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    For those who like their dread unhurried.

      

    


Content Warning:

This story contains references to self-harm, death, and family peril.

Reader discretion is advised.
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Prologue
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From a journal found in the locked room upstairs, undated, believed to be the final entry.

Twenty-two years old, that ache in my hip, and I still remember thinking, all those decades ago, that I was being clever. That I could stay ahead of it. Feed it small and it stays small, I told myself, the way you'd tell yourself anything to make a bad arrangement sound like a system.

It worked. I want that written down somewhere, in case anyone ever reads this and thinks I didn't know what I was doing. It worked for forty-one years. A burned hand here. A fall on the stairs there, nothing broken, just enough. I kept the count moving so it never had to ask twice.

Lately it's been asking twice.

I found a fresh mark two nights ago, in the room I don't go into anymore. Not one of mine. I haven't cut myself in eleven days, haven't given it anything, and still the number climbed. I think it's tired of waiting on an old woman who bleeds slow.

I keep thinking about the Hollis boy. I keep thinking about what a house does with its patience once patience runs out.

If someone else lives here after me, I hope they never find this page. I hope they never need to. But if they do, if the numbers start showing up in places no one carved them, I want them to know it isn't cruelty. It only wants what it's owed. It has always only wanted what it's owed.

Keep it small. Keep it moving. Don't ever let it catch up.

I am so tired of counting.
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Chapter 1: Inheritance
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The house didn't look like the kind of place that came with strings attached. That was the first thing Dana thought when the moving truck pulled up the gravel drive and the whole thing came into view at once: white clapboard gone the color of old teeth, a wraparound porch, windows tall enough that a person could stand inside them without stooping. It looked like the setting of a home renovation show, the kind where a couple cries in the driveway because they can't believe their luck.

She had cried a little. Not for the reason the show couples did.

"You're doing the thing," Mark said, coming up behind her with a box marked KITCHEN in Theo's handwriting, the letters getting smaller toward the end like he'd run out of room and refused to start a new line.

"What thing."

"The thing where you look at something good and wait for it to turn on you."

He wasn't wrong. Dana had spent eleven years working reception at a dental practice that changed hands three times, watched her 401k get folded into two different companies' plans and diminish a little more each time, and had, four months ago, been informed by a lawyer she'd never met that her great-aunt Vivian, a woman she'd spoken to maybe six times in her adult life, had left her a house free and clear. No mortgage. No catch, the lawyer had said, like catches announced themselves. She'd quit the dental practice two weeks later, given her notice in a five-minute conversation that felt anticlimactic after eleven years of the same waiting room carpet, the same hold music, the same patients rescheduling the same cleanings, and had spent the drive home trying to name the feeling that came with walking away from something so easily. It had taken her most of the four months since to settle on relief, and even now she wasn't entirely sure that was the whole of it.

"I'm allowed one look," Dana said. "Just one. Then I'll be normal about it."

Theo was already out of the car, already at the porch steps, already doing the thing thirteen-year-olds did where his body couldn't decide if it wanted to seem bored or run flat out. He settled for a fast, deliberate walk, backpack straps hanging loose off both shoulders.

"Front door's unlocked," he called back. "Lawyer guy said the key's under the mat but it's not locked."

"Don't go in without us," Dana said, already knowing he would.

He did. By the time she and Mark got the first boxes up the steps, Theo's voice was already echoing from somewhere upstairs, delighted about something, the specific note kids hit when they found out a house had a bathroom bigger than their old bedroom.

Inside, the house smelled the way old houses smelled: a little like dust, a little like someone else's laundry detergent, faintly like a candle that had been blown out weeks ago and never replaced. Vivian's furniture was still there, most of it. The lawyer had explained this apologetically, like it was a burden rather than a gift: her great-aunt had no other family who wanted it, no interest from anyone in town, and clearing it out would cost more than the estate had liquid. So it came with the house. Sofas Dana would never have picked. A dining table long enough for ten people who would never sit at it. Photographs in frames on the mantel, faces Dana didn't recognize, going back further than she could place by clothing alone.

She'd deal with all that later. Boxes first.

The kitchen was better than in the photos, more light than she'd expected, a farmhouse sink under a window that looked out over what used to be a garden and was now mostly weeds gone to seed. Dana set the box down on the counter and started unwrapping mugs from newspaper, the mindless kind of task that let her mind wander somewhere it probably shouldn't.

She thought about the lawyer's file. About the deed history he'd printed out for her, more out of professional habit than necessity, going back to 1911. About how Vivian had lived here alone for forty-one years and never once, according to the neighbors he'd spoken with in preparing the estate, had anyone to stay.

Dana had asked why.

The lawyer had shrugged in the particular way men in suits shrugged when they didn't actually know and didn't want to guess out loud. Some people just like their
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