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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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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 shark-like. 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 un-washed to the middle of her back. She looked neck up like a sleepless Medici daughter. Neck down like a skater
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