew what the word meant now—more like these
            awful adults who bobbed around them, wrecking their lungs and their heads. Going to the bathroom in pairs, returning hyped
            up and glossy-eyed, rolling their shoulders, or furtive, adjusting rumpled clothes. She wanted . . . she wanted . . .
         

         
         She wanted to burn it all down.

         
         The novelist’s long-haired girlfriend knew she had the room’s attention. She preened, wrapping one hand around the back of
            Ennis’s neck and the other around his waist. How old did she think he was? Guinevere caught herself. Everyone knew how old
            the Sharpe children were.
         

         
         She moved to the record player, seething. She’d rip the needle right off the platter. Before she could, a sobbing began. Low
            at first, then gaining in strength.
         

         
         Everyone looked toward the kitchen. Toward an unseen Edith, crying so wretchedly you could hardly hear the words she was saying.

         
         “Never,” she gasped. “Never.”
         

         
         The children locked eyes. Ennis detached from his dancing partner and went to his sister’s side. Edith was screaming now.

         
         “There will be no sixth book! I’ve lost it, it’s done! I’m locked out, I’m—I’m . . .”
         

         
         Back to sobbing. Guinevere looked to where Llewellyn sat on the couch, his face wiped clean of any response. He might’ve been listening to a stranger crying on the radio. 

         
         Someone else moved to the record player. The hot young writer with his mustache and flat cap, looking like a Guess Who? card.
            “Shit,” he said, hand poised over the spinning album. “Should I . . . ?”
         

         
         Then Jonathan came charging in. His blond hair lay flat over his forehead. He was laughing a false laugh. “Apologies, all!”
            His hands flew over the row of vinyl standing between two rabbit-shaped bookends on the floor. “Please forgive Edith, she’s
            having her quarterly crisis. They come like clockwork, every book. Sorry you had to see it, friends! It’s how the sausage
            gets made.” He’d dropped the British act, was trying for something folksy. “We appreciate your discretion!”
         

         
         His hand must’ve been shaking. The needle skidded and fizzed, dropping partway into the first track of the album he’d chosen,
            Mick Jagger turned up to drown out Edith’s weeping.
         

         
         —see a red door and I want it . . .

         
         “Whoo!” Jonathan yelled.
         

         
         Guinevere’s heart banged in toxic time. She squeezed her brother’s hand.

         
         They’d been there as Edith wrote her books, all of them. She paced sometimes. She stewed and brooded and bitched if they ran
            out of coffee, and shouted if you were too loud in the hall. But she never cried. She set about the writing of each book with the anointed confidence of a crusader, her certainty unflagging. Jonathan
            was lying.
         

         
         It swept over Guinevere again, that feeling of imminent change. The ground beneath them shivering with crack after crack until
            it had to give way, dropping them into the widening gyre: a deeper, wilder change whose approach she could sense like a lightning
            storm.
         

         
         Jonathan bounced along to the Stones awhile, stinking of flop sweat, to no avail. The party was toast. A lucky few drifted
            to their cars, preferring a drunken drive over winding black roads to staying here. The rest found empty beds.
         

         
         Four. Four guests stayed in the Farmhouse that night, not including Edith, Llewellyn, and Jonathan.

         
         Guinevere was locked in a state of vigilance, watching everyone’s faces for some clarity or cue. Nobody would look back. There
            was an atmospheric embarrassment, people moving as quietly as they could, retreating to their corners. She watched them scatter
            in a state of gentle delirium, waiting for something to happen.
         

         
         When nothing did she followed her brother to his room. He lay on the bed, on top of the covers, eyes closed. She leaned against
            his doorframe. Before she could ask, he said, “Sleep in here.”
         

         
         She crossed the room and set her body down next to his, lightly as a paper doll’s.

         
         After a minute he sighed and said, “I think Mom broke Jonathan.”

         
         Guinevere laughed before she could catch herself, turning her mouth into the pillow. When she closed her eyes, Jonathan was
            there, hair sweat-pasted to his temples, dancing like he’d be shot if he stopped. “I hate him. All of them.”
         

         
         She wasn’t sure if she meant it. Whether all of them included their parents. Ennis didn’t answer. Even the catch in his throat was a comforting sound. His nearness, his adolescent
            odor of deodorant on dirty skin, beneath dirty clothes. And under that, thrumming like a bass note, the baked cotton scent
            that was Ennis as a child.
         

         
         They turned toward each other at the same time, hands pillowed under their cheeks and faces inches apart. The outer bit of
            his left eyebrow got burned off a couple years back, leaving a little braid of scar tissue that hooked up at the end. It turned
            his face into an unanswered question, an unpicked lock. So many people would throw themselves against that question, jiggle
            and bash at the lock. But not yet. Right now, he belonged only to her.
         

         
         For a moment fatigue overtook her and she lost her place in time, swept backward by a memory so old and falling apart she
            saw it in disco ball flashes. A long cool room, an oblong of window, a gust of exhaust and brine. Come look, Guinevere. Her brother’s voice, high and sweet. Pointing at a vaporetto chugging over the purling water of a Venetian canal. She blinked
            and—
         

         
         “I’m scared,” she said.

         
         He didn’t ask her, Of what? Everything was charged with menace, anything could be the door behind which an ending hid. Edith’s panic, Llewellyn’s stupor,
            Jonathan’s desperation. The party guests, gusting in and out.
         

         
         The woods.

         
         The dreams.

         
         The writing room.

         
         The house.

         
         The house.
         

         
         “Doesn’t it feel,” she said, “like it’s all about to change?”

         
         He looked at her, almost appalled. “Do you want it to stay the same?”

         
         She hooked a leg around his, resting her cold foot on his warm calf. “I’m scared to go to sleep,” she whispered.

         
         “It’s okay. You sleep. I’ll stay awake.”

         
         This reminded her of something. An old game they’d played constantly, then never again. “You’ll take first watch?”

         
         “I’ll take only watch. Go to sleep, Guin.”

         
         There was more to be said. One more fear caught tight in her fist, that she had to let go of before she could close her eyes.

         
         “Something is coming,” she said.

         
         Her brother wound his fingers in hers. “Not for you.”

         
         Meaning he would protect her from it? Or meaning she would be left behind? She wanted to ask, but he kissed her cheek and
            said, “Sleep.”
         

         
         The word was a spell. She dropped into blackout.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Six
Twelve hours until Mother

         
         It had taken less than a week to sweep away everything that gave Guin’s life shape and purpose. She shivered within this new
            shapelessness.
         

         
         Every action she performed felt like a ritual. A preparation of the self for grander, deeper things. Washing her face, making
            coffee, laying out clothes, all of it a shriving. She went for a run and saw the city as if through the eyes of a time traveler.
            Its heat and color couldn’t touch her, had nothing to do with her.
         

         
         When she got back to the apartment her phone’s screen was covered in messages she didn’t want to look at, missed calls she
            wouldn’t return. As she moved to sweep them away, a text came in from Fern.
         

         
         
            I want it on the record that I think Regina is doing you dirty, not to mention blinking when she shouldn’t blink. Your sales
               numbers are through the roof after a pretty slow start. If I were in charge I’d be prepping for a reprint w/ a new essay responding
               to what’s happening. An essay written by you, not a ghostwriter. I hate to see a missed opportunity. Check your email. I messaged
               you from my private account so you’ll have it. Get in touch with me there if you have any questions about what’s going on
               at H&C. I’m working on Regina, trying to get her to see things differently, but you know she’s old guard. Stay tuned.
            

         

         It was three in the afternoon, four, five, six. Her headiness settled into a thrum of focused anticipation, indistinguishable from dread. It kept breaking over her in waves: she would see him tonight. On his terms, at his—kind of—invitation. 

         
         By seven her body was filled with a hammering panic. She made pointless rounds through the rooms, wondering what she was forgetting.
            Finally, finally, it was time. She hurried out into the night.
         

         
         

         Guin’s Lyft driver let her out a block from the factory, because the street in front of it was full of people.

         
         All the icy LEDs were dark, a one-block blackout. The sky was the color of iolite. Against it the factory’s ground-floor windows
            were jack-o’-lantern bright. The rest of the windows, from the second floor up, were gone, obscured by neatly fitted panels
            of concrete. The effect was oddly horrible. The building’s derelict facade flowed blindly into the sky.
         

         
         She’d failed to pack some element of disguise, ball cap or surgical mask. It didn’t matter. No one was looking at her. The
            crowd seemed caught in a mood, not of shared excitement but isolating reverence. It was deepened by the night’s oceanic stillness,
            its staining mineral blue. Even the Gowanus moved silently, shining like wrinkled plastic wrap. As Guin surveyed the people
            her brother had drawn here—fashionable, mostly young and youngish—the ill wind running through her thickened to a gale.
         

         
         A murmuring began. The factory doors were open.

         
         There was no stampede. The visitors moved like a tour group entering a famed cathedral. Eyes glittered, arms were clutched.
            Now that they were moving together in a long slipstream, Guin saw a few people give her the double take. Nobody approached.
            Whatever was happening through these doors promised to be more interesting than a grown-up Guinevere Sharpe.
         

         
         With each step she felt herself softening, like wax awaiting a seal. Whatever happened next, she would carry its imprint forever.
            Receptive and hungry and terrified, she walked through the factory doors.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Seven
2004

         
         Guinevere.

         
         She was asleep. Safe beside Ennis as he took first watch.

         
         Guinevere.

         
         The voice came from everywhere. Her brother’s voice.

         
         Guinevere. Wake—

         
         “—up.”

         
         She did. Ennis had her by the shoulder and he was talking very fast.

         
         “Get up. Get up now, please, right now.”
         

         
         She gaped at him, trying to place herself. It was dark and he was dressed, sweatshirt hood pulled tight. “Ennis? What’s happening?”

         
         “Come on!”

         
         She looked to the closed door. There was something out there, making a dense, uneasy sound. “What is that?”

         
         He gave a gasping sob, so forlorn it squeezed her heart like a fist. His right hand held her shoulder. His left was drawn
            to his chest, wrapped in a kitchen towel. The towel was—she jerked upright, shimmying back against the headboard—covered in
            blood.
         

         
         “Who did that?” Her voice came out in a whisper. He flinched like she’d shouted.

         
         “No one. I’ll tell you when we’re outside.”

         
         “Outside? I don’t—”

         
         “Guinevere, stand up,” he barked.
         

         
         Muscle memory took over. She’d been following Ennis her entire life.

         
         At the door he stopped, his sister behind him and his right hand on the knob. The badness on the other side was louder.

         
         “When I say run, you run.”

         
         She shook her head no. No to all of it, the noise and the running and the whole endless night. “Run from what?”
         

         
         He opened the door. “Run.”
         

         
         

         Guinevere stood right there. Frozen by the sight of the hall behind him, framed like a plague painting by the doorway. He
            had to reach for her, pulling her from his bedroom and into the storm.
         

         
         She didn’t scream. There was no time. She mashed her lips together and screwed her eyes shut as the storm whipped around her.
            It was made entirely of bees.
         

         
         Thousands of them, black as flies in the underlit hall. Bees hit her mouth, neck, eyelids. They rattled in the cups of her
            ears. Running wasn’t possible, so she moved step by step, a sailor in a gale.
         

         
         Guinevere understood madness then. She’d been reading about it half her life. Wives in locked places, Lear on the heath. She
            hadn’t known how close insanity could keep. It was right here, beating at the folds of her nightgown.
         

         
         Above the relentless vibration she could hear banging, shouting. It seemed to her the whole house was awake. Later she would
            know it was Ennis, just Ennis, beating at all the bedroom doors.
         

         
         Her bare foot stepped forward into nothing, came down hard on the first descending stair. The storm was thinning and she hurried,
            up on her toes, sucking in breath, bees gusting into her mouth and then out of it. The front door was ahead of her, but the
            bees got there first, crawling thickly over the knob.
         

         
         Forget insanity, she was an animal. Pivoting balletically, crossing the house, the worst part of it the hall where someone had left a lamp on. After the gold-bellied dark of the second floor the light here was clinical, a nightmare tunnel of furred legs, alien eyes, quivering mandibles. The door, the door, the back door. The knob was bee-less—small miracle—and she opened it, screaming at last as she ran into the night. 

         
         They were all around her, a buzzing, crawling cloud. And then, with startling suddenness, she was free.

         
         She didn’t trust it. On the grass she turned in circles, beating at her nightgown, sweeping hands over her neck, spitting
            away the feeling of bees on her lips and tongue. When she looked back they were still coming for her, streaming out the open
            back door. Sweeping infantry lines of bees, reaching for her like fingers, then . . . dropping to the grass.
         

         
         All of them. Not slowing in the cold, not flagging or struggling. Just falling down dead a yard or so from the open door,
            as if hitting a sheet of invisible glass. She could actually hear their little bodies raining over the lawn. It was the sound
            a sun-shower makes, bursting over you from an empty sky. When she looked down all the bees she’d shaken from her clothes lay
            still.
         

         
         The moon was new, the dark thick as fur. The grass was wet and she was barefoot. She hugged herself, watching the windows.
            Why was she alone? Where was her brother, her parents? She tried to scream for them and couldn’t get the shape of it past
            her throat.
         

         
         Then, in the kitchen, a snap of light. A glow. She took a step toward it, involuntarily. Though she knew it wasn’t right, she thought, Birthday cake.
         

         
         Guinevere watched it brighten. Her upper arms would be striped later in bruises from how tightly she gripped them. It wasn’t
            the steady illumination of old bulbs but a leonine flicker. It prowled and brightened. It began to leap.
         

         
         Fire.

         
         “Ennis!”
         

         
         The word tore itself free at last. And there he was, pelting toward her over black grass, bees clattering down behind him.
            “Guin,” he said, and grabbed her, patting at her arms, her cheeks, all the skin he could see.
         

         
         He was checking for stings. It seemed impossible that she could’ve made it through the storm unmarked. But it was true, she
            didn’t have a single one. “You?” she rasped.
         

         
         “No.” He bent to prod at her feet clumsily, one-armed. The other arm he held to his chest, bloody hand wrapped. As he rose his eyes bored into her, irises bled of color by the night. 

         
         A single thought—an image, really—punctured the clamor in her head. Edith staring with that same empty intensity. Standing
            in the great room, her own left hand curled to her chest. I’ve lost my finger.

         
         Guinevere screamed. It rang through the cold air like a caroler’s high note.

         
         Ennis pressed his good hand to her mouth. It tasted awful and smelled of ash. “No time.” He gave her a warning look before
            pulling his hand away. “Go to our house.”
         

         
         “En—”

         
         “Run.”
         

         
         And she did.

         
         Not far. She was crashing through the orchard when she changed her mind, a tiny spike of resistance poking up like saw grass.
            At the edge of the woods was a sycamore she’d climbed enough times that when she got there she began scaling it mechanically,
            up and up, until she could see over the tops of the peaches. All the windows of the kitchen glowed orange.
         

         
         “Guin!” He’d followed close behind, was at the base of the tree. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         Her teeth were chattering. “Where are they? Where’s everyone else?”

         
         “I don’t know!” His eyes so wide and white. “I yelled for them, I—maybe they went out the front.”

         
         Ennis had set the fire. He had. The knowledge howled around her like a whiteout. She’d be living inside it for the rest of
            her life. “Go look.” She sobbed it. “Go find Dad.”
         

         
         He looked over his shoulder, hesitating. It could still be okay. The flames hadn’t spread yet, they didn’t have a single sting.
            “Yeah. Okay. Stay right there.”
         

         
         Before he could move, the fire in the kitchen turned blue.

         
         A smokeless planetary blue. It was so beautiful her fear drained away.
         

         
         Guinevere perched in the branches. Her brother stood below, good hand pressed to the bark. The world breathed long and slow as the blueness stole from window to window, like a deity extending one blinding arm. When the entire first floor had flooded with cobalt light it no longer even seemed like fire. Maybe—Guinevere told herself, with a child’s desperation—it would just turn off.
         

         
         The children leaned in. To see what would happen next, to hear the unnatural silence.

         
         The windows blew out. A coordinated explosion of glass and smoke. The moment broke and the flames rose until they were orange
            and ordinary, the sounds of house fire swallowing everything.
         

         
         Time ran wrong for a while. It melted like metal in a crucible. There was a noise that might have been screaming, but maybe
            fire could sound like that, as it devours wood, glass, flesh, air.
         

         
         Guinevere was in the tree, then she was on the ground, the bottoms of her feet singing and her back cold where her nightgown
            ripped open on the trunk. Her skin was scraped all along her spine; hours later they’d have to soak the fabric to remove it.
         

         
         Dryad’s road rash. She heard the words in her father’s voice, which she would never hear again. By the time Guinevere hit the ground, she and
            Ennis were the only living people for miles.
         

         
         

         That night would return to her often. Sometimes its lures were obvious. If she’d wanted to catch it, she would bait her trap
            with the odors of inland October—wood fire, cold trees, the winey rot of fallen fruit. Certain sounds could do it: the hiss tick of a record bobbing against its end, the huff of a gas stove catching. It came at unlikely moments, too. The trigger could
            be anything.
         

         
         These flashbacks had the taste of nightmare. When she was actually living it, their flight through the trees was too familiar
            to be frightening. She was in the one well-loved place that was left to her. Lungs aching, feet numb, she ran through all
            the seasons she’d spent in these woods.
         

         
         Spring, when the air was so soft it ripped open like paper, revealing another, greener land below. Autumn a synesthete’s paradise, leaves Crayola bright and the last of the berries dried to jam on the briar. Summers slow and still, winters slower, stiller. Every branch and twig encased in shining ice. These were her woods. What harm could come to her here? 

         
         Only once had she been lost inside them. It had all been so dreamlike—the red dog, the black bear. A prelude, surely, to a
            fairy tale. Life since then had swept the glitter from her eyes. But now she was back in that timeless place, wishing for
            the clockwork of some other narrative to catch and carry her away from this one.
         

         
         If she could find the Architect’s tree, chiming with keys of every color. In its branches a tower, in its roots a stair. If
            this unkempt wilderness could give way to the eerie order of the milk-white wood that grew in the caverns below the Ninth
            City. Please. Please. She begged for it with every strike of her feet on dirt.
         

         
         Guinevere tripped and caught herself against a trunk, arm yanked back like a wing. It dropped her back to Earth, where she
            was forced to remember. The fire came up and the house went down and all the stories were gone. Her mother’s typewriter, her
            stacks of pages. And her mother. And—
         

         
         Hello, my fairy. My blue-eyed girl.

         
         Ennis was crying and he kept saying something, god knew what. I didn’t mean to, probably, or I’m sorry. She wouldn’t let his remorse reach her. She felt no pain, though she’d wake with scrapes and bruises that followed her well
            into her second life, far from this one. Tomorrow they would wash her brother’s blood off her skin and the smell of warm iron
            would make her thrash and scream. Tonight she barely responded when he cupped her face and said, “A little farther.”
         

         
         They reached their abandoned playhouse, transformed by the night and its horrors into a thing that was no longer forlorn but
            patient. It had been waiting for them.
         

         
         “Get in.”

         
         Ennis half whispered, half hissed it. As if someone were at their heels and might hear them. Who would hear them? Everyone
            who could’ve followed them was dead.
         

         
         Guinevere was on the ground, Ennis holding her tightly. She couldn’t remember falling. Had she shouted something? He kept saying “shh, shh,” and the pain in her throat was worse.
         

         
         The open door of the little house bled cold odors, sap and ammonia. It should’ve been empty, but she could see inside it a
            sinister crowding of unknown things. Ennis took a flashlight from his pocket and switched it on, and the things grew names.
         

         
         There were two rolled-up sleeping bags, two packed duffels. A camping lantern, a tote bag glinting with bottles of water.
            Guinevere saw a hoodie she thought she’d lost and a stack of books. Ennis had been planning this.
         

         
         “It’ll be okay,” he said, and kept saying it. Kneeling in the drafty, malodorous space, touching the things he’d packed like
            they were beads on a rosary, whispering this prayer: It’ll be okay. Guinevere needed him to be quiet so she could fold in on herself, but he wouldn’t stop talking. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone.
            You have to believe me. I wasn’t trying to hurt them. Do you believe me?”
         

         
         There it was, her cue. She was sunk too deep to answer. Then something tugged her up again: around his neck, glinting like
            treasure, a necklace.
         

         
         She crept forward on her knees. Ennis didn’t move as she reached out and touched the chain, following it with her fingers
            to where it disappeared beneath his coat. Roughly she pulled it into view.
         

         
         The charm he wore looked very much like the one he’d stolen from Edith. It wasn’t hers, though. It was just a little smaller,
            its gold clean and new.
         

         
         She had never been allowed to look closely at their mother’s necklace charm. Sometimes, when it slipped into view, she’d felt
            a pinch of recognition at the nape of her neck. A tap. Tap. Scraaape. Finally, looking at Ennis’s, she knew it for what it was.
         

         
         A curled-up finger. Like a flower caught in frost, it was cast thinly, perfectly, in gold.

         
         She dropped it. Where the towel fell loose around his bleeding hand she could see it was his left ring finger that was gone.
            Same as Edith. When she searched his face for something, some explanation or remorse, all she saw was a bleak righteousness.
         

         
         The shadows that circled him were buzzing like a fluorescent light, in time with the noise in her head. The dark expanded,
            shrinking Ennis in her sight, until it seemed she saw him from the bottom of a well. It was safe down here. Windless.
         

         
         “You don’t believe me, do you?”

         
         He said it as if that were the thing that broke his heart. Guinevere broke, too. Something in her, some final tether. The
            lid went over the well. She saw and felt and knew nothing.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Eight
2004

         
         The ground was cold but her dreams were made of leaping flame. She woke sweating beneath a sleeping bag. There was no period
            of confusion. She knew immediately where she was and what she’d lost.
         

         
         Ennis sat hunched in the doorway of the little house, bathed in gray light. His face was filthy, his eyes scooped out. When
            he saw she was awake his expression didn’t change. He nodded toward the water bottle that lay beside her in the dirt.
         

         
         There was no relief as she drank. Every contraction of her throat brought pain. She emptied the bottle then squeezed it, cheap
            sides staving in with a crackling sound.
         

         
         He said, “They’re gonna split us up.”

         
         Guinevere didn’t reply.

         
         “They will,” he said sharply, as if she’d disagreed. “We’ll go into foster care in two different houses. Or maybe one of us will go
            to Mom’s parents in New York. And the other one’ll go to Wales. I think one of Dad’s aunts is alive. Nobody takes two kids. This is it, so you better listen to me. Even if you hate me now. Listen.”
         

         
         His skin was smeared with dirt. Or maybe it was smoke. It had billowed from the house in a great stinking sea, bits of burning
            material rising through it like fish.
         

         
         “The Ninth City books are poison.” The words pierced her fugue state. “Edith is poison.” He recoiled a little, maybe against his own use of the present tense. “I tried to fix it, and it didn’t work. All of this, what I did, all those people. It didn’t. Work.”
         

         
         He broke off then and sobbed. Dirty face to dirty knees, a little boy again at last.

         
         Dully she watched him, drawing thick breaths from the air. All her bones were cold and heavy, packed with wet sand. When he
            reached for her, she shrank back. His expression seared her.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” he said softly. “I understand. You’re gonna be okay. Only . . .” He dug his fingers into the dirt. All nine of
            them, braced against the earth as he gathered himself. “You have to stop writing stories. Do you hear me? Promise me. Promise
            you won’t write anymore, ever.”
         

         
         This was unexpected enough to threaten her stasis. Later she would feel the notion as a taint, frizzing through her system.
            Targeting one of the things she loved best about herself, blackening the green. Right then she closed her eyes and floated
            in the space behind her lids, where his words could not touch her.
         

         
         “It shouldn’t have gone like this,” he said. “No one should’ve—they were supposed to wake up, they were supposed to . . .”
         

         
         His voice dropped out. Like the radio used to when Llewellyn drove them through the trees. Country songs spiking and fading,
            and their father knew the words to every one. She beat her fist on the dirt until the memory was gone, and barely heard what
            Ennis said next.
         

         
         “It’s my fault.” His hands were on his shaven head. He spoke into his arms. “We should’ve just run. I never should’ve tried
            to convince her.”
         

         
         Guinevere opened her eyes. Sandy scraping of breath over tongue, and her voice so rusty it scared her. “Who?”

         
         One of her clearest memories would always be this. His face stricken as he whispered it.

         
         “Mother.”

         
         The word was a missed step, a rolled ankle. He’d never referred to Edith that way.

         
         Then something made their heads go up in tandem: the sound of breaking foliage. An inexpert crackling slide that might have been a large and careless animal. A woman laughed. It rode the dawn like an arrow, sounding closer—surely—than it was. And a man’s voice said, “Well, I’m a clumsy bastard. Good thing no one saw that.” 

         
         “Oh, so I’m no one?” The woman laughed again. Then she said, “Hey. Wait a sec.”

         
         The air between the children tautened. Neither breathed.

         
         “Do you see that?” Her voice had a wondering sound. “It’s almost like—is that a little house?”

         
         Ennis said, “I love you.” He picked up the shotgun he’d had close by him all this time, that she’d been too numb to notice, and stepped out into
            the onrushing day.
         

         
         There came an adult’s surprised shout. A “no no no,” followed by the crack of a shotgun blast.
         

         
         Guinevere pulled the sleeping bag over her head. She told herself she was lying in the great room, next to the glowing coils
            of a space heater. In an arc around her, the breathing bodies of her family. She counted them: one, two, three.
         

         
         It was their very first night in the house, which wasn’t the Farmhouse yet. She was almost six years old. The flues weren’t
            safe; they couldn’t light a fire. They hadn’t discovered the attic yet, or the orchard or the woods or Art Church. Edith hadn’t
            written a word. Everything was hopeful; nobody was dead.
         

         
         Far away from her someone was crying, and a stranger’s voice said, “It’s okay. Oh, sweetheart, it’s okay. You didn’t hurt
            anyone. My boyfriend’s getting help, it’s all gonna be fine. Here, you want some water? I’m sorry, but is your name—I mean,
            aren’t you . . . never mind. Never mind. Help is coming. I’ll stay with you the whole time, okay? I won’t leave you alone.”
         

         
         Ennis said, “I’m not alone. Help my sister.”
         

         
         Guinevere squeezed herself tighter, reaching for invisibility. Those were the last words she would hear from her brother’s
            mouth for more than twenty years.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifty-Nine
Opening reception of Mother

         
         Guin crossed the threshold of the factory, and the doors swung shut.

         
         Not only the one she’d come through. All around the factory, every entrance closed at once. There was a rising protest, a
            communal wail, then the sound cut off clean.
         

         
         They were alone. That was what it felt like: the cattle rush winnowed down to an abandoned few. Maybe a hundred people ringed
            the edges of the massive space, like swimmers around a pool. The room she’d last seen as a ruin had been emptied, swept, illuminated,
            walls and ceiling cast in rosy gold. The light barely penetrated the room’s vast heart.
         

         
         Guin thought: All of this, everything I’m about to see, is for me.

         
         She didn’t immediately notice the man standing inside the factory door. An installation employee, collecting phones. Not one
            of Ennis’s little art-school minions. This man was tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a striped shirt and a black half mask.
            His hair, ruddy gold, fell to his chin in thick waves. Guin looked at him and felt a shock that hit like a hunger pang.
         

         
         Dad.

         
         The illusion broke within a moment—this man’s mouth was cut differently, the cast of his shoulders was wrong—but the rush lingered like sugar in her system. As she approached him, she stared. All she could see through the holes of his mask was a damp glistening. It plucked at her, at some memory. Before she could place it, he’d traded her phone for a check tag and turned to the next person. 

         
         Guin studied the tag, an ovoid of wafer-thin wood with a number stamped on one side and the image of a hand on the other.
            Not a hand. Ennis’s hand. Palm out, four fingers spread, an empty space where its ring finger should be. Or, she supposed, the
            hand could have been Edith’s.
         

         
         She shoved the tag into her pocket.

         
         People shuffled farther in, minnows making little darts into deeper water. Guin moved ahead of everyone, toward the room’s
            dim center. Then she startled back a step. The man who’d taken her phone was striding improbably toward her, from the other
            side of the room.
         

         
         Except—this was a different man. Same build, same striped shirt, half mask, and dark gold hair. He carved a path with a shoulder-high tray holding glasses
            of champagne, sliced fruit suspended inside them in bubbling arcs. He veered neatly around her, offering his tray to other
            people. They smiled, took a glass, took a swallow.
         

         
         Guin turned slowly in place. Throughout the room, from every direction, the masked men came, their trays of champagne fizzing
            like portable fireworks. Built like her father, with hair like her father’s, all wearing the painter’s uniform Llewellyn favored
            through the final years of his life. People were dispersing through the space. Talking, laughing, looking around with wide
            eyes. Taking glass after glass from the passing trays, not one of them aware they were being served by a ghost.
         

         
         There was a noise in Guin’s head. She mistook it for an approaching migraine until she saw a man tugging at his ear, looking
            around with a hunted expression.
         

         
         It was a soundtrack, set almost below the level of perception. One note: the ceaseless buzzing of bees.

         
         Guin didn’t think of the bees in the orchard. She thought of the storm in the second-floor hall. Black-and-yellow bodies pelting
            her like hail, sheeting down dead when they hit open air. Even back then she’d filed it speedily under delusion, but that
            soothing lie was unraveling.
         

         
         Her back bumped up against one of the massive concrete columns, wrapped in garlands of glossy leaves and tiny fairy lights. She pinched a leaf, dug a nail in to be sure: real. Another allusion she alone would perceive, to the night Edith had the whole orchard hung with string lights for a party. Llewellyn worried they would hurt the new green fruits. They didn’t. There was never a single summer when they didn’t have a bumper crop. 

         
         People were carrying their drinks toward the walls, drawn in by gallery-style lights. Guin followed. Five days ago she’d stood
            in this derelict place, smelling fresh paint in the dark. Now she could see what Ennis had made.
         

         
         On the wall ahead of her was a great black bear. It stood on hind legs on a narrow night road, the moon in its fur rendered
            in clippings of titanium white. Around the animal, green woods. In front of it, crookedly parked, a blue car.
         

         
         Guin’s eye swept from animal to car to trees to moon. She could’ve sworn she never told Ennis about the bear. That she’d kept
            this one secret, to punish him for the night she got lost in the woods.
         

         
         The next image depicted a vast stretch of forest. Surveying the scene from its top left corner was a man’s small figure, crowned
            in willow whips. A dog with the slinky elegance of a kelpie heeled at his side, her fur the same red as his hair.
         

         
         All the paintings, lined up along the walls in lavish tapestry-sized panels, were scenes out of a fairy tale. Like a sleepwalker
            Guin moved among them. In one a ghost child swung its legs from the branches of a hazel tree. In another a witch cut herbs
            with silver scissors. One showed a girl sleeping by a forest pool overhung with birches.
         

         
         Painting by painting Ennis told a story of their childhood, approximately as true as the one in Guin’s memoir. Mixing memory
            and invention, the woods as they were overlaid with the stories she wrote. If a child were to fall asleep at the edge of a
            great wood and dream, as Alice dreamed, of following a psychopomp into a forested wonderland, their dreams might look like
            this.
         

         
         A woman laughed, so loud and close to Guin’s ear she reared around, startled. The woman’s arm was slung over her friend’s shoulders. There was lipstick on her teeth. Guin watched her drain what was clearly not her first glass of champagne, tipping the syrupy peach slice from its bottom into her mouth. 

         
         She’d stared too long at the walls. The crowd had changed when she wasn’t paying attention.

         
         People were touching the paintings, running their palms over the walls. Loose and laughing, holding each other upright. The
            room had the feeling of a party at its glittering height, everyone coming together into one organism. But this one had an
            aberrant shape, headless and unpredictable.
         

         
         When she was ten or so, at a Farmhouse party, Guinevere watched two men place tiny slips of paper on their tongues. They did
            it with such reverence she couldn’t help but stare. One of them saw her and said, You want to try? In his outstretched hand a white square, printed with a cartoon elephant.
         

         
         She shrugged. Okay. The elephant melted on her tongue like the paper on the back of candy dots. Like the wafers passed out to Catholics in Mafia
            movies.
         

         
         But if it were a host, it was that of a god capable of dread transformations: as the night went on, her parents’ guests became
            monstrous. A teeming circle of bacchantes and green men, waving elongated limbs. She was too terrified to move.
         

         
         It was Jonathan who realized what had happened and dragged her roughly away. Little idiot. He shoved her toward the kitchen sink. Her tooth clinked against the porcelain, chipped. Drink some water.

         
         That lost night was coming back to her now. There was no music playing, nothing to dance to, yet the factory crowd swayed
            together drunkenly. Sticky skin, open mouths flashing white teeth, red tongues. Heedless, hedonistic.
         

         
         A familiar weakness came over her. A sinking drowning breathlessness. Guin looked around for something, some support or escape.
            For Ennis. She saw the stairwell door she’d walked through five days ago and made her way head-down through the revelers.
         

         
         One of the masked Llewellyns stood at attention beside it. She thought he would block her way. He only opened the door with a chivalrous flourish, smiled at her, and in a resonant Welsh voice said, “Alright, fair one. Go find your brother.” 

         
         His hand between her shoulder blades was warm as he pushed her through and shut the door firmly behind her.

         
         Guin turned immediately and yanked at its handle. Locked. A windowless metal fire door that didn’t even rattle when she tried
            to shake it. And anyway that wasn’t her father, just another disorienting trick. Llewellyn was dead and ghosts belonged to
            crumbling Venetian palaces.
         

         
         The stairwell smelled of mold, the kind that messed up your lungs forever. After the bees and the people, the silence filled
            her ears like oil. Even the stairs were noiseless as she climbed them, like stairs in a dream. The way to the third floor
            was chained off, and above the second-floor door an Exit-style sign read enter.
         

         
         She did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	Mother (2025)

                  	Ennis Sharpe (1991–)

                  	The Burgess Factory, Brooklyn

               

            

         
         Guin was in the dark. The dark was absolute.

         
         Panic made her weightless, made her sway and stumble. She dropped to a crouch, both palms pressed to the floor.

         
         It had been a long time since Guin had experienced genuine lightlessness. She’d lost her immunity, grown soft on incomplete
            city darks. The blackness took her like a river and carried her back to a night that was almost as dark as this room, barely
            lit by a paring of moon.
         

         
         The memory of their flight through the woods couldn’t hold her anymore, she wouldn’t let it. But it could move past her and
            knock her down, like the careless brush of an animal. Her shoulders tensed, her head bowed. Don’t get lost, Guin. Name what
            you can.
         

         
         The floor felt gritty. Her fingers slid over poured concrete and met resistance. A strip of tape, peeling. It took her longer
            to name the odor on the air. Thick. Waxen and sweet. Then a vision skidded over the dark: pollen on petals, falling in a lurid
            dust. Lilies, that’s what it was. Beneath it, the closet-y breath of camphor.
         

         
         Though she could see nothing, her eyes kept forcing meaning onto the dark, scribbled in sizzling filaments and smudgy will-o’-the-wisps.
            When an actual bulb switched on, ahead and to her left, all the imaginary lights snapped flat.
         

         
         Guin stared, breathing through an open mouth, fingertips pressed to the floor. It was a ghost light, standing in the gloom like a Narnian lamppost. Another blinked on, to her right. Then another, and another. Guin knew the structures coming into view had been there all along, but she couldn’t shake her sense of them as photosensitive creatures, rising like moths to meet the light. 

         
         I know where I am.

         
         The freestanding bulbs, the lily-and-camphor air. The erratic outline of hostile structures stretching ahead of her and out
            of sight, fit impossibly inside the factory floor. Of course Guin knew what this place was meant to be. She was standing in
            the Dreamers’ Graveyard.
         

         
         This perilous precinct of the Ninth City appears in The Wicked Few, the last book Edith wrote. It’s the subterranean sinkhole where dead dreams go, a seemingly endless patchwork place where
            no one lives and few enter, and the only thing moving is the occasional dream picker’s cart. These foolhardy few scavenge
            dead places for the magical objects that can be found inside them, glowing like items in a video game.
         

         
         Guin’s chest pulled around every breath. She was in too many places at once, pinned together too thickly. In Red Hook, in
            the Ninth City, inside her brother’s mind. She didn’t think she could make herself take another step.
         

         
         Then the building right ahead of her, narrow and eccentrically peaked, resolved into familiarity. Once dear and long departed,
            its windows flickering boxes of silver and blue. Art Church.
         

         
         My god. She thought it helplessly. What was Ennis doing? Did he hate her this much?
         

         
         Every reconstructed line of their father’s studio was as she remembered it. Yet as a whole it was wrong, possessed with an aura of malignancy. Guin crept closer anyway. She peeked in the windows and lost her fear in the strangeness
            of what she saw.
         

         
         The flickering came from a dozen old TV sets. They faced the windows, perched on stands and tables and the floor. They were
            probably as old as she was, but, taken together, had a futuristic effect. A nightmarish sci-fi movie future, a villain’s lair
            stocked with moving images.
         

         
         Llewellyn played over every screen. He paced and sweated and fought, embraced and stabbed and leaped acrobatically. He laughed and wept and drank poison, and thus, with a kiss, died. Grainy and young and alive. On every screen a different performance, all running in heated silence.
         

         
         Guin pressed herself to the window, heart sweating acid like a busted battery. Handsome and callow, her father had been. Also,
            brilliant. With the volume off you could see it clear as anything. There could be no crueler contrast than the one between
            these beautiful specters and the man she remembered at the end, aged before he was old.
         

         
         When she did manage to look away, Guin was disoriented by the return to reality. To Ennis’s built reality. No, she thought
            savagely. Ennis didn’t build anything. He only gave shape to something unspeakable.
         

         
         Cold light sheered eccentrically off plywood and brick and cement. Shadows pooled in black wedges beneath every overhang.
            Guin couldn’t see far, couldn’t anticipate. Every time she started to perceive the gaps in the illusion—places that were fronts,
            bits of trompe l’oeil, all those stage-set tricks—she’d blink, take a step, and the illusion would reseal itself.
         

         
         She passed the husks of an old-school coffee shop, a stucco-front bungalow, a patch of lush fake grass behind a wrought-iron
            gate. These lost places must have meant something to Ennis. All she could see was proof of the years he’d spent without her,
            making a life she didn’t recognize. Then she saw the theater.
         

         
         Neither the Mortal Cinema nor the movie palace of Film Still. Something humbler.
         

         
         It was a re-creation of that narrow revival theater in Vermont where she and Ennis spent so many hours. This Graveyard doppelgänger
            was dull and unwelcoming, but for the movie poster pasted beside its doors. Curling at the bottom, free of text, it showed
            a beautiful girl, her limpid eyes cast like Dietrich’s to the heavens. Maeve Carter.
         

         
         The sight of her face filled Guin with an impersonal kind of sorrow. Maeve had seemed such a villain when they met, but she’d been a child. She was only ever a child. She died at sixteen, in the long gap between the Farmhouse fire and the delayed filming of The Ninth City. There was a shady boyfriend and prescription drugs and a sordid mess of undisclosed detail, and paparazzi shots of her blondined
            mother behind black glasses, looking like the walking dead.
         

         
         Some other girl played Guinevere. A scrubbed British preteen, her American accent flat as a playing card. None of the movies
            were as good as they should have been.
         

         
         Guin turned from the tiny cinema, rubbed raw, wishing to rest her eyes on a place that would evoke nothing. This wasn’t an
            installation, it was a battlefield, full of foxholes to swallow her, land mines to break her. What she saw next filled her
            chest with a rusty-nail ache.
         

         
         Here stood Anne’s studio, its ghastly Graveyard twin. Rustic, ringed with windows meant to look out on trees. Years ago, Ennis
            dragged her away from it, but he had stopped protecting her long ago. Softly Guin moved closer. Closer. When she peered through
            the window, a face looked back.
         

         
         Ennis.

         
         She screamed. Her brother retreated as she did. Because—she bent over her knees, cursing in a whisper—it was a mirror. All
            the studio’s windows were fitted with mirrors.
         

         
         A slow recognition began to surface. An incomplete fathoming of what Ennis was doing here. Before she knew the face was her
            own, what had it looked like to her? Furtive, unresolved. Evil, almost. Evil of an irresolute kind, like something out of
            Shakespeare.
         

         
         You can do no good for the dead. She spoke to Anne anyway.

         
         Thank you. I loved you. I wish you’d never met us.

         
         There was nothing to do but go on. Submit to the place’s hidden logic, its onion layering. Then a skillet sound broke the
            quiet. A bacon-y hiss that fell apart into crackle. Up ahead, its source: on a low platform, beneath a ghost light, the open
            fold of a record player.
         

         
         Guitar came in first, a minor key and a curious tuning. Then a voice, cold and clear as a spring rising from stone. Genderless, with a clarity that ran over Guin’s neck. 

         
         The folk singer from Virginia. That off-putting Appalachian Goth who was the first of Edith’s acolytes. The first houseguest
            who wouldn’t leave. Until she did, with a suddenness that was chilling in hindsight. Guin couldn’t even remember the singer’s name, only her
            outline. Dark bangs, sharp chin, shapeless clothes. The track coaxed the rest of her from the past.
         

         
         Her eyes had been as pure and sorrowful as an animal’s. The pads of her fingers so callused she didn’t have to lick them to
            pinch out a candle flame. When she fingerpicked her hands looked like a weaver’s, making gold of the air. The needle lifted,
            the record stopped. The silence of the Graveyard was restored.
         

         
         Guin began to run. A steady jog, eyes ahead, the flavor of mothball on her tongue.

         
         There would be something here in remembrance of the waitress. That mean townie who wrote her dazzling poetry in ballpoint
            in the notebook she left behind. And something, too, for Arthur Borelli.
         

         
         Unlike Llewellyn, unlike Anne, Arthur was not dead. For years Guin checked used bookshops and the memories of publishing acquaintances for any sign of The Wandering Country’s existence, without luck. Her intermittent googling eventually paid off in an article about student walkouts at an upstate
            prep school, including a bland quote from security officer Arthur Borelli. The attached photo confirmed it was him. He’d looked
            a transformed man: stooped and diffident, eyes not quite meeting the camera.
         

         
         Guin kept running. She had no wish to witness any more dead dreams. When the end came, it happened so suddenly she nearly
            slammed into it: a wall of fresh plywood, and in it, a door.
         

         
         A minute ago, she couldn’t have described this door. Standing before it, she knew its every detail. She was tall enough at
            last to read the words carved faithfully over the lintel.
         

         
         
            The time we like the best of all

            Is when the shadows creepy crawl

         

         Here, at last, was the heart of the thing. Edith’s writing room. The Third-Floor Room, you might call it, if this were a horror story. The Room of the Seven Windows, if it were a fairy tale. Probably it was both. Ready or not, she thought, and opened the door. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty

         
         The room was exactly as she remembered it. Books on the floor, mugs on the windowsill. A fireplace she’d never seen lit. The
            chair. The desk.
         

         
         If she’d thought about it, Guin would have assumed her mother’s desk would operate as so many childhood foes did, shrinking
            over the years to reveal itself as harmless. But the desk—this perfect reproduction—was worse than she remembered. Its polished wooden body teemed with miniature hands.
         

         
         Briskly she crossed the room. To open its drawers, release any specters, get it over with. As she did, she glanced out one
            of the windows.
         

         
         What she saw stilled her utterly. Made her move trancelike to the glass until she was pressed against it, forehead to thighs.

         
         The Ninth City glittered below. Twilit, unmistakable, seen as if from a vantage point twenty stories high. There was the Pink
            Hotel, floodlit and barnacled with balconies. There, one of the carnivals forever springing up in the City’s parks and plazas.
            Farther, so far it was nearly out of sight, the rim of the Green Glass Sea, a vivid rope of aquamarine even at dusk.
         

         
         Best of all was the Architect’s tree, looming over everything. Brawny as a redwood, awesome as a church. All the keys hanging
            from it glowed like metal Christmas lights.
         

         
         Guin’s heart was a tender bruise. Whether this was video projection, optical illusion, hypnosis, or induced chemical dream,
            she didn’t care. She was a Ninth City kid, too. She was the Ninth City kid.
         

         
         It lived in her. Its shaded colonnades and shining train cars, the brine-and-searose wind washing over the deck of the Salt Witch. And when she turned back to her mother’s desk, it was with the ridiculous hope that the City was real after all, and something
            inside might help her reach it.
         

         
         The first drawer she tried was locked. And the second, and the third. The fourth—a miniature left hand, extended as if to
            shake—slid open.
         

         
         It was full almost to the top with a fine and glittering sand. Guin stuck her fingers in. Stirred. The sand was the luminous
            white of selenite, the tracks her fingers left glimmered a northern lights green. The grains seemed half air, evanescing off
            her skin as if repelled by a magnet. She lifted powdery fingers to her nose and was startled. Though the sand wasn’t cold,
            it carried the unmistakable odor of fresh snow.
         

         
         Guin was struck by an idea so absurd she had to act on it immediately: scooping up an ounce or so of powder and flinging it
            over her head.
         

         
         Her lashes starred. Her nose burned. She felt a cocaine lift so instantaneous it had to be psychosomatic. She gave an uncertain
            step forward. Then, arms out, a hop.
         

         
         Nothing. No extra lift, certainly no takeoff. She laughed at herself. Fairy dust, Guin? Really?

         
         Yes. Really. One of the drawer pulls caught her eye, its miniature golden fingertips pursed together in a pinch. As if scooping up its
            own dose of dust.
         

         
         With her clean hand she yanked at the drawer. Locked. With her other hand she pinched up a bit of the iridescent sand and
            sprinkled it over the pull’s golden fingers.
         

         
         A heartbeat, two. Then, with a nauseated thrill, she watched the golden fingers shift. Flex. And—un-pinch themselves. They
            settled into handshake position and stopped.
         

         
         It was a few seconds before she could make herself reach out to take the little hand in hers. This time the drawer opened
            smoothly, and inside it was—
         

         
         Guin made a choked sound.

         
         In it was a gilt-stamped card, thick and fine as a wedding invitation. At its center, a design picked out in gold . . .

         
         She knew this card. It was described in detail in the opening pages of The Ninth City. She ran her fingers over its design. It really did look like an abstract map, or an odd compass rose. Better than the prop
            they’d made for the movie. Where the card in the book read “Admits Two,” this one said “Single Admission.” Its date of travel—today—was
            already marked.
         

         
         Guin looked for the hand into which she might slip the ticket: there, held out as if offered to a conductor. The ticket slotted
            between its fingers and the drawer unlocked.
         

         
         Now that she understood the game, it went quickly. There were so many keys to fairyland. In one drawer was an undertrain pass.
            In another a locket on a chain that held in its heart a globe of clear water. She poured it into a cupped metal palm. There
            was a wooden whistle whose note she couldn’t hear and a tiny glass bell that fit into a hand’s pinched grip. The hand shook,
            and the bell’s silvery peal rang out like a summons.
         

         
         From the second-to-last drawer Guin took a round mirror the circumference of an apple. She held it up to the final drawer
            pull, the desk’s only right hand. It shifted briefly to something molten, then re-formed to match its own reversed image.
            A left hand. Guin took it by the burnished fingertips and pulled.
         

         
         When she saw what lay in the final drawer all the giddiness went out of her.

         
         Abruptly she moved to the window. The Ninth City unspooled itself to the vanishing point, and she cooled herself on its distant
            motion—branches swaying, lights switching off and on, fairground ticking. A woman moving in a window.
         

         
         Crisply she stepped back to the drawer and scooped up its contents: Ennis’s necklace charm, strung on its golden chain.

         
         As soon as she set it on her palm, it quickened. Subtly, unmistakably. She flung it onto the desk and bent soundlessly over her knees.
         

         
         When her head started to throb, she straightened. Breathing shallowly through her teeth, she picked it up again, the metal warming instantly to the temperature of her skin. It trembled, then unfurled at last into a boy’s ring finger, caught in a shell of gold. The very last key. 

         
         A long time ago her father took a Polaroid of a blank white wall. Guin moved to face that remade section of wall, and the
            key, the finger, flexed in her hand. It was easy to guide it to the proper place, to feel the click as it pierced and turned
            a lock where there was no lock, opening a door that wasn’t there.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty-One

         
         Twelve years ago, Guin flew westward across the Atlantic. Eight hours spent chasing the sun, touching down in JFK not much
            later, by the clock, than when she took off. Disorienting.
         

         
         She bought currency, then coffee. The coins she got back felt like counterfeits, too wafer-thin to be real. She walked through
            reunions, past men in suits bearing handwritten signs. Children draped boneless against their parents’ neck pillows and small
            siblings making idiot arcs around the roller cases, punchy with freedom. Some hidden part of her really had believed someone
            would be waiting for her, if she ever came home. She headed to the taxi line.
         

         
         Guin couldn’t drive. Bitsy had no license and couldn’t see why her granddaughter should, either. She paid a driver up front
            in cash, lots of it, to drive her six hours north to a tiny town in Vermont.
         

         
         Most of the ride she spent sleeping, all her instincts as a solo woman traveler shut down in the face of a terrified exhaustion.
            It was stopping that woke her. The driver parked and half turning, strangely reluctant to wake her.
         

         
         Guin paid him a little extra and stepped out onto the sidewalk. She wore traveler’s clothes and a hiker’s pack that cinched
            at the waist, rising higher than her head.
         

         
         The movie theater was gone. The diner and the used bookstore, too, and the small white gallery where Anne once taught. But
            the granola grocery store was there, its odor of bulk spices and licorice root so utterly unchanged it acted on Guin like
            a slap. Her grown-up’s shadow lay longer than it should across the mopped wooden floor. She backed out and let the door swing
            shut.
         

         
         Like a pilgrim, she would walk. She kept to the side of the road, hungry and sweating beneath her pack. The journey worked her like a paring knife, peeling away all that she hoped might protect her: age and time and distance. Her thin veneer of expat sophistication evaporated like alcohol. 

         
         The woods stirred and darkened as two phantom children on bikes raced through her in icy bursts. Swam through a ghost! The sun made a moving mosaic behind the trees to her left, then a red smear. She imagined a black bear breaking sharklike
            through the green ahead of her, a vision so clear it held the weight of prophecy. Its odor would hit first, slamming the panic
            button in the oldest part of her brain. Then the animal itself, so close she would see the pale roots of its muzzle, the flat
            brown shields of its eyes.
         

         
         When she reached the rutted dirt drive that led to the Farmhouse she turned without hesitation, making her legs a machine,
            making them ruthless. If she stopped she might never make it this far again.
         

         
         She still believed she would see the house. She was here in part to kill that fatal certainty. And it did feel violent, to
            reach the top of the drive and look over that awful blank where the house was not.
         

         
         It was quiet. Only the symphonic rush of blood to her head was louder than the breeze. Guin thought it was fear that made
            her anticipate the impossible worst: blowing ash heap, littered with bones. Snow-globe dome of twisting smoke, the fire so
            devastating it left behind a pocket of permanent aftermath. She realized now that she’d wanted that. Would’ve welcomed crashing rafters and flickering embers over this, the house’s perfect deletion from the world.
         

         
         She unbuckled her pack and dropped it to the earth. This was her land, she could do as she wished. She’d had half an idea
            of spending the night in Art Church, but that was gone, too. Not even the orchard existed anymore. The falling light flattened
            everything into soft purples and greens, made it feel like her nightmare was playing out in mute. Something was moving, low
            to the ground, where the house should be. Something with a little more heft than the grass. It wasn’t until she was very close
            that she identified it.
         

         
         Flowers. A whole—she ran to their edge, heart lodged in her throat like the fat, faulty muscle it was—a whole field of them. Nodding bursts of blue and yellow and pink, already tucking their petals in for the night. The garden bed was formed exactly to the footprint of the house. 

         
         This was a phenomenon, wasn’t it? Flowers that bloomed after fire? Guin circled the blowing garden, thinking, Here was the
            dining room, here the kitchen, here the great room. There, high in the air. That was the room with the seven windows. The
            twilit bed seemed as charmed and impenetrable as a fairy ring. She didn’t set foot inside it.
         

         
         The flowers said, Something was here. Something happened here. A confirmation more real than any headline or sympathy offered from a stranger. When she’d walked around the flowers twice,
            once widdershins then back again, she turned to face the woods.
         

         
         Without the orchard as a corridor, it was too abrupt. Nothing, then trees. But she’d chased Ennis everywhere and found him
            nowhere, so maybe he was here. In their clearing, in a cottage, living as he promised they’d live. After two years of dead
            ends and almosts, she might find him in the literal first place she should’ve looked. Hope burned in her hand like a last-chance
            lottery ticket. She’d been so sure yesterday. Now she couldn’t feel him anywhere.
         

         
         She would travel the woods to find out. Soon, any minute. When the sky turned darker. When the stars showed through. When
            the cold came crawling from the trees to snuff the very candle end of the day, and Venus hung over her like a searchlight.
            She would start walking.
         

         
         The girl stood unmoving at the edge of the forest.

         
         

         The door Guin unlocked with her brother’s key opened onto those same woods. Summertime woods, deep and shaded. Leaves moving
            and small things adrift, pollen and blown seeds and insects in flight. This time, Ennis was waiting for her. She could sense
            him, a pulse in the trees.
         

         
         There are journeys you cut off your hair to take. Places you can only enter on your feet, with your own empty hands. In tales
            the forest kills you, or it provides. She stepped through.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty-Two

         
         The door didn’t vanish. It hung in the air behind her, already less real than anything else she could see. Guin breathed in
            an irreproducible matrix of leaf and rot, stone and flower. The air not smoky but filled with the promise of it. Good, clean,
            haunted air, moving with a deliberate slowness and barely cooler than her skin.
         

         
         She knew these woods. Knew them three times over: the Vermont wilds, vast and indifferently dangerous. The playland she and
            Ennis had made of them. And the Forest, the first one, where stories are set. A million stories begin like this: a girl went
            walking through a great wood. A traveler, moving along the stitched borders of countless possible tales. The breeze rose and
            she shivered, though not with cold.
         

         
         The air held that suffused yellow dusk that happens rarely, on the hottest days of summer. As she walked, a little aimlessly,
            it cooled to purple. The stars began to show.
         

         
         She and Ennis used to lie sometimes on the lawn at night, watching the stars come out. They began as discrete silver spots.
            If you looked long enough, you’d start to see the faint milky mapping of the galaxy behind them. And if you looked even longer
            the stars changed color. They flashed opalescent shades of blue and orange and palest red. They literally twinkled. Before Vermont she’d thought that was just a song.
         

         
         The sky Guin walked beneath was filled with those secret stars. The path carried her to the right—eastward, she thought—as
            a sound of bells drifted from the left. Like wind chimes, only sweeter, wilder.
         

         
         The sound sent a longing through her. Soles up, like the shock of jumping off a swing at its apex. Fairy bells on a fairy bridle. She wrote that into a story once. 

         
         A veil fell over her. It was that physical, this sense of recognition. Akin to the bodiless moment when you catch sight of
            a person in a mirror and realize that person is you. It wasn’t until she saw the dogwood tree that she was sure.
         

         
         The tree wasn’t much taller than her, its crown the shifting white-green color of dollar bills. Growing impossibly off its
            branches, among the leaves and flowers, were countless rolled-up maps.
         

         
         Guin watched them sway, remembering the night she read this story aloud to her brother. “The Tale of the Map Tree.” She could
            still see the wedge of his eyelashes, tipping toward his sunburned cheek. The map she reached for hung so low and inviting,
            and made such a beautiful snap when she took it. She unrolled it, orienting herself with the dogwood and moon as her markers.
         

         
         As Guin walked she passed a hickory hung with black ribbons. A ring of chalky gravestones circling a hill. She traveled through
            an avenue of birches that leaned together to make a tangled ceiling, their branches weeping a constant pale-green rain. Rabbits
            moved in sly streaks through the underbrush, their eyes the uncanny color of cell phone screens lighting up in the dark.
         

         
         Her own inventions, all of them. All these beguiling unrealities she wrote into her notebooks and shared with Ennis, stitched
            onto a woods she knew, that existed.
         

         
         Her skin flashed hot and cold, with hope and exposure. What was this place? It looked and felt and tasted real. Yet as she
            walked an uneasy suspicion surfaced. A sense that the land, rather than being discovered by her, was responding to her. Like the map she held, it seemed to unroll as she walked it.
         

         
         If—Guin paused to consider it—she were to run, as fast as she could, would she reach an end? She envisioned a black precipice
            diving down into a fathomless nothing, like medieval renderings of a flat Earth. If she closed her eyes and wished for it,
            would a lilac bush appear right there, past that tree, when she opened them?
         

         
         She looked. No lilacs. But on the back of her neck, a pale pressure. She put a hand there. It was nothing. It was the land, watching her. The trunks, the shadows, the purple neon of the twilight, all drawing closer. Concentrating into a point so fine . . . 

         
         She breathed like a fish, held in place by panic. This was the feeling she once named the spotlight, when she’d lie on the floor of the great room writing stories. That voluptuous focusing of the world.
         

         
         Good girl. Bright girl.

         
         Guin was moving before she decided to do it. She’d lost the shoe-leather soles she had in childhood, her feet were burning,
            but it wasn’t much farther. A short sprint, map clutched tight, and her path ended in a bowl of grass.
         

         
         In real life their clearing had been more of a lopsided saucer, mostly dirt and rocks, what grass there was sprinkled over
            it in Troll-hair clumps. Here it was dreamy and thick, turf ripped from the land of Nod. In the middle of the clearing was
            one more invention.
         

         
         This one she and Ennis made up together. The tiny house they’d spent half their childhood building and rebuilding, its windows
            casting golden cutouts over the gloaming. They’d intended to run to it one day. And they had, hadn’t they? At the end. Shell-shocked
            orphans of less than an hour, stinking of smoke and blood.
         

         
         This wasn’t the house as it truly had been, in all its iterations—splintery and amateur, built by two daydreaming children.
            It was the house as they’d imagined it. A platonic ideal of a fairy-tale cottage, leaf-green shutters and mossy roof. Guin
            stood on its threshold, an adult aching in her head and heart.
         

         
         She knocked. Two raps and a pause.

         
         Her brother opened the door.

         
         

         Later she would hold this moment up to the night she saw the black bear on the road. Recalling the feeling of that compact
            picture-book notion, bear, exploding into the reality of the actual animal.
         

         
         Ennis had been contained so flatly in her mind. Standing in front of her, he was realer than anyone she’d ever seen. The sheer
            physical presence of him moved her like a burst of wind.
         

         
         There were details she’d forgotten. Things she once knew like she knew the days of the week. The wayward hair at his crown that bent in three directions. The acne scar like a dimple in his cheek. He stood exactly as he had when he was a boy, one shoulder a little higher than the other. It was the shoulder that used to dislocate, braced instinctively against pain. 

         
         The burn at the end of his brow.

         
         The restless way he flexed his hands, like a cat in a rug.

         
         And, god, his missing finger. She pressed her hand to the charm where it hung around her neck, a small insistent heaviness.

         
         Ennis cleared his throat, a tiny sound of shocking clarity.

         
         “Hi, Guin.”

         
         She hadn’t known, anymore, what he sounded like in the world. She said, “Ennis—”

         
         Then stopped. Watched him breathe that one word in, like her voice was oxygen. His face surprised the way a lottery winner’s
            is surprised, hearing her speak his name. And every story she’d told herself about him fell away.
         

         
         Solitary genius, art-world sophisticate, indifferent stranger. All these nightmares that followed her, wearing his face, flared
            up and were gone. What was left between them was a clean emptiness. She recognized its quality: that void into which you sacrifice
            your ordinary self, your insufficient existence, so you can imagine a better one. Make believe.

         
         He retreated a step, toward the cottage’s warm heart. “Come in?”

         
         She followed him in a gentle trance. Everything seemed both sharp and hazy, like a knife in a dream. It was all just right.
            The wooden floor was cool on her feet, and the light that filled the room, glancing off its comforts and treasures, seemed
            to come from nothing and everywhere. A goldish light with the faintest flicker, more heartbeat than flame.
         

         
         It illuminated two rope hammocks and a rocking chair. A rag rug and a stack of books and shelves lined with found things that
            made Guin’s fingers itch with longing. Seedpod and lapis and chewed-up fool’s gold, a bouquet of long-tongued honeysuckle
            tipping sweetness over the air. She reached for a stone with a tiny wilderness inside it, a wisp of green smoke. Moss agate.
            Gripping it like a hand brake, she faced her brother.
         

         
         Ennis had never looked so much like their father. Llewellyn as Hamlet: lean and overcast, dressed in black. He’d seemed a boy in the doorway. She saw him more clearly now. Blond hair darkened to ash, the first feathering of age visible around his eyes. The slender whippet strength of his child body drawn out into the brutal thinness of an unhappy man. 

         
         “Sit. If you want to.” Ennis nodded toward the rocking chair. Moved restless around the room as she sat gingerly, telling
            her, “I picked those flowers a while ago. They’ll stay fresh, just like that. That big pod, when you shake it, sings an actual
            note. You should hear the tree it’s from, when the wind is going. And that stone you’ve got, if you look really close . . .”
         

         
         He reached for it, then caught himself before their fingers touched. They hadn’t touched at all yet. She could feel his retreat,
            his pride becoming abashment as he backed up to the wall. Without looking at her he said, “You know where we are, right? You . . .
            understand?”
         

         
         “No, En.” The land’s grip on her neck had loosened. She could still feel it, though. “I don’t understand anything.”

         
         For a while he didn’t reply. It was okay, though. To sit quietly, to push off and let the rocking chair sway. A window to
            Guin’s right framed trees and a paint box smear of twilight, pinned like another treasure to the wall. Through it came a soft
            ripe breeze. Behind that, again, the fey sound of bridle bells.
         

         
         A fleet brightness moved over his face. The sound meant something to him. Everything here meant something to him. When the bells died he said, “Do you remember the little deer, when we made the salt lick?”
         

         
         Love swelled in her chest like a storm surge. She nodded.

         
         “The glove we found in the attic, with the missing . . .” He raised his own hand a little. “On the first day. Do you remember
            that?”
         

         
         Guin whispered, “Yeah.”

         
         “And that night, right before the fire.” His gaze saturating, anguished. “When you told me Edith was sending you to boarding
            school.”
         

         
         “I remember.”

         
         Ennis cupped a hand over his eyes. She could see the pulse jumping in his throat and the web of his thumb. “Do you . . .” he said. “Do you remember . . .” 

         
         “Ennis. En. It’s okay.” Her voice artificially bright, to hide the heartbreak in it. “You’re not—you’ve never been good at
            telling stories.”
         

         
         He exhaled hard, halfway to a laugh. It was true. Guinevere was the one who’d told them to him.

         
         Before that, of course, it was Llewellyn. Their father’s stories never began in the usual way: Once upon a time. He liked to start like this: Listen. A one-word spell, to make them close their mouths and go still. Now Ennis cast it.
         

         
         “Listen.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty-Three

         
         “A cottage used to stand where the Farmhouse stood. This was a hundred years ago. More. A girl lived there with her mother,
            deep in the woods.”
         

         
         Guin watched him, mouth open. She hadn’t expected a fairy tale.

         
         “The mother made medicines, and the girl made useful things with wood—spigots, cradles, that kind of thing. It was always
            the two of them. Until, one winter, the mother died of a fever. After that, the girl was alone.”
         

         
         His voice curled around the word, carved of it a sea cave. Guin could see it perfectly: the girl kneeling inside it, the moon
            in its mouth like a watchdog.
         

         
         “So, she made a wish. You can know a thing without being taught, and the girl—a woman, now—knew how to make wishes into knives,
            or . . . fishhooks. The world, it isn’t what people think it is.” Ennis nodded in a general way, meaning: out there, she supposed. Back in that sorry land of laptops and streetlights. “It’s weirder. And the woman was . . . how did Dad put
            it? Cunning.”
         

         
         The word sent Guin back in her chair, made nerves run buttery over her shoulder blades.

         
         “The cunning woman wished for love. Not the romantic kind. She wanted what she’d had, the kind of love you either get or you
            don’t, and when it’s gone it’s gone. Because she was cunning, she cast the wish on a line, and what she caught was . . .”
         

         
         Ennis paused before he said it. Exactly as Edith had paused, before telling Guin the name of her first book.

         
         He said, “Mother.”

         
         Guin felt her skin prickle and lift. As if, for a moment, the air had become salt water. She planted both feet to stop the chair’s idle rocking. 

         
         “The woman wasn’t lonely anymore, and she thought that was enough. But Mother said to her, Don’t you want more? With the right material I can give you anything. So the woman went fishing again. This time she did it in an ordinary way.
            She met a man, and she brought him home. It took a few men, though, before she found the right one for Mother.”
         

         
         Guin’s heart made an ugly knocking. Bad news at the door. “Ennis.”

         
         His chin was down, his eyes two blue cuts. “What Mother needed, the kind of person she could use, was someone with a particular
            kind of light. Someone so bright. The way—the way Dad was bright.”
         

         
         “Ennis.” She said it again, sharply. “Wait.”

         
         He didn’t. He went on, low and pitiless. “Remember when we’d play pretend? The way it made things bigger, more? Mother can do that, but for real. She can make a whole land. And she can give the light away, too.” Her brother touched
            his lips, then his eyes, as if Mother dispensed stolen brilliance like greasepaint. “The cunning woman was a woodworker. Mother
            made her an artist.”
         

         
         Guin felt a sudden heat in her center. At the same time her hands went cold. She knew. Of course she did. She’d have pretended
            forever that she didn’t, if only it remained unsaid. She stood on gummy knees, crossed to the door, and let herself out.
         

         
         The clearing was perfect. The clearing was horrible. Dreamy twilight was stuck in place like a bug on a pin. It would persist,
            she sensed, until Ennis was done with it. That was the nature of this place; it was made for him. Revulsion gripped her as
            she perceived what it was made of.
         

         
         Again she had the sense of being watched. Of a canny intelligence beneath the immaculate night, some great director anticipating
            her desires. She stiffened, wondering how deeply it could know her, this thing Ennis called Mother. Could it see her wayward thoughts, sense her disgust like a splinter in its skin?
         

         
         Guin went to her knees. Ripped up fistfuls of grass and held them to her nose, bit a blade to taste the chlorophyll. Looking—as
            she’d looked in the lobby at Film Still—for the flaw in the construction.
         

         
         Dirt lodged lushly under her nails, made loamy smears on her palms. The grass tasted as green as lime Kool-Aid and smelled
            like itself. It was real, entirely real.
         

         
         What in this place was made of Llewellyn, what was Anne? Or maybe their sacrifice had been burned through long ago. Marla
            Kaufman, then: Was she the moon, the breeze, the bells?
         

         
         She fell back limply, fingers pressed to her eyes. Remembering a night when the Farmhouse was frosted to the sills in snow,
            and Edith’s feet wore blades of grass.
         

         
         The very next morning Llewellyn had changed. His light burned out. Or: stolen. And Edith. She began writing a book.

         
         Beneath the rushing of the breeze Guin heard the homey creak of the cottage door, and her brother crossing the clearing to
            lie beside her. For a moment neither spoke. Then Guin reached out and took his hand.
         

         
         It was a grown-up’s hand, callused and unfamiliar. It scared her, that empty place where his finger should be. She sensed
            that if she pulled away from it, flinched at all, it would kill him. So she held on tightly and said, “Tell me the rest.”
         

         
         His voice came quietly, close inside the cupped palm of the grass.

         
         “The cunning woman. The woodworker. She started selling to people in the city, to rich men. One of those rich men was Edith’s
            great-grandfather. She became his mistress. He had the cottage torn down and built in its place a house of the woman’s design.
            She filled it with her work and with visitors, and she and Mother were happy there for a long time.”
         

         
         The time we like the best of all

         
         Is when the shadows creepy crawl.

         
         Guin didn’t think the words. They crawled through her head. One after another.

         
         “Then she got sick. Our great-great-grandfather was dead and the cunning woman couldn’t work anymore and the visitors stopped coming. It was like it was at the beginning, just her and Mother.” 

         
         And we’re left alone with Mother.

         
         “The woman was afraid. She thought Mother would leave her. So she did a terrible thing.”

         
         She had, Guin thought, already done so many terrible things.

         
         “She’d made a carving she never sold, though lots of people tried to buy it. It was a carving of Mother. The way Mother looked
            to her. The woman broke it into pieces and bound them with frankincense and hid them all over her house, so Mother couldn’t
            leave it. Like I said, she knew how to do things she’d never been taught.
         

         
         “When she died there, Mother was left alone. Waiting in the dark. Waiting for someone she could love. And for someone with
            the right kind of light. Years passed, years and years. Until one day, we came home. Edith and Dad. You and me.” His voice
            was sad and sweet. “Mother was so happy to see us.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty-Four

         
         They rolled onto their sides to face each other. His cheek was blue and striped in wavering shadow. Young then old then young
            again. It was to the child Ennis that she spoke.
         

         
         “This thing. It was in our house.”

         
         “Mother. It was her house.”

         
         “But. She . . .” Was there. Always there. Through the early years, goldening the light. And later, every time the house seemed to hold her too tightly or watch jealously
            as she fled toward the peaches. When floaters in her eyes made it seem as if something was moving where there was nothing,
            that was Mother, too. Waving at Guin through a window, watching over her shoulder as she wrote.
         

         
         A corroded image: a woman with a shadow for a face, cradling her head as she floated up from sleep. What were you dreaming of?

         
         “Ennis,” she said tightly, “what the fuck. What did she do to you? What did she make you do?”
         

         
         “It’s not like that.”

         
         “What is it like? What is she?”
         

         
         “I don’t . . .” He looked helpless, adult again. “I used to think goddess. An old fertility goddess, something like that.
            Now, I think, what if she was a mother? A human mother, from when it was harder to keep your children alive. I don’t know
            for sure. She’s . . .” He breathed in slowly, chest swelling. “Old.”
         

         
         The picture was coming into focus. Detail by detail, like one of Llewellyn’s Polaroids. “Oh, my god.” She squeezed his hand.
            “Mom wasn’t even a real writer.”
         

         
         Against everything else, how ridiculous that it could cause her pain. There must’ve been one last crooked piece of her that thought, At least my mother and I shared this. 

         
         “I’m not a real artist.” He whispered it, taking her other hand. “Guin, I didn’t plan it. I didn’t understand it until it
            was already happening. That’s not an excuse, it’s . . .”
         

         
         She made a low and meaningless sound, meant to stop him. He sped on.

         
         “I meant to smash up her typewriter. The night you told me she was sending you away, I had to punish her. Then something made
            me think of her necklace, on the way to the stairs.”
         

         
         His tone had changed, become a fast and flat recitation. This was the part he’d practiced: the confession. “I unlocked their
            door with a hanger. I cut the chain off her neck with Dad’s old sewing shears.”
         

         
         Guin saw the open metal mouth, moon colored in the dark. Scraping so close over Edith’s neck all the fine hairs of it must’ve
            stood up. Snap.

         
         “I didn’t look too close at the necklace,” he said. “I was focused on the typewriter. But the second I stepped into her writing
            room the charm grew hot. Like a hot swimming pool, blood temperature. I looked at it and said to myself, I know where Edith’s finger went.
         

         
         “Then the thing uncurled, and it was a key. I don’t know how I knew it, I just did. I walked to the wall, to the place where
            Dad took the photo, remember? There was nothing there, then a keyhole. When I turned the key, there was a door.
         

         
         “Behind the door was a room, and in it a woman who looked—and I didn’t know this then, I found out later—she looked like Edith’s
            mother.”
         

         
         “Like Bitsy?” Even as she said it, Guin understood. That was how Mother would’ve looked to Edith. It was so awful it was almost sweet. Edith and Ennis had been netted by the same trap, baited with the same promise. A love they could not get by natural means.
         

         
         “It was only for a second, then she changed. She became Edith. Edith completely, except full of love. Like she’d look in a dream I might’ve had, when I was little. I was halfway to knowing she had everything to do with Dad changing and Anne dying and all the rest of those unlucky bastards, those artists who came to the Farmhouse to bend the knee and got ruined instead, and still I let Mother hold me. I was thirteen. I was feeling around in the dark.” 

         
         His face was luminous, remembering. “She knew things even you don’t know. She knew me. She held me and told me what I’d already guessed: I had a void in me, same as Edith. That was why I could come to her, using
            Edith’s key. But if I wanted to keep coming, I had to do what Edith did. What the cunning woman did before her. I had to sacrifice
            a piece of myself to make my own key. Then I would belong to her.”
         

         
         But you belonged to me. Guin didn’t say it.

         
         “When Mother told me how it worked, what it would cost—I liked the idea. All those sick, careless people who laughed when we got drunk and saw how we lived and did nothing. The people
            who kissed me and danced with me, and the ones who touched me or tried to back when I didn’t even understand it yet. Please,
            I said. Please, let me help you instead. Forget Edith, let me bring them to you, so you can drain them dry. I said . . .” He faltered, took
            a hitching breath. “I said, My sister will come, too, okay?”
         

         
         He touched her cheek with his pillaged hand. “But you’re not like me and Edith, Guin.” His voice was so tender. “You’re the
            bright kind.”
         

         
         Guin pulled her knees into her chest. She folded herself up small, like a child waiting out a lightning storm.

         
         “You had those dreams, didn’t you? Mother was set on you. That’s why Edith wanted to send you away. She would’ve given in
            eventually, though. She would’ve traded you for book six in the end. The only way I could see to stop her doing it was to
            take her place. Become Mother’s child.
         

         
         “After the Vogue shoot, after the last party, I went to her. I watched her destroy Edith’s key before I let her make mine.”
         

         
         He looked at her through his shelf of dirty hair, the echo of some considering hunger in the angle of his neck. “The thing
            is, once I was truly Mother’s child, I could see you like she did. Sense you below us, glowing like a sacrifice. I knew then
            that she’d never give you up. I told her no. I said I’d kill myself first. And Mother said, ‘Sweetheart, Edith has nine more
            fingers.’”
         

         
         The starry twilight had unhooked itself, was lowering into night. Guin thought, It’s because he wants it to. He doesn’t want me to see his face. 

         
         “I told Mother I would run with you. She loved me, she needed me, I thought if I threatened her she would bend. We always
            knew we’d have to run eventually. I wasn’t sure, though, how far her power spread. As far as the woods? As far as the world?
            Then she said something I remember word for word. She said, ‘As long as my house is standing, I will find her.’”
         

         
         The grass was colorless in the dark. The stars were fat salt flakes. Guin looked at them because it scared her too much, right
            then, to look at him.
         

         
         “It was like she’d pushed a seed of an idea right into my brain. I was too young to know that was exactly what she’d done.
            I backed up, away from her, and she—” Ennis paused, resumed in a hoarse whisper. “Remember the bees, in the hall? That was
            Mother. I didn’t know she could . . . but she did, she changed right in front of me, like a—firework. I ran from her, down
            to the second floor. I banged on all the doors, yelling at them to wake up, please, wake up.”
         

         
         His voice rose into a plea, rough and childish and twisted with pain. Guin knew then that the night of the fire was a room
            he carried inside himself, whose door would not stay locked.
         

         
         “I got you out and went straight back inside. I thought if I didn’t move fast enough Mother would—scoop you out, the way she and Edith did to Dad. Make you hollow. The bees hounded me, they made it so I couldn’t think, couldn’t hear. They didn’t sting me, though, not once. Not when I turned the gas on and blew out the pilot light. Not when I started the
            fire. Mother wasn’t trying to stop me. She watched me set that fire, and she made sure nobody woke up to put it out. What
            I’d really done, what she wanted me to do, was free her. Burn down the cage the cunning woman made.
         

         
         “I didn’t know that until it was done. Mother isn’t bound to a house anymore. She’s bound to me. The only key to Mother’s room is made of me, and I can make a door anywhere. And that is why I left you and never came back.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixty-Five

         
         In the grass, in the dark, a little wary of each other now. Guin said, “You love her. Don’t you?”

         
         Ennis blinked at her a few times. “I’m not made for ordinary love.”

         
         She sat up. Her lips trembled so she could barely form the word. “What?”

         
         “I’m a . . .” Half his mouth went up, a horrible marionette lift. “You know what I am. What I did. Our parents and Jonathan
            and—all those people, seven people . . .”
         

         
         Guin shook her head, a small dizzying motion. “What she made you do. What you were tricked into doing.”
         

         
         “It’s more than that night. What about after? I could’ve chosen to die.” He yanked savagely at the grass. “But I didn’t. Our
            parents were gone and you were—I couldn’t risk going near you. What I had, all I had, was Mother.”
         

         
         Guin flinched. Ennis didn’t notice. He said, “I think I would have died, though. I couldn’t keep hurting people. After I ran away from boarding school I lived in a state of obliteration.
            Blackout by any means. When I wasn’t with Mother I was working shit jobs, making just enough to live. I drank, all the money
            I made spilled out of my pockets like water. I got mugged one night, beat up a little. I kept yelling, Do it! Kill me, you cowards!” He laughed, a chilling titter. “I think it scared them off.”
         

         
         She felt him moving away from her, into the memory. Sensed that for a long time he’d been moving away from everyone, punting out into a lonesome sea. His very cells irradiated by what he knew, what he’d done. 

         
         “I wandered around awhile, bleeding and drunk, until I found a green place. Soft. I lay down and fell asleep there, and when
            I woke I was in a garden.
         

         
         “I couldn’t hear anything. No cars or voices, just that heavy sound summer makes. That dense kind of vibration. I thought
            I was in Mother’s country. Or the Ninth City. Or Heaven. I lay there beneath—something, some kind of flowering plant that
            goes up and comes down like,” he showed her with his hand, an indecipherable swoop. “It smelled so good. There were so many
            bees I felt like I was in the orchard again. I kept my eye on the fattest one. This little black-and-gold grub with wings,
            tracked him flower to flower. Taking little bits of nectar here and there. And it . . .” He laughed softly. “It saved me,
            Guin. The answer had been there all along, in the orchard beneath her windows. Edith couldn’t see it.”
         

         
         She swallowed dryly. “What answer?”

         
         “No more sacrifices,” he said. “Only—tithes.”

         
         “Tithes?”

         
         He didn’t elaborate. “I began painting again. I hadn’t touched a brush since before the fire. I didn’t want to use what Mother
            gave me, not like that. After the garden I began to experiment. I learned that I can make anything into a door. I started
            hiding them in the pieces I sold. Later I’d put a door into every show. It draws them in. The right people, the bright ones,
            they’re drawn into a kind of communion with it. In that state, that almost dream state, Mother can reach over the threshold
            and take what she needs. A little bit. Like a bee in a garden.”
         

         
         “So you only take a piece of a person’s soul.”
         

         
         He seemed so fragile, one foot in another world. When she said this, his gaze clarified.

         
         “What about our souls?” This, too, had the ring of recitation. A thing he’d asked himself many times. “Our faces and our names
            and our . . . didn’t we deserve to be whole? To have”—he struck his chest hard with his palm—“a place inside us no one could
            reach? This is that place. Where no one can get to us, a place that’s ours.”
         

         
         His eyes shone like lenses. Blue eyes, such an ordinary miracle. Like the sky was inside of him. “I’m so tired, Guin. I don’t want fame anymore. I want this. There’s so much more than what you’ve seen. There’s a forest and a city and a sea so shallow you can swim forever and still
            touch the sand. There are cliffs of white stone. And secrets. There are stories in the land, we can follow them to their roots.
            Mother will send us on quests if we ask her, our whole lives could be an adventure. It’s everything we ever wanted.”
         

         
         Everything they’d wanted when they were children. He was offering her a child’s imagining of a life. Quests, adventures. Beds
            of moss beneath the stars.
         

         
         “That’s not real life, En.” She spoke as gently as she could. He looked at her reproachfully.

         
         “In real life Edith stripped us. She made me hate everything about myself because she’d already taken it and given it away. Every day someone reads a Ninth
            City book for the first or the tenth or the hundredth time, and they take from us. They love her for what she did to us. Not in spite of it, because of it. These people who think they know us, who are always with us, walking around in our heads. Don’t you feel them?”
         

         
         Slowly Guin shook her head. She hadn’t been that little girl for years and years, who carried the public eye like a brand
            on her neck. “I learned to tune them out. I had to.”
         

         
         “I never learned. Since the day that woman kissed me in the woods, the only place I’ve ever felt alone is here.”

         
         Before she could fully metabolize the horror of that statement, he went on.

         
         “I’m helping them, the people I take from. I don’t let Mother do what she did to Llewellyn anymore.” His eyes held that prophet’s
            sheen she knew so well from their youth. On a grown man it looked like madness. “She just takes a little bit of that . . .
            hunger, that thing that makes a person so famished and dissatisfied they have to make things so other people will look at them, the way Dad needed to be looked at. Is that a happy thing to carry around? That hunger? Well.” He said it ruefully,
            with love and sorrow. “Is it?”
         

         
         She stared at him. Nobody after the Farmhouse had ever guessed at her ambition. That carnivorous shoot inside of her that she tried first to starve, then tame. Hiding beneath the mantle of artist’s child, when she wanted, always, to be the artist. “What are you talking about?” 

         
         “Look.” He tipped his chin. “Look all around us. The best parts of this place are you. You actually have what Edith had to
            take. And all this time you’ve been hiding it.”
         

         
         It blew open with a bang. The black box inside the black box: Ennis, smeared with smoke. You have to stop writing stories. Promise me.

         
         “Because you told me to!” Her anger rose up at last. “It was the last thing you ever said to me, and I never knew why! What’s changed, En? Why now?”
         

         
         “Your memoir.” A faint, tolerant emphasis on the word. “Candy got me an early copy. I read it in a day.”

         
         She glared at him, suddenly nervous. “And?”

         
         “And it’s a bedtime story. That you told yourself. Lying the way a kid lies. Lies that are wishes.” His face was lantern-lit
            with tenderness. “I read it and remembered all these things I never think about. The way you used to drink, sometimes, to
            sleep. That whole routine you had, to keep yourself safe at night. The divining hand under your pillow and your shirt turned
            inside out and those same three books lined up in the proper order by your bed. Nobody to kiss you good night or make you
            brush your teeth but me. I swear I thought I’d kept the worst of it off you. I read the memoir and I knew I was wrong. I couldn’t
            protect you from any of it.”
         

         
         “But you did! You always protected me.” It struck her then. The question her anger had kept at bay, all these years. “Who protected you, Ennis?” A
            horrible flicker of faces in her mind, Edith and Jonathan and the kissing woman in the woods, everyone who’d soiled him with
            their oily fingerprints. “Who protected you?”
         

         
         He said, “Mother.”

         
         Guin went still. Later she would look back and believe it was then that she decided. It was probably earlier, though. The
            moment Ennis opened the door. Or before that, when she walked Mother’s woods and saw those unlikely stars.
         

         
         “What if we take too much?” She didn’t hear it yet, the way she was speaking as if she’d already joined him. “Like—like with Marla Kaufman.” 

         
         His face held sorrow but no remorse. “Some people are only hunger.”
         

         
         “Then what about—”

         
         “Dad? He was the hungriest man I ever met.”

         
         “I was going to say Anne.”

         
         He slumped. “That was how Edith did it.”

         
         “Before Mother killed her. For not giving her exactly what she wanted.”

         
         His face was immovable. “Mother will give you everything. But it’s an even trade.”
         

         
         All her objections felt slippery. They scattered like pick-up sticks. “We can’t—I mean, we can’t really control it, we can’t
            anticipate exactly what . . .”
         

         
         Ennis caught her by the shoulders. His eyes the blue of a Hockney pool. “If. Occasionally. It goes badly. Guinevere, who cares?
            Who cares?”
         

         
         She blinked at him, feeling around for a response. No, feeling for her own conviction. And she breathed in sharply, raked
            by a realization so subversive it was practically reprogramming.
         

         
         She wasn’t really asking him to account for all the crimes committed and those yet to come. She was asking for a fiction she
            could live inside, as airtight as he could make it. Because she didn’t care. Not in her raw and ravenous middle, that all her years of adult life had failed to civilize.
         

         
         Her heart beat so painfully. This heart that had loved Hank and grieved Llewellyn and held out for Edith far longer than it
            should have. Could it truly be so wicked?
         

         
         “I can’t be like her, En. I don’t want to be Edith.”

         
         “Then you will be exactly who you want to be,” he said fiercely. “You owe them nothing. Nothing. So long as you never have
            children, you won’t owe anyone shit. You can be a writer again, you won’t have to hide. I’ve been going about it so stupidly, but I’ve figured it out now. I’ve given Mother so many doors, one at a time. Why not a thousand? Why not ten thousand doors, all at once? I have a plan. A deal we can make, with Mother. We’ll be happy, all three of us. Guin. Do you believe me?” 

         
         She thought she’d already stopped fighting. But when she let go of that final resistance, she understood how hard she’d been
            working to be someone she wasn’t made to be. Relief wiped that person clean away. A new road opened at her feet: a greased
            and glorious slide into a place past empathy, beyond regret.
         

         
         No, before them. A second childhood.
         

         
         Every child is an artist. Anne said that once. The line had come to seem trite, if sweet. Guin realized it was neither. Children and artists take. They soak up the world, skinless, defenseless. They hoard and they steal: information, incident, gesture. Like Ninth City
            pickpockets, they’ll take the words right out of your mouth.
         

         
         Children use what they take to build their grown-up suits, inch by inch. Artists use it to make things nobody knew to ask
            for. In this second childhood Guin wouldn’t waste one second on growing up. She would do, with anything that hurt her, what
            Anne told her to do: Use it.
         

         
         The moon looked down on the Sharpe kids, that lovely Marla moon. Hanging on the dark, here and there then all around them,
            were freckles of moving, blinking gold. Guin breathed in the mysterious odor of lightning bug: ozone and clean dirt. The same
            in Mother’s land as it was outside of it.
         

         
         Ennis’s smile was small and fleeting, but of course she saw it. Anticipating her brother was once the work of her life. “I’ll
            tell you everything,” he said. “First, though. Come meet Mother.”
         

         
         

         Their linked hands swung between them as they walked. Guin could see moonlight through the trees, expanding until it became
            the lit top of the orchard, its fruit-heavy boughs tipped white. Mist ran over the ground and stirred around the bases of
            the peach trees. And beyond all of that, the Farmhouse.
         

         
         “Guinevere! Ennis!”

         
         Edith’s voice, strong and clear. The whole night existed for her to call their names through it.

         
         Ennis said, “Come on,” and they ran through the grass, wet and green as naiads’ hair.

         
         The figure waiting for them held the back door open with her hip. She wore clothes Guin recognized. Fatigues and a black T-shirt,
            silver moons in her ears. Her hair was short and black, her feet long and bare, toes pressed into the soft wood of the threshold.
            The dark house behind her was full of good things: a fireplace big enough to stand inside, fronted by a pincushion couch.
            Ornate wooden staircase, kitchen hung with black cowboy skillets like animal heads on the wall.
         

         
         Mother wore Edith’s face lightly. Or maybe she just did different things with it. Brows up in soft black arches, smiling as
            they came, her teeth white against the dim of the doorway.
         

         
         “Guinevere.”

         
         It really was Edith’s voice. That carbonated sweetness, that hoarseness at the base, all the sharpness in it filed away. Mother
            opened her arms and Guin stepped inside them. Her skin was warm and still. She said, “Shh, shh. Bright girl.”
         

         
         They held each other in the doorway, Guin outside and Mother in. Though they stood eye to eye now, it was just as Guin thought
            it would be. Fitting her head in that soft nook between shoulder and neck, against that warm, still skin.
         

         
         Mother pulled back to see Guin’s face. Her eyes and earrings caught the starlight, and when she spoke her breath was scentless.
            “Almost there.”
         

         
         Guin was ready. Afraid, too. She braced her back against the scariest version of how it might go. When Mother’s lips peeled
            back like a horse’s lips, revealing a horse’s flat teeth, she found the reality was scarier.
         

         
         Guinevere Sharpe held her left hand out to meet her future, exactly as she’d offered it on a warm spring evening an eternity
            ago, when a man she was already forgetting proposed on his knees. Mother’s breath felt whiskery on her fingertips. Her own
            breath came in thin bursts, fear embroidering her vision with a fine silver netting. She clung with the other hand to her
            brother’s and readied herself for the crush, the wrench, the sever.
         

         
         But Mother loved her too much for that. In the end it didn’t hurt at all.

         
         When it was done the children walked into their Mother’s house. The three stood together awhile, marveling. In the kitchen
            onions melted, spitting golden oil. Music played from the great room in a bittersweet big-band swoon. Guinevere laughed with
            relief, swaying with her family in the dark.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         An assistant met them in the lobby. Clean-shaven, no more than twenty-three. His eyes flicked between their faces.

         
         Guin wore a suit the color of charcoal dust. Her hair was knotted at the neck. She wore rings on seven of her fingers, all
            but the thumbs. Ennis, too, wore a suit, though his was wrinkled and thinning at the elbows.
         

         
         What are you, the Shining twins? That was the first thing their publicist said, when they met her on the street.
         

         
         They looked wilder, Guin thought, than they had as children. It was the polish on top that did it. Like raw emeralds glazed
            to a shine.
         

         
         In the mirrored elevator she could see the assistant’s gaze turned resolutely upward. When the doors opened on sixteen he
            turned smoothly to let them out first, taking the opportunity to cast an eye discreetly over their hands. “Right this way,”
            he murmured.
         

         
         Benjamin Crane was leaning against the front desk, his neck Hamptons red. The young receptionist he’d been flirting with was
            visibly relieved to see them coming.
         

         
         “Hello, hello,” he called out heartily. “Hail the returning heroes!”

         
         He put a fist out to Ennis for a bump. Ennis glanced at it, then away. Smile tightening, Benjamin moved on to Guin. “Lovely
            as always,” he said unctuously, turning a palm to cup hers. She smiled and gave him her left hand.
         

         
         His recoil was slight but unmistakable. He pecked her briefly, above the wrist.

         
         Guin had been to the offices of Hart & Crane many times. Walking through them with Ennis at her side was an entirely different
            experience. A hush followed behind them, heads turning. It was the quiet that follows the sweeping of a hawk.
         

         
         “And here we are,” Benjamin said with relief, leading them toward, Guin noted, the good conference room. “Ready to embark on an exciting new chapter!” The laugh he unleashed was slightly unhinged. That of a horny
            cartoon wolf, dollar signs flashing in his eyes instead of hearts.
         

         
         At the center of the table was an upscale spread. Salmon, fruit, bialys, beignets. Ringing it, a team of bright-eyed publishing
            folk, most of whom Guin had never met.
         

         
         Then she saw someone she did recognize, and held an arm out to stop her brother from sitting. “Not her.” She pointed at Regina.
            “We’ve got our own publicist.”
         

         
         Behind them, Fern said, “Hello, all. It’s good to be back.”

         
         She’d hardened her look since quitting Hart & Crane to work for the Sharpes. Her black dress had Blade Runner shoulder pads. Her heeled boots pushed her well over the six-foot mark.
         

         
         Regina cast a baleful glance at her former underling before addressing Guin. “Good to see you, too, hon. I know your terms.
            I’m sitting in today, that’s all.”
         

         
         Wordlessly Guin turned to Benjamin Crane. Waited.

         
         “Oh. Uh.” He shifted in his seat like a little boy caught in a lie, then reluctantly said, “Regina, would you mind . . . ?”

         
         After an affronted beat, she rose. Imperious as a dancer, flush spreading from her neckline. She gathered her phone, her laptop,
            her notebook. She knocked over someone’s coffee, snapped, “Mop it up,” at the nearest twentysomething. Everyone watched in
            prickling silence as she made her slow way around the conference table and out the door, closing it hard behind her.
         

         
         When she was gone Guin and Ennis sat, Fern beside them. Benjamin breathed an indiscreet sigh of relief and clapped his hands
            together.
         

         
         “Okay! Well. First off, we want to say—oh.” He snapped his fingers at the assistant who’d led them in. “Javi, the champagne.”

         
         As the assistant struggled to pop a bottle of cava, Benjamin went on. “We’re gathered here to celebrate a historic moment
            in the, uh, history of Hart & Crane. This is the kickoff meeting for the sixth and final—for now!”—he gave another wolfish
            laugh—“volume in the legendary Ninth City series. At last we have found our author for that elusive book six: our very own
            Guinevere. And! The book will be fully illustrated by celebrated artist Ennis Sharpe.”
         

         
         He paused expectantly, looking at the siblings. Guin cleared her throat.

         
         “We’re very excited,” she said. “To explore our mother’s phenomenal legacy.”

         
         A flicker of suspicion crossed Benjamin’s face. It cleared quickly. “Edith’s children, her beloved muses, taking up their
            mother’s crown.” He shook his head in mock disbelief. “This will be an epic chapter in the story of Hart & Crane. As you know,
            my great-grandfather Milton Crane launched this publishing house in—”
         

         
         “Stop talking,” Ennis said.

         
         Benjamin did, out of surprise rather than compliance. His mouth stayed open.

         
         “I don’t like you.” Ennis spoke slowly and clearly. “I don’t like your small talk or the way you are with women or how you
            snapped at your employee like he’s a dog.” He snapped his own fingers, twice. “Everyone in this room has worked hard to be
            here. Everyone but you. Which makes you the one person I don’t want to hear talking.”
         

         
         The room was pin-drop silent. Most of Benjamin’s employees looked doggedly elsewhere, like bystanders to a subway fight. A
            handful watched with undisguised delight. Fern had told them a thing or two about Benjamin Crane. And she was the only one
            who dared to laugh, a dry sound that made Benjamin’s eyes click to hers, narrowing.
         

         
         Guin leaned forward to divert his attention. “I’d like to hear from my editor. Laura?”

         
         We want Laura Voss, Fern had told them. They’ll try to give the book to Oliver Casey. We’re not going to let them. He’s a massive egotist, he’ll leave his fingerprints all over it. Laura we can work with. She’s smart, she’s responsive, she won’t try to pull off a coup. She knows it’s your names on the book.
         

         
         It played out as Fern anticipated. The spurned Oliver was an Addison DeWitt–looking fucker, moodily palming a yerba maté gourd
            at the end of the table. He’d given a derisive grunt when she spoke Laura’s name. Laura—half rising when called on, then settling
            back into her seat—was around Ennis’s age. Pale skin, large wire frames, a side-parted brown bob. Guin hadn’t met her in person
            before. She bit her cheek and thought, Misty of Chincoteague. Rollerblades. Montclair.
         

         
         “It’s an honor to be working with you both.” Laura’s voice was lower and surer than she anticipated. Guin recalibrated: Fear
            Street, lacrosse team. Providence. “Guinevere, your sample chapters are,” she pressed her palms together and gave a little
            shiver. “Wonderful. Truly. I think at this point I should stand back and let you work. You clearly have a vision, I want you
            to be free to follow it. I’ll be here when you’re ready for a fresh pair of eyes, a brainstorming partner, whatever I can
            give you that’s useful.”
         

         
         Benjamin cut in. His voice was icy, his face an unhealthy shade. He’d gotten his feet back under him. “That’s not how Jonathan
            Froud worked. Across five major bestsellers he worked hand in glove with your mother. You may have the name and the copyright, but you two are not Edith Sharpe. And no offense, Laura, but you are not Jonathan.”
         

         
         “Jonathan Froud was a bad man.” Ennis spoke mildly, hands folded on the table. “Unless you’d like us to elaborate on that,
            publicly, I don’t want to hear his name again.”
         

         
         Benjamin’s face slackened. Guin watched her brother’s words work their way around the table before she spoke. “Thank you,
            Laura. I think I’ll prefer your methods to Jonathan’s.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s . . . very good,” the editor said, flustered. “I’m glad to hear it.”

         
         The ring of smooth professional faces had changed. Gone avid, on the edge of afraid. They looked at the Sharpes as if they
            might do anything. And Guin thought, Good.
         

         
         Fern, too, was feeding on the tension. She addressed a fiftyish man in rolled-up shirtsleeves, one arm tattooed with faded thorns. “Ray, you shared a concern with me. Let’s get that one out in the open.” 

         
         Ray gave her a filthy look. “Thank you, Fern. It’s not something I felt we had to cover in kickoff, but sure. Your, uh . . .”
            He lifted his own hand. “Your hands. I can’t help but—I do think it’s something we need to get a handle on.” He winced. “No
            wordplay intended. But in terms of how we talk about it. Your mother lost her . . . and then, Ennis, you lost yours. And,
            uh. Guinevere, you’ve also had some kind of accident? It’s no longer something we can choose not to address. So I thought, maybe you tell us how these . . . coincidences occurred, and we figure out a united approach for
            when various outlets ask. Because they will ask. They are asking.”
         

         
         He stopped talking and threw back the cava that had been bubbling in front of him untouched.

         
         Ennis crossed one long leg over the other, made a scissor gesture with his unmaimed hand. “You could tell people we removed
            them in homage to our mother. That’d make a good story, right?”
         

         
         “Great,” Ray muttered. “Thanks.”

         
         Benjamin Crane shot to his feet and spoke in strangled tones. “That is deeply inappropriate. These are the offices of Hart
            & Crane, not—Sharpe & Sharpe. You’re being disrespectful to my team and to the memory of your mother. We’ve been good to you, Guin, all these years. We’ve been good to the books.”
         

         
         “You haven’t published a breakout in six years,” Fern said. “We all know it’s Edith Sharpe’s backlist that’s keeping the lights
            on. With profound confidence I can say you need my clients more than my clients need you. You’re not running this meeting, Benjamin, you’re
            here in a listening capacity. I’m asking you to please sit down and listen.”
         

         
         Fern’s hands were delicately folded. She glowed like fucking Boudica. Guin wanted to clap, and she was pretty sure half the
            room wanted to clap with her. After a pause so long and painful you could almost sympathize, Benjamin sat.
         

         
         “Alright, Guinevere.” Ennis gave her a half smile. “You want to take this one?”

         
         This, Guin thought, was what it was to be a Sharpe, properly. No, this was what it was to be free. For this world and all its thin pleasures to be utterly beside the point. She could feel the key to Mother’s land hanging
            beneath her shirt. “Thanks, Ennis. Okay, team.”
         

         
         As Guin leaned forward, half the table physically drew back. She could see in their faces who she was now, how much she had
            already changed. She smiled and addressed the room at large.
         

         
         “Here’s how it’s going to go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  COVER OF THE NINTH CITY’S ELUSIVE “SIXTH BOOK” REVEALED

                  Entertainment Weekly

                  Last year it was announced that Edith Sharpe’s landmark children’s series, the Ninth City, would receive its long-awaited
                     final volume, following the tragic death of its author and a twenty-year gap. In a move that has both thrilled and divided
                     fans, Sharpe’s daughter, Guinevere, signed on to write the final installment, titled The Architect’s Key.
                  

                  This morning on the Today show, Guinevere revealed the book’s enchanting cover, designed and illustrated by Sharpe’s son, celebrated artist Ennis Sharpe.
                     She also gave fans yet another reason to preorder: the first ten thousand books sold will include an actual pen-and-ink sketch
                     by Ennis, numbered, signed, and bound into the book.
                  

                  Famously, the siblings served as the inspiration for their mother’s young protagonists, lending them their names and, as seen
                     in the series’ iconic original cover art, their likenesses. When asked about the decision to complete their mother’s series,
                     Guinevere said, “Ninth City readers have given us so much. It’s their passion and commitment that inspired us to share the
                     final chapter of the story our mother began so long ago. Our message to her readers is this: You have been present in our
                     lives since we were children. With the release of The Architect’s Key, we hope to pay back all you have done for us.”
                  

                  Read on for an excerpt from The Architect’s Key, slated for release this summer.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         [image: An illustration of a tree with a keyhole through its trunk, keys hanging from the branches, and a young Guinevere and young Ennis standing beneath.]
         
         
         
            
               A little girl sat in a tower room, at the top of a tree hung with keys. They were gold and iron, silver and bronze. When the
                  wind came through they made a high metal music. On sunny days they cast dancing points over the streets, and the people of
                  the Ninth City called it a lightstorm.
               

               
               The little girl in the tower had walked those streets in pursuit of grand adventure. She’d watched the keylights flicker and
                  flash. And she’d forgotten all of it.
               

               
               From sunup to midnight she watched the City from the Architect’s tree, through the Architect’s wonderful spyglass. She never
                  felt sad or bored or lonely. Each day felt as new as a snowdrop. But when she lay down at night, she felt an emptiness beneath
                  her ribs. She gave it a new name every time, the thing she was lacking. A curled-up fox kit, a jewel-handled dagger, a storybook
                  with a thousand—
               

               
               Bang. A piece of the floor dropped out. The girl sat up in bed, kicking her blankets away, and watched as a boy with a filthy face climbed through the hidden trapdoor and into the tower. He was crying, his face cleaning itself in wet streaks. She waited to see if he would do anything interesting. He only stared at her, and in a trembling voice said, “Guinevere?” 

               
               She looked at him haughtily. “What’s Guinevere?”
               

               
               The question made the boy look so unhappy she was almost sorry. Until he did something terrible: crossed the tower room and
                  flung his arms around her.
               

               
               The girl was too angry to speak. She didn’t like the dirt on him or his ugly clothes, not one bit of them shiny. His blue
                  eyes looked like her own, and she didn’t like that, either. The Architect had assured her she was a singular child.
               

               
               She felt something, though, in that empty room beneath her rib cage. It was an aching, waking feeling, not entirely pleasant:
                  pins and needles in a place you couldn’t reach. “Say that word again,” she said. “That funny word with a G.”
               

               
               “Guinevere. You’re Guinevere, that’s your name. There’s more, lots more, but we don’t have time.”
               

               
               She was mostly listening to him. A little part of her was playing with the name. Guin-e-vere. She liked it. If it truly belonged to her, she wouldn’t lose it again.
               

               
               “I need to find something that looks like this. Do you know what this is?” He held up a silver key with a fat tri-looped bow.

               
               Shiny. She licked her lips. “Course I know what a key is.”
               

               
               “Have you seen any in this room? The Architect, do they carry a key?”

               
               The girl, the Guinevere, pretended to think. At last she had someone to show her secret to. She was so clever, and there’d been no one to tell. 

               
               The Architect’s spyglass could be as long as her entire arm. Or it could fold up into a circle as small as a monocle. If you
                  opened it carefully, one solitary click, you would see in the brushed metal the faintest dent. Except it wasn’t a dent, it
                  was a catch. She showed the boy how to tick it with your nail and make a drawer pop out. Inside the drawer, a key.
               

               
               “This is so good, Guin.” He gazed at the key then at her, his tearstained face shining. “Do you want to know a secret?”

               
               “Yes,” she said instantly. Secrets were her favorite thing. Second favorite, she decided, after her name.

               
               “I know where the Architect came from.”

               
               His expression had changed, become hard and glittering. He had changed, and even when she remembered herself enough to ask, Ennis would never tell Guinevere all he suffered to reach
                  her, all he had done.
               

               
               “They’re from the Fourth City, Guin. Earth. And we’re going to send them back. It’s the Architect who’s going home this time, not us. The Ninth City will be ours.”
               

               
               —Guinevere Sharpe, The Architect’s Key (Hart & Crane, 2026)
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