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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.
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         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
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