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      For everyone who has ever double-checked a locked door.
    

  Chapter One
The Key
The drawer stuck the way it always stuck, on the third Tuesday of every month and whenever it rained, and Nina Marsh had long since stopped swearing at it. She knelt on the kitchen tiles, slid her palm along the runner to find the warped bit of wood, and touched something that was not wood.

Tape. Smooth, slightly raised, the edge peeling.

She pulled the drawer all the way out, set it on the floor among the spilled takeaway menus and birthday candles, and tipped her head under the counter. Taped to the underside of the frame, flat against the pine, was a key. Brass, old-fashioned, with a round bow and a short barrel. The tape holding it was purple, patterned with tiny silver moons.

She did not own a key like that. Nobody in this house did. Every lock in the place had been changed the week she moved in, three years ago, because Daniel had said a new wife deserved new locks and she had found that romantic at the time.

She peeled it free. The tape came away in one piece and curled around her finger like a ribbon.

“Mum? Are you on the floor?”

Lily stood in the doorway in school socks and an enormous grey hoodie that had once been Daniel’s. Sixteen, all elbows and eyeliner, with the guarded look she wore whenever Nina was doing anything at all. Nina had stopped correcting the Mum. Lily used it about half the time, and only, Nina suspected, when she wanted something or was being ironic. It was impossible to tell which.

“The drawer,” Nina said. “Again.”

“Dad said he’d fix it.”

“Dad says a lot of things.” She closed her hand around the key without quite deciding to. “Do you want cocoa? I’m making tea.”

“I’ll make my own.” Lily always made her own. She took the milk from the fridge, watched the pan as if it might be stolen, and went back upstairs with her mug held against her chest.

Nina sat on the cold floor for a while with the key in her fist.



She meant to show Daniel when he came home. She meant to say, Look what I found, isn’t that strange, and let him turn it over and make a joke about the previous owners. But he came home at nine with his tie already loosened and his phone in his hand, kissed the side of her head without looking at her, and said the Hendry contract had gone sideways and he needed an hour in the study, and could she make him one of her teas, the chamomile one, and maybe one for herself, she’d looked tired lately.

She had been tired lately. That was true. She had been sleeping ten hours and waking up feeling as though she’d been dragged out of a pond.

She made two teas. He brought his own mug down at half ten, rinsed it, and said, “Bed?” and she went, and she did not mention the key, and she did not ask herself why.



The funeral had been the previous Thursday. Agnes Pell, eighty-one, from number fourteen, the narrow brick house that shared a wall with theirs. A fall on her own stairs, the doctor had said; her heart might have gone first; at that age it hardly mattered which. Nina had brought casseroles to Agnes twice a month for three years and sat in her front room listening to stories about a husband who had worked on ships. Agnes had been blind since her fifties. She navigated her house by counting, and she always knew who was at the door before they knocked.

“You walk heavy on your left,” she’d once told Nina. “Your husband walks like he’s late. And the girl walks like a cat that’s done something.”

Number fourteen had been empty since. A van had come on Saturday. A nephew, someone said, down from the city to sort things out.

On Wednesday morning, after Daniel left and Lily slammed out for the bus, Nina stood in her kitchen holding the brass key and looked at the wall it shared with number fourteen.

It was a stupid idea. It was a grief idea, the kind you have when someone dies and you start believing the universe leaves notes.

She went next door anyway.

The nephew’s van was gone. The front door was locked; she’d known it would be. But Agnes had always kept the side gate on a loop of wire rather than a latch, and the kitchen door at the back had a pane of frosted glass with a crack in one corner that Agnes had taped over and refused to have fixed. Nina had used that door a hundred times with a casserole dish on her hip.

It was locked too. She tried the brass key in it for no reason except that it was in her hand.

It didn’t fit. Not even close. The keyhole was a modern cylinder, and the key was a relic.

She laughed at herself, a small embarrassed sound in the empty garden, and was turning to leave when she saw that the kitchen window above the sink was open an inch. Agnes had liked air. Agnes had said a closed house smelled like a coffin.

Nina looked up and down the row of gardens. Wet washing on a line two doors down. A crow on a fence. Nobody.

The window slid up with a groan. She climbed onto the bin, then the sill, and dropped into Agnes Pell’s kitchen with her heart going like a hammer and her left knee, as always, landing heavy.



The house smelled of lavender and old paper and, faintly, of something sweet gone off in the bin. Someone had started packing. Boxes stood in the hall labelled CHARITY and TIP and, on one, simply ?. The stairs where Agnes had fallen were bare wood. Nina did not look at the bottom step.

She knew this house. Front room, kitchen, the little loo under the stairs. Upstairs: bedroom, bathroom, and the study at the back, which had been Agnes’s husband’s and which Agnes kept locked.

“I don’t go in there,” Agnes had said once. “No reason to. I can’t read his papers, and I don’t need to sit with his ghost.”

The study door was at the end of the landing. Painted cream, with an old mortise lock under a brass plate, the kind of lock that took the kind of key in Nina’s hand.

She told herself it wouldn’t fit. She put it in. It slid home with the soft certainty of something going back where it belonged, and when she turned it the bolt drew back with a clean, oiled click.

Oiled. A lock that had not been used in thirty years should not sound like that.

She pushed the door.

The study was small and square, lined with shelves of maritime books and box files. A desk under the window. A green-shaded lamp. A cork board on the wall above the desk, and pinned to the cork board, edge to edge, so many that they overlapped like scales, were photographs.

Nina switched on the lamp.

The first one she understood was her own kitchen. Her kitchen, at night, lit by the cooker hood, the drawer half open. The second was her own staircase, taken from the top looking down. The third was her own bedroom door, ajar, a blade of light across the carpet.

The fourth was her. Asleep. On her side, one arm flung over the edge of the bed, mouth slightly open, taken from close enough that she could see the crease of the pillow on her cheek.

In the bottom corner, in orange digital numerals, the camera had stamped the date. It was from two weeks ago.

Below it, another of her, asleep. This one was dated nearly three years ago, the first winter she had lived in that house.
Chapter Two
The Study
For a long minute Nina could not move her hands.

Then she made herself do what she did at work when a spreadsheet stopped balancing: start at the top left and go row by row. She was an auditor for a housing association. Numbers that disagreed with each other were her whole job.

There were more than two hundred photographs. Glossy six-by-fours from a print kiosk, the kind you could make at any chemist. Every one carried the same orange date stamp in the corner, the cheap camera kind, and every one had been taken inside her house.

Her hallway at two in the morning, the coats on their hooks like hanged men. The back door, its bolt drawn. The fridge open, light spilling over the floor. A shot of the kitchen counter with two mugs side by side, hers with the chipped blue rim and Daniel’s plain white one, a teaspoon lying between them. The bathroom cabinet with its mirrored door swung wide.

The angles were odd. Low, mostly. Taken from below a table edge, from behind a banister, from the gap of a door that had been opened only a crack. Whoever had held the camera had been crouching, or hiding, or both.

And then, in among the empty rooms, Daniel.

Daniel in the kitchen in his dressing gown, back to the lens, head bowed over the counter. Daniel on the landing, a mug in each hand. Daniel standing at the foot of their bed, looking down
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