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  Praise for




  THE ONLY CHILD




  “Gothic fans, rejoice! . . . An addictive cycle of cliffhanger schapter endings, quick resolutions, and taut, punchy sentences.”




  The Globe and Mail




  “Pyper upends genre conventions once again . . . a high-concept dark fantasy novel . . . Lily’s journey with a monster who inspired the very literary tradition Pyper so skillfully exploits provides . . . a satisfying confrontation with darkness, both personal and mythological, that readers expect from the best horror.”




  Toronto Star




  “A darkly entrancing tale that sweeps you off your feet from its first pages. Filled with deliriously clever nods to the grand Gothic tradition, The Only Child is also fiercely original, wildly provocative, and utterly satisfying, beginning to end.”




  Megan Abbott, bestselling author of You Will Know Me




  Praise for




  THE DEMONOLOGIST




  “Smart, thrilling, and utterly unnerving. Pyper’s gift is that he deeply respects his readers, yet still insists on reducing them to quivering children. I like that in a writer.”




  Gillian Flynn, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Gone Girl




  Praise for




  THE DAMNED




  “A master of psychological suspense.”




  Lisa Gardner, New York Times bestselling author of Find Her and Right Behind You




  “Pyper has more than mastered the art. . . . The Damned guarantees many sleepless nights.”




  The Globe and Mail
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  Aaron?




  Yeah?




  Where do you think he’s taking us?




  I don’t know.




  Isn’t it—




  It’s weird. But Dad was weird.




  You think Mom’s gonna be okay?




  She sent you over to pick me up so she could get her own ride, right?




  Right.




  So she’s fine. She likes being alone. Sometimes I think she likes it better than being—




  Aaron?




  Yeah?




  Have you ever been on this road before?




  Nope. And I’ve never been driven anywhere by someone who won’t even look at you either.




  Aren’t you scared?




  Why would I be scared?




  It’s such a big forest. No houses or anything. It’s like we’ve been driving through it since—before we woke up, before—




  It’s a big forest all right.




  And spooky. Look at the trees. All crowded together. Like they’re whispering. Or—




  Listen to me, Bridge. This whole routine—it’s just the old man setting the scene before the lawyer tells us what’s what.




  I know. But did you notice? Back there?




  What?




  The fence. The gate we drove through.




  So?




  That means all this is private property.




  Okay. I’ve never told you this before, but when I was a kid, Dad would tell me these stories. Fairy tales, I guess. Children walking off the path and meeting up with creatures, doppelgängers, phantoms. They’d always take place in the woods around a castle called Belfountain. I never guessed it was real. That it was his.




  I remember.




  Really? So I already told you about—




  No. Not you. Daddy told me the same stories. Except I’m not sure they were things he made up.




  Why do you say that?




  Because I’ve been here before. Because he brought me.




  





  BELFOUNTAIN
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  WHEN MOM CALLED TO TELL me the news, I was surprised at first that Raymond Quinlan was capable of something so human as dying. We were given to understand that Dad was a man of many talents, but none we knew of was so great as his gift for disappearing. All our lives he would leave without saying when he would be back. It could be days or weeks or months. Long enough that just when you thought this time he wouldn’t return, he did. Without warning, unburdened by guilt or explanations. But now he’d gone somewhere there was no coming back from, and it was almost disappointing, the end of his mysterious life coming not by way of stunning revelations or secret agents knocking at the door but the inevitable way it comes for all of us.




  Less than an hour after I got off the phone with Mom, a woman called saying she was “a representative of your father’s estate” and that a car would come first thing in the morning to pick me up. When I asked where this car would take me, I was told it would be a journey requiring a day away, the destination “necessarily confidential.”




  That “necessarily” irked me. A word my father would use to answer why he couldn’t say where he went. It implied we should appreciate the complicated circumstances behind things having to be this way, his importance, the triviality of our need to understand.




  You’ll never tell us where you go, will you? I asked him once, though what I really wanted to know was if he ever missed us when he was gone.




  No, Aaron. I’m afraid I won’t.




  Because it’s a secret?




  Yes, he answered sadly. A sadness for me, his tone made clear, not something he felt himself. Necessarily so.




  The limo stops before I can ask Bridge more about her being here before. The driver pulls open the back door and speaks for the first time since we started out this morning, asking for our cell phones.




  “Why do you want them?”




  “Protocol,” he mumbles, the accent hinting at Russian, his fat palm thrust a little too close to my face.




  “What do we do?” Bridge asks me.




  “You expecting any important calls in the next hour?”




  “No.”




  “Me neither. So let’s humor them and play by the rules.”




  We hand our phones over to the driver, who sticks them in the pocket of his blazer and, without another word, returns to sit in the front seat, leaving us to get out. He eases the limo away to park next to another just like it at the edge of a circular gravel area outside what must be the castle Dad spoke of in his stories.




  What’s the best word to describe it? Not “castle,” certainly. Not “mansion” either, or “home” or “cabin” or “hotel.” My mind can’t stop thinking of it as a lodge, despite its enormity, the stateliness of its clean-lined, modernist construction. It’s the walls made from whole redwood logs that does it. Flat-roofed and maybe a little more than a hundred and fifty feet wide, with a facade that consists of a single floor with few windows, the structure’s main features are the oversized front door with its polished brass knob and Frank Lloyd Wright–inspired metalwork of the railings. It’s a building that communicates its expense through its extraordinary natural materials in place of ostentatious grandeur.




  “Do we go inside?” Bridge asks.




  “I don’t really want to.”




  This is out before I can prevent it, and I can see how it troubles Bridge. How she doesn’t want to enter either. She’s fourteen, and I’m twenty-two years older. A gap so wide you might assume we aren’t close, but we are. We’ve made a point of it. My job is to be her dad-in-place-of-a-dad, offering advice on the rare occasions she asks for it, and her job is to make me feel like I’m not alone in the world.




  “Let’s explore a bit,” I add, as casually as I can.




  “Which way?”




  “You’re the one who’s been here before. You pick.”




  Bridge looks around. We both do. There’s a utility building off to the right at the edge of the trees where I assume the tools and maintenance machinery is kept, though there are no windows to look through to confirm this. I also note how its single door is padlocked.




  On either side of the parking area are a number of trailheads leading off into the trees in different directions. Four in total, each with a small sign on a metal post. I have to squint to read the words: Red, Green, Yellow, Orange. The kind of generic route names you’d find on a corporate campus. I try to peer along the trails to see where they lead, but each of them, after a couple dozen yards, takes a turn and disappears into the uninterrupted woods.




  “How about Green?” Bridge says.




  We start toward the closest trailhead to our right. The trees seem to grow closer together as we approach, forcing our lines of sight to press into the spaces between their trunks only to be stopped by the trees behind them, again and again. It makes me think of looking into a mirror reflected in a second mirror, so that the image within the glass repeats itself into a bending, infinite curve.




  “You first,” Bridge tells me, nudging my back with her elbow.




  It’s meant to be funny, and we both force out a laugh, but neither of us move.




  A memory has come at me so hard I feel it as a punch to the top of my chest, a fist that passes through skin, grasping and cold.




  There seems to be little pattern to what brings it back. The forest, in this case. One that makes me remember a different forest. The men who emerged out of it, whooping and calling out names in a language I didn’t understand. The blades they swung over their heads, catching winks of the sun.




  A buried piece of a different life.




  Overseas.




  I force myself to go forward. Two steps into the trees.




  “You hear that?”




  Bridge doesn’t answer, only pivots to look in the direction the sound came from. Movement through the trees. Sleek and dark and coming fast.




  “Another car,” she says.




  We watch it ease to a stop in front of the lodge, the driver opening the back door and extending his hand for the passenger’s phone just as ours had done. A second later our mother steps out.




  “Hey!” Bridge shouts, and runs off. There’s a strange dawning of recognition on Mom’s face as she watches her daughter come and throw her arms around her as if they’d been separated by an absence of years instead of hours.




  I’m about to make my way to join them when the hushed woods are interrupted by another sound. Not a car this time. A shuffling approach on the trail we were about to start on.




  There’s a temptation to pretend I hadn’t heard it and run off as Bridge had. But my mother and little sister are here, and I’m the eldest son. Despite my fear, despite the memory of overseas, there is this—what I am in the family: the surgeon, stable and mature, committed to helping others. I can’t run even if it’s what I want to do more than anything else.




  I have to tell myself all this in order to turn and look.




  A figure makes its way toward me. Coming up a slope so that first its head, then its shoulders and legs become visible like a body rising up out of the ground. A woman. Gangly and slight, her arms flapping birdishly out from her sides.




  “Aaron!”




  She sounds different from when I last spoke to her, though that was almost a year ago, at Nate’s funeral. Her son. Yet I can still recognize the scratchy, sarcastic tone as Franny’s. My other sister, though the truth is I’ve never really thought of her that way. She was always something else before that. A phone call from the emergency room or police station in the middle of the night. A poisonous fog I tried to stay ahead of. Most of the time growing up it was like Franny was only waiting until she could move out and get into truly serious trouble.




  Now here she is, a year younger than me but looking a dozen years older, half jogging my way in the ungainly, loping manner of someone whose legs are asleep.




  “You beat us here,” I say.




  “I went for a walk. But I got spooked out there all on my own. That’s a lot of trees. Too much nothing for this city girl.” She glances over my shoulder. “Is that Mom?”




  “She just pulled in.”




  “Well, the gang’s all here then.”




  “Some gang.”




  Franny stands a few feet farther from me than she ought to. Taking me in. Comparing the man in front of her to the profile of me she’d framed in her mind. How long would she have to go back into her years of hustling and needles to find a picture she could recall in any detail?




  “I’d say ‘Sorry about Dad,’ but I’m not sure what that really means,” I say.




  “It means he’s gone. Even more than he was when he was alive.”




  “That pretty much nails it.”




  She takes a half step closer to me. “Before we go inside, it’s important for me— I want you to know something, Aaron.”




  “Sure.”




  “I’m different now.”




  She searches my face for doubt. And I try to hide it. To not show, through some involuntary grimace or narrowed eyes, how many times I’ve heard this before from her. Sometimes through tears, sometimes in furious accusation, though mostly conveyed with the same stony conviction she speaks with now. It’s convincing. As convincing as it was five years ago when she told me she was pregnant, and during the days in and out of rehab after Nate was born.




  For almost her entire adult life, being an addict has been Franny’s sole occupation. I’m sure she’d correct me about the past tense. Even recovered addicts are still addicts, the disease in remission but never wholly erased. I’m a doctor; I know I’m supposed to embrace this understanding of why people—why my sister—would devote herself to her own destruction from the first day she sneaked a twenty from our mother’s purse. It wasn’t a lack of will, not a flaw of character, but the bad luck of having contracted a virus. And as a disease is never asked for, it has the power to excuse all cruelties and neglect committed along the way.




  But the truth is, I can’t talk myself out of seeing Franny the same way I see myself. An escape artist. I ran from my life, and she did too, if only figuratively, following a trail of fixes instead of twenty-six-mile courses through the streets of different cities.




  In both cases, you collapse at the end.




  In both cases, you finish where you started.




  And now here Franny is telling me she’s broken the cycle. Underweight and with a twitchy uncertainty to the way she shapes her face, as if constantly adjusting an emotional dial between dead and insane, searching for the human midpoint. But not stoned. Her words clear and firm even if the rest of her isn’t. And as for making a change, I should know it’s possible. I did it for Bridge. Maybe Franny has done it as a memorial to her own child.




  “I’m on a new path,” she says. “And I’m not talking about all the stuff that’s happened with the government and the police and the camps—that’s made it different for all of us. I’m talking about me. A new direction.”




  “I can see that.”




  “No, you can’t. Because it’s not on the outside, not something you can see. It’s not just that I’m sober now. And it’s not only about losing Nate. It’s me. I’ve turned things around. I work in a shelter now, did you know that?”




  “I think Mom mentioned something.”




  “Doing good work in a bad place.”




  “That’s great, Franny. Really.”




  But she doesn’t want to hear my words of support. This, it’s clear by her rigid jaw and hands gripped into pale-knuckled fists, is a prepared speech that must be spoken aloud, regardless of the audience. She’s doing it to hold herself together, to prove that she is inching beyond the range of grief, that she can exist here in what remains of our father’s shadow.




  “Whatever happens today—whatever Dad left for us—I’m giving it to the shelter. That’s the only reason I’ve come. I’m going to pick up my check, get right back into that limo, and do something positive with what I have.”




  “I believe you,” I say. And I do.




  I can’t attest to whether or not my sister will go back to using once she returns to the city, but I’m certain she will do this. I know what it’s like to make a sharp turn, to give shape to life by way of one big move. After that, however, all bets are off.




  “It’s good to see you, big brother,” she says, and surprises me by wrapping her scrawny arms around my neck and pulling in close. She smells of lemony soap and coconut hair conditioner and lilac body spray. She smells clean.
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  I EXPECT MOM TO BE crying when Franny and I walk over to join her and Bridge. From the bereavement of losing her husband, yes, but also the image of seeing her three children around her, opening their arms to take her in. Normally this would be more than enough to shatter her into spare parts. But while she appears underslept and a little shaky on her feet, her face is dry, the permanently etched, meek downturns of brow and mouth hardened into determined lines.




  “My babies,” she says, and I’m startled to find that I’m the one fighting tears.




  We stay like that for a while. The surviving Quinlans. Linked in an awkward group hug, none of us able to find words to fit the moment.




  Bridge is the first to pull away.




  “Something’s coming out,” she says.




  We all turn to find the brass handle of the lodge’s front door glinting as it moves in a slow rotation. It allows the additional second required to register the word Bridge had used. Something.




  The door slides inward. It’s too dark to see much of anything, so that it seems it’s opened on its own like the doors to cobwebbed manors did in the Saturday-morning Halloween spoofs I grew up with.




  After a pause an elderly man steps out, as if assuring himself that all eyes are on the threshold before stepping through into the wan light.




  “Hello, Quinlans!”




  It’s probably nerves, a reflexive response to the unintentionally comic tenor of the old man’s Bela Lugosi–like welcome, the strangeness of being in this place together after so long being in other places apart—whatever it is, all of us burst into laughter.




  For a moment, we’re a little less worried, a little less brittle. The trees themselves lend us space, leaning away as if confirming the harmless humor intended by every detail of this performance. Limos! Silent drivers who take your phones! A funny stranger beckoning to us!




  Eventually we quiet, returning to politeness with cleared throats.




  “Please, come in. Come in,” the man at the door says again.




  The laughter is over. Nothing of it remains. The forest has swallowed it whole. The man at the door waits, waxy, preposterous. Yet despite all this, the signs of things sliding from strange to wrong, we have no choice but to carry ourselves up the steps and slouch inside.
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  IT TAKES A MOMENT FOR our eyes to adjust once the door is closed. There are lights on—multiple bulbs set into a chandelier overhead, one that’s made of what looks like animal bones fused together into an ornate, alien rib cage—but they’re dimmed. For a time, all we can focus on with certainty is the man standing before us, a canine smile stretched tight above his chin. He’s got to be the lawyer. It’s the boastful accessories that give him away. The monogrammed cuff links, Ivy alumni tie, chunky Rolex. Evidence of decades spent tallying up the top-end billable hours.




  He introduces himself as Mr. Fogarty. A caricaturizing surname like a minor character out of Dickens. In fact, he looks like a minor character out of Dickens: silver reading glasses balanced on the end of his beakish nose, small yellow teeth, the navy three-piece suit with a vest he keeps adjusting but never unbuttons despite the humidity.




  He looks at each of us in turn.




  “This is all of you?”




  “Who else were you expecting?” Franny says.




  The lawyer spins on the heels of his leather oxfords to face her. “No one in particular.”




  “Okay. I know it’s not your fault or anything, Mr. Fogarty. But I think I can speak for all of us when I say we’re not totally comfortable with being dragged out here for something we could have done far more easily downtown,” I say, backing Franny up while attempting businesslike civility. “So can I suggest we get started?”




  He purses his lips as if sucking on a lemon. Let’s get started was supposed to be his line and I stepped on it.




  “You’re the surgeon,” he says. “I understand. Eager to return to work.”




  “I just don’t want to be here,” I say, and as soon as I do, I realize how deeply I feel it—a claustrophobic’s urge to escape despite the abundant space of the front hall we stand in.




  “Of course. It’s a difficult time,” the lawyer says vaguely, and starts off around a corner, leaving the rest of us to follow.




  From the front the lodge was impressive in its dimensions, but as we enter at one end of the great room, the building reveals its true magnificence. Across from us stands what must be an almost twenty-foot-high wall of floor-to-ceiling windows that frame the dappled woods, deepening as the trees rise up a gentle slope so that there is no sky to be seen, only variations of green leaves and brown deadfall. We traverse a raised walkway of varnished oak opposite the glass with steps down to a sunken living room of modular leather sofas and Turkish rugs laid over the wide floorboards, a stone hearth big enough to stand in, and finally, looking over it all at the opposite end from where we first entered, a banquet dining table made of recovered barn planks.




  This is where Fogarty stands behind a chair at the head, gesturing for each of us to sit. I stay close to Bridge, taking a place between her and the old lawyer as if to fend off a potential assault. Franny takes the spot across from us, and Mom sits directly to Fogarty’s left, her instinct for good manners and hospitality active even now, despite this not being her home nor the lawyer a guest.




  “Let me first express my condolences,” Fogarty begins, the last to pull his chair back and lower himself into it, fussily touching the papers and files laid out before him as if practicing a complicated piece on a piano keyboard. “I didn’t know Mr. Quinlan well—he was exact in his directions but a fierce defender of his time, as perhaps you’re already aware—but if I may say, he struck me as a remarkable individual. One of the privileges of my work is meeting highly varied people of accomplishment, and your husband and father had a way about him that will remain with me. I struggle to pinpoint the precise nature of his uniqueness, the aspect, in addition to his obvious intelligence, that I found so—”




  “He was a remarkable man,” Mom interrupts him. Her hand flutters to her mouth as if in an attempt to retrieve the bitterness of her words.




  “Indeed,” Fogarty says. He likes this scene—the Reading of the Will—and its demonstrations of emotion like this that he’s obliged to at least appear to subdue while allowing himself to savor at the same time.




  “Do you know what he did for a living, Mr. Fogarty?” Franny asks.




  “You didn’t?”




  “We took guesses sometimes. Thought he might have been a scientist. Sometimes we wondered if he was a spy. But he wasn’t really the double-oh-seven type. And do spies or scientists own places like this?”




  “I couldn’t speak to that,” Fogarty says, “and as for my knowledge of his occupation, I haven’t a clue, I’m afraid. I handled his legal affairs—well, some of them—but it wasn’t necessary to know the specifics of his business.”




  “That’s interesting. Because we all came to the same conclusion.”




  “Oh?”




  “It wasn’t necessary to know who he was,” Franny says. “Because, for us, there was nobody to know.”




  Fogarty waits for more of this, but when Franny sits back, fighting the new twitch at the top of her cheek, we all look to him.




  “Shall we pause a moment?” he asks, lifting an expensive-looking pen from the table and waving it in slow, hypnotizing circles. “Do we need a break?”




  “No break,” Mom says, her voice now froggy and thick. “Please continue, Mr. Fogarty.”




  “Very well. Now, the way this works is quite straightforward,” he says brightly. “You’ve been asked here to attend the reading of Raymond Quinlan’s last will and testament, and as executor of that will, I am responsible for its administration. There are a number of what might be considered unconventional codicils here, but at its heart, the document is—”




  “How much?”




  This question takes all of us by surprise not only by its abruptness, but by who asks it. Mom. Leaning forward so heavily her elbows rest on bloodless white pads of skin.




  “Mrs. Quinlan, a proper valuation would only be accurate once the assets have been liquidated, if and when that occurs.”




  “How much did he have?” she asks again, then looks around the table at the faces watching her, and only now hears the brusque tone of her voice.




  “Forgive me, Mr. Fogarty,” she continues, softer now. “My husband kept many secrets from me during his life, an arrangement I accepted, more or less. Even when we were young and first dating, he told me there were things about him I could never know. What did I care? There was love to make up for knowledge. I signed an extensive prenuptial agreement before they were common, or so I was later told. But now that he’s gone, I don’t want to live with secrets anymore. I couldn’t care less about the money—I have little use for it, God knows—but until today I was unaware this place existed. Quite something to keep from your wife of forty-two years, wouldn’t you say?”




  Fogarty replies with a lawyerly shrug.




  “So now there’s someone who is possessed of information sitting in front of me,” Mom goes on. “Now there’s you, Mr. Fogarty. So you can understand my eagerness to learn as much as I can, and in as specific terms as it’s known.”




  “Yes, I can see all that. I certainly can,” the lawyer says sympathetically. “Well, let me jump to the bottom line then. Mr. Quinlan’s holdings weren’t complicated. He had transferred his financial instruments—stocks, funds, etcetera—into a cash account only months before his death. The amount”—Fogarty glances down at his papers before looking up again—“is presently just over three million dollars.”




  “But that’s not all of it,” Mom says.




  “No.”




  “Because there’s this place. What did he call it?”




  “Belfountain,” Bridge says.




  “Quite right,” Fogarty says, glancing at Bridge with theatrical astonishment.




  “Belfountain,” Mom repeats distastefully, as if it’s the name of her husband’s mistress. “How much of it is his?”




  “All of it. No partners, no mortgage.”




  “What’s it worth?”




  “Forgive the cliché, but a property of this kind is only worth what someone is willing to pay for it.”




  “My mother might, but I don’t forgive the cliché,” I say. “You know the ballpark. So tell her.”




  I expect a dirty look from Fogarty, but he merely casts a cool smile my way. That’s when I see it. The reason I feel such hostility toward this man, and maybe why Mom and Franny feel it too: he reminds me of Dad. Not in his looks or attire, but the superiority, the withholding of information, the way he’d make you ask for everything and in the asking reveal your neediness. It’s a game I told myself I’d never play again, and yet here I am, perspiring with frustration, trying to intimidate this older man whose very posture confirms his control, the compiling of every weakness he’d detected in me.




  “It’s six hundred acres of pristine rain forest. One of the finest undivided tracts of its kind in the Pacific Northwest,” he answers at an unhurried pace. “The sleeping cabins are modest but well-built, and in entirely good repair. And of course there’s the main building we sit in now, an exceptional piece of contemporary architecture. So while the assessed value of the estate for tax purposes stands at twenty-seven million dollars, I expect it would attract offers significantly higher than that if listed on the open market.”




  No one replies to this, not right away. It is a Life-Changing Moment in the same way, I suppose, that hearing a terminal diagnosis or your newborn’s first cry is. Of course, in this case, it’s only money. But that can do it too if there’s enough of it. An amount that, even without doing the math, each of us hears for what it is. Safety. Freedom. Transformation.




  Mom is the first to eventually speak. A woman who is close to tears at the best of times, a four-decade state of weepy readiness, awaiting the triggers of nostalgia or affection or joy, but more often reminders of the long-buried disappointment in herself.




  “Why did he need it to be so big?” she asks nobody in particular. “Six hundred acres! Guest cabins. And this place, the size of a small hotel. What did he do here?”




  Fogarty tents his fingers and sets them on the table.




  “I appreciate how eccentric this must appear to you, Mrs. Quinlan,” he says. “But I was his attorney, not his valet. I’m not aware of—”




  “Did he have—were there friends who would come to stay? Were there parties? I mean, what kind of parties would they be?” she laughs, no longer addressing the lawyer, merely speaking her confusion aloud, questions that echoed up to the room’s timber rafters. “He didn’t have friends. We didn’t have friends! Not the kind who would come to a—to a private resort in the woods to—to what? Do what?”




  “These are undoubtedly legitimate questions, but they fall outside my—”




  “Seven and a half million.”




  All of us turn to Franny. And she looks back at us with the expression of someone who has spoken aloud without intending to.




  “I’m just saying,” she says. “Assuming the minimum sale price of the property, and the proceeds equally divided among the four of us.” She looks at Fogarty. “Am I right?”




  “I won’t hazard an estimation on the math,” he says, “but you are correct in your assumption of the will’s stipulating an equal division of assets. As I said, despite the specific nature of the holdings coming as a surprise to you, your father provided clear legal directions, if also some rather unusual conditions.”




  He lets this last part hang in the air, waiting for it to snag in our minds, a tightness to his lips that I read as a tell of excitement. He’s not just an arrogant old-school dandy, I see now. Fogarty is a closet sadist.




  “What conditions?” I say, and make a point of squeaking my chair closer to him. I’d like to make him uncomfortable if I can. But I also want to physically buffer Bridge from the strangeness I can sense is about to be unleashed upon us.




  “Your father assigns all his assets, in equal terms, to his wife and all of his children,” Fogarty pretends to read from the papers in front of him, then raises his head to speak directly to me. “On satisfaction of a single request that all of you stay on here at Belfountain for thirty days.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “Which piece is giving you difficulty?”




  “Having to stay here for a month. Why don’t we start with that?”




  Fogarty takes in a long breath and billows it over the table in my direction, a hot gust carrying the scents of mustard and butterscotch candy.




  “Wills are expressions of wishes,” he says. “And your father wished for you, your siblings, and your mother to live here together for a period of time after his passing. I can only assume it was for the purposes of collective grieving, or perhaps reconciliation. Families are families, yes? In any case, to participate in the division of funds, each of you must remain on the property for the duration of the term. Naturally, the delivery of food and supplies has been arranged for, and you’ll find comfortable bedding has been—”




  “What if we leave?”




  This is Franny. Fogarty takes his time shifting around to face her.




  “You forfeit your share of the estate,” he says.




  “Even for a day? I mean, there’s things that need to be taken care of. We all have lives.”




  “The instructions are clear. The perimeter of the estate marks the extent to which you may travel.”




  “I’d like my phone back.”




  “That would violate the conditions. No phones, no internet. No outside contact of any kind.”




  “Is this for real?” Franny says, starting to stand and then sitting again as if against a swirl of dizziness. “You’re talking about a prison!”




  “Not at all. You’re free to go at any time.”




  “At a cost.”




  “A forfeiture.”




  “When does the clock start?” I ask.




  This provides Fogarty with the moment he’s been waiting for. He pinches up the sleeve of his shirt an inch to reveal the Rolex on his wrist and clicks a button at the side, starting the timer.




  “Now,” he says.
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  IT GETS NOISY AFTER THAT.




  Franny shrieking about calling the police, Bridge crying and me trying to comfort her while telling Fogarty where he could shove his gold watch. Most troubling of all is Mom. The unhinged sound of her hate-cackling at the last trick her husband had played on their marriage.




  Maybe it is the haunting amplification of our voices through the cavernous interior of the lodge or the long drive here only now taking its toll, or the questions in our minds jostling and demanding to be asked first. Whatever it is, we all go quiet at the same time. Blustering and aflame moments ago, now exhausted, leaning into the table’s edge or the backs of our chairs to hold ourselves upright.




  Fogarty lowers his voice to little more than a whisper.




  We listen.




  He tells us that he’s drafted notices to be sent to our respective schools or workplaces explaining our absences as a “family emergency.” If any of us have partners or companions requiring similar explanation, he’s prepared to do the same for them, but he believes none of us have significant others at present, and seeing how none of us correct him, it appears he’s correct. No one will contact the authorities. No one will come looking for us.




  In addition to regular deliveries of food, he’s arranged for clothes in our sizes and a pair of sneakers for each of us in duffel bags he deposited in the front closet. There is no television or radio or computer anywhere on the estate’s grounds, and no books or magazines to speak of, but we’re assured of an “impressive collection of jigsaw puzzles” for our entertainment.




  “You make it sound like a game,” Franny says.




  The old lawyer looks heavenward for an alternative phrase. “It’s merely a request of the deceased. It lacks the competition of a game. Although, I suppose, there is an element of endurance. A test, then?”




  “What happens if we all walk?” I ask.




  “In that instance, Mr. Quinlan has arranged for his estate to be assigned to his alma mater.”




  “He’d give it all to his college?” Mom says.




  “They’d probably name a dorm after him,” Franny says.




  “The amount is more than sufficient for that,” Fogarty replies, taking Franny’s point in earnest. “But Raymond’s directions were for the donation to be anonymous.”




  “Of course,” Franny says. “The invisible man.”




  Fogarty informs us that while there is technically no reason to make a final decision now—we can leave anytime and use the satellite phone in a metal box just on the other side of the gate to arrange for a ride—he will linger a short while in case any of us wants a ride back this afternoon.




  “Hold on. Just hold on,” I say, keeping him there as he seems about to slip out of the room. It takes a second to catch my breath, and I realize how exasperated I am, a helplessness that has led me to the edge of vertigo, my toes and fingertips tingling.




  “Yes?”




  “I don’t think you understand. I’m a surgeon.”




  “I understand perfectly, Dr. Quinlan.”




  “There’s patients—there’s people counting on me.”




  “As I’ve already mentioned, your absence will be explained. You have colleagues who can cover your case list in such instances, do you not?”




  “That’s not the point.”




  “What is the point?”




  I’m important. This is what I want to say. I’m a medical specialist, and these are difficult times. Some are calling it a national crisis, and who would argue otherwise? Emergency rooms across the country are over capacity with those who need to be patched, stitched, reassembled. But I say nothing. Partly because Franny speaks for me first.




  “The point is he’s a big deal,” she says. “He’s worked so hard to be one, to show his daddy what a good boy he could be, and he thinks he should be entitled to an exemption.”




  My sister looks at me without particular malice, only the fixed Am I wrong? expression of the aggrieved.




  “Maybe this isn’t the best time for a family therapy session,” I say.




  “No? When would have been a good time, Aaron? When I was in trouble taking care of Nate on my own and you were barely able to force yourself to return my calls? Or how about when he died? Even then you showed up late to the service and left early because you couldn’t wait to disappear back to the hospital, where you could be everybody’s savior.” She cracks a wincing smile. “You know something? You’re more like Dad than I thought.”




  Most of this strikes me as unfair. I had tried with Franny, taken dozens of runs at being a brother and a friend. But once she’d decided on her course, there was nothing I could do to coax her back, other than running my own life aground in the process. She might be cured now, she might be clean. But that doesn’t mean she gets to rewrite the story.




  Where she may not be entirely off is the disappearing act I’ve cultivated over the years. I have to go. My refrain the same as Dad’s.




  “I’ll give you a little privacy to discuss amongst yourselves,” Fogarty says, only half suppressing his pleasure at all this as he starts toward the walkway to the entry hall. But Mom stops him.




  “We’re staying,” she says, and shifts her gaze around the table, taking her children in one by one. “All of us.”




  “We don’t have to do this, Mom. We could challenge it. In court, I mean,” I say, with a confidence I don’t actually possess. “There’s no way this is enforceable.”




  “He wanted us to stay, Aaron,” she says. “Which means he wanted it for a reason.”




  “What reason?”




  “To show us something. Reveal his secrets. Or maybe just one of them. That’s enough for me.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “I’ve devoted my life to a stranger,” Mom starts, measuring her words, “and it’s left something missing in me. Just as the three of you—it’s damaged you. So I need to see the truth. Don’t you?”




  It strikes me how close Mom’s words are to what I told Bridge when we first got into the limo. Some part of me felt empty before you came along. A corner the light couldn’t reach. I meant it as a consolation for her losing Dad, the comfort that might come with knowing that although she’d lost a life in the past two days, she’d saved mine over the years before this.




  But now here was Mom saying the same thing. Something missing in me. It’s fairly obvious Franny has felt the same from the very beginning. Was it true for Bridge as well? Always a note about her “perfectionism” on report cards, and worryingly friendless outside of school hours.




  “Bridge?” I say, turning to her.




  “I’m not going.”




  “Me neither,” Franny says.




  “Okay. Looks like we’re all in,” I say, checking to see Fogarty’s reaction. The lawyer is already starting away with a flapping wave of his fingers, clapping down the walkway in his hard-soled shoes. We all wait for him to call back with final instructions or wish us good luck. But a moment later we hear the front door swing closed, and there’s nothing more.
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  WE PRETEND TO BE LESS freaked out than we actually are for maybe three or four minutes before Franny goes to check out front. When she returns, she looks even skinnier than before. The limbs she’d held straight through force of will are now rolling and loose, her gait wobbly as a baby giraffe’s.




  “He’s gone,” she says. “The cars too.”




  “So this is real,” I say.




  “Yeah. I pinched myself to make sure. Like, hard.”




  There’s a sense all of us share of having a lot of important things we should be doing right now, rules and assignments to be written up. But none of us move.




  “He wasn’t lying about the duffel bags,” Franny says. “And there’s a bicycle outside the door that wasn’t there before. One with a wagon attached to the back.”




  “I’m guessing that’s for the deliveries,” I say. “It’s up to us to go to the gate and bring back whatever gets left there.”




  “Why a bike? Why not a pickup truck or golf cart or something?”




  “Dad wanted us to get more exercise?”




  The fact is I have an immediate idea about the bike. Nonmotorized. Our phones are already gone. Fogarty was careful to mention no TV or computers or radio. It may be less about denying us connection to the outside world than it is about limiting our options. Dad wanted to leave us with everything except an easy way out. He wanted to leave us with us.




  “Anyone hungry?” This is Mom. Abruptly standing and clearing away her previous displays of emotion with a sharp sniff. “Where do you think the kitchen is in this place?”




  She starts off, and our eyes follow her around a partition at the end of the dining area, up a few steps to another platform that looks down not only on the great room but the walkway that runs the length of it.




  “It’s up here!” she calls. There’s a rubbery sucking sound as she opens the fridge. “Well, look at that. Something for everyone!”




  She’s working so hard at restoring her role as mother, chief children feeder and normalizer, it would be heartbreaking if the three of us didn’t need it so badly. That, and judging by the way we wordlessly move away from the table and closer to her voice, we actually could use something to eat.




  We come up the steps to find that the kitchen is just as impressive as the lodge’s other spaces. Rectangular like the great room, it runs for perhaps forty feet from the dining area to the pantry, with an industrial gas range and a butcher block of the kind you’d find in a restaurant kitchen and steel shelves holding enough stacked plates and bowls to serve a wedding. A series of three long windows look out the front where I confirm that the limos are in fact no longer there.




  There’s a tinted mirror at a corner of the ceiling opposite the sink, one that’s angled downward to reflect whoever stands at the butcher block like the ones they have on cooking shows. I catch a glimpse of myself in it when I turn, a more lost-looking version than my usual confident self as I scrub in or do rounds with a pack of interns following behind me.




  By the time we gather around Mom, she’s laid out open Tupperware containers of cold roast chicken, broccoli salad, spinach dip. Picnic food. We set to spooning it onto plates, eating as we stand there together, not wanting to return to the unprotected expanse of the dining room’s banquet table.




  “That shit’ll kill you,” Franny says as I drop a handful of potato chips onto the side of my plate. “And didn’t you used to run four times a week or something? No offense, Aaron, but don’t you think you could lose a few pounds?”




  I’m not especially tall, but despite the couple extra inches around the waist added over the last few years, I remain slight in the limb-stretched way tall people generally do. Even in my marathoner days, I would often look like someone suffering a nutritional deficiency. Back then it was because I ran too much. Now it’s because I work too much.




  “Don’t you think you could gain a few ounces?” I say, pouring some chips onto her plate before scouring the cupboards. “Oh no. This is bad. No booze.”




  “It’s for the best, believe me. Think of this as rehab.”




  “If you start twelve stepping me, Franny, I swear I’m out of here.”




  “Great! The rest of us will split your share. So, first step: admit you are powerless and your life is unmanageable.”




  “Now that I think of it, as of today, both are officially true.”




  It’s teasing banter, brother and sister giving each other harmless jabs like old times. Except I don’t remember us ever being this open and easy in the old times.




  A family eating a meal together. For a moment we’re relaxed, relieved of all the questions that demand replies. Then I look over at Bridge, and, watching her chew and swallow, the moment of ease instantly passes. The scar along her throat reminds me how close we can come to losing everything.




  For me, that’s her.




  From time to time, I’ve thought it was odd—maybe even a little pathetic—to not have any real social life other than my Tuesday get-togethers with Bridge. Should I be living a fuller life than this? Is even asking this question an obvious sign that I’m not? Then again, the people I know with spouses or kids—most of them feel the same way. There could be dozens who cared about you, or only one, and in both cases you were left to wonder if it was enough.




  Bridge looks over at me. Sees—as she can always see—how I’m muscling through these kind of thoughts. She gives me a kick in the shins.




  “Save any chips for me?” she says.




  “Really? Now you’re giving me flak about the damn Pringles? Here, have mine.”




  I offer her a chip, holding it like a communion wafer, and she comes at it, teeth bared. I pull my fingers away a quarter second before she bites the chip out of the air.
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  AS WE TIDY UP AFTER dinner, I catch myself watching my mother as if SHE were someone I’d only seen pictures of, a washed-up celebrity in a checkout counter magazine, but now had the opportunity to observe up close. She would have been beautiful when my father first met her. A sophisticated face, but one from a different era. An aging screen star from the old studio system, Olivia de Havilland, say, or Joan Fontaine. It makes her appear older than she is. Not necessarily in years but in her place in cultural time. Slightly lost in the way of a foreigner who doesn’t understand the local slang.
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