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​Chapter 1 - The Names He Keeps
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The tea was made before the city woke.

Felix had learned, over many decades, that the hour before dawn had its own particular quality — not silence exactly, because a building this old was never silent, but a cessation of the performed sounds. The pipes settled into honesty. The floorboards exhaled. Whatever the tenants above him were doing in their sleep, they were doing it quietly, and the building held them the way still water holds cold: without effort, without warmth, simply holding.

He filled the kettle by feel in the dark. He did not turn on the kitchen light. The kitchen light was for guests, and there were no guests.

The tea was a ritual he had maintained not out of any physiological need — tea did nothing for him, or very little, a faint warmth against the back of the throat that he had come to value for its own sake, the way one might value the smell of rain — but because it organised the morning. He needed the morning organised. Without organisation, the morning was simply time, and time, for Felix, required careful management.

He carried the cup into the hallway.

The building was four storeys, twelve flats, and had been standing since 1902. Felix knew its sounds the way some people know music — not analytically but in the body, the way a particular creak of the third step told him the weather had changed, the way the ventilation shaft between flats three and four carried voices in the winter when the metal contracted. He had learned these things over forty-six years of listening, and now they were simply part of him, the way a language learned in childhood is not thought but felt.

He stood at the end of the second-floor hallway and looked at the wall.

It was not a large wall. It occupied the space between the door to the fire stairs and the window that looked out over the alley — perhaps three metres of plaster, painted the same institutional cream as the rest of the corridor, and it held, in a grid of frames that he had levelled with a spirit level on the day he had hung them, forty-two photographs.

He had made the frames himself. Oak, not pine — he had specific opinions about this — with a joining method that would hold without glue for a very long time. He had not been thinking about permanence when he made them. He had been thinking about Otto, and what to do with his hands.

Felix touched the frame of the wall. Not the photographs themselves. He had a rule about touching the photographs.

The names were written below each image on small cards in his own handwriting, which was a particular kind of handwriting — European in its formation, precise, the letters sitting at the same angle throughout as if ruled. He had written them in permanent marker on archival card. He had looked up archival card at a library in 1994 and gone to three different shops to find it.

James Alderton. 1961–1991.

Marcus Bell. 1958–1989.

He moved along the wall the way he always did, left to right, top to bottom. He did not read all the names aloud. He did not read any of them aloud. He simply looked, and let his eyes travel the grid, and somewhere in the doing of this, something in him — the thing he could not name but which had driven him to make the frames, to source the card, to write the names in the particular way he had written them — was quieted for another day.

He had been quieting it this way for thirty years.

There was, in the lower right corner of the grid, a photograph different from the others. The others were snapshots — informal, the casual photography of people who did not know they were being preserved — but this one had the quality of a portrait. A man in his early forties, dark-haired, with the particular expression of someone who has been told to look serious and is resisting the instruction. He was looking somewhere slightly to the left of the camera. He was almost smiling.

Otto Farkas. 1951–1994.

Felix stood in front of this photograph for a long time.

Outside, somewhere in the city's gradual return to consciousness, a lorry changed gear. A pigeon asserted something from the roof. The sky, through the window at the end of the hallway, was beginning its slow renegotiation from black to a dark and specific blue that was not yet morning but had given up being night.

Felix did not touch Otto's frame.

He carried his tea back to his flat and stood at his own window, which looked out not over the alley but over the street, and drank the tea while the city woke and thought, as he sometimes permitted himself to think in the hour between dark and light, about the particular quality of the years that had made the wall necessary.

He did not think about them for long. This was also a rule.

His flat was arranged the way his flats had always been arranged — books on every surface, a chair angled toward a window, a kitchen that was functionally equipped and rarely used for its primary purpose. There was, in the corner of the sitting room, an absence. Anyone who looked carefully would have noticed it: a space that held no furniture, that the books did not encroach upon, that had the quality of being deliberately maintained rather than accidentally empty. Felix did not look at the corner. He had not looked at it directly in many years. But he was always aware of it, the way one is always aware of the place where a tooth has been removed.

The building settled around him.

He was aware of the flat below him — flat six, second floor — in the particular way he had been aware of it for the past two months, which was the awareness of a vacancy. A vacancy had its own sound: the specific absence of a tenant's particular pattern, the odd silence where footsteps should be, the way the building breathed slightly differently without that weight on the floor.

Flat six had been empty since August, when Mrs Okonkwo had moved to her daughter's house in Bristol and left behind a smell of cooking and a set of curtains she had asked the building management to forward and which, as far as Felix knew, had never been forwarded. He had looked after the curtains for six weeks. He was not certain why. He had eventually folded them and left them outside the flat door, which he understood was not a useful solution but was the only one available to him.

Two months of vacancy. He had adjusted to it, as he adjusted to everything: gradually, without complaint, and with the faint awareness that adjustment was its own kind of loss.

He finished his tea.

He rinsed the cup.

He put it back in the cupboard among the other cups — eight of them, which was more cups than any solitary person required, but which he had accumulated over decades in the way that people accumulate things when they live in one place long enough: gifts, found objects, a set from a market in the early nineties that he had bought for reasons he could no longer entirely reconstruct.

He was standing at the kitchen window, watching the street begin to fill, when he heard the sound from below.

A key in a lock. The particular scrape of a door that has been shut for two months and is being opened for the first time — the seal of absence breaking. And then, beneath it, another sound: something being dragged across a floor. Furniture. Or a very full suitcase.

Felix went still.

He stood at the kitchen window with his empty cup in his hand and listened to the sounds from flat six arrange themselves into a pattern: the door opening and closing, the careful navigation of boxes through a narrow hallway, a bump and then a muffled word that was not quite an expletive but was in the vicinity of one. Whoever it was had come with things. A lot of things.

He did not go down.

This was also a rule, though a newer one than the others — made sometime in the nineties, out of the understanding that wanting to go down was not sufficient justification for doing so. He had gone down, in those years, every time. He had gone down every time there was a sound that suggested need, and he knew now what that had cost him.

He set the cup down on the counter with the precision of a man who is concentrating very hard on something small in order not to think about something large.

Downstairs, someone laughed. A brief, unguarded sound — the kind of laugh that happens when you drop something or bump into a wall, when you are alone and something is absurd enough that you cannot not respond to it.

Felix stood at his kitchen window and looked out at the ordinary street and did not go down.

The sky was fully light now, the particular grey-white of an October morning that intends rain and has not yet committed to it. A woman walked a dog past the building's front step. A man in a high-visibility jacket consulted his phone. The pigeons continued their negotiation on the roof, which had been ongoing, as far as Felix could tell, since at least 1987.

He went to his chair by the window.

He opened the book he was reading — he was always reading something, three or four things at once in the way he had always read, in the way he had been reading since books had been cheap enough for someone with his particular financial circumstances to acquire in quantity — and found his page.

He read the same paragraph four times.

Below him, the new tenant continued to move in, and the building, which had been holding its vacancy like held breath, began, slowly and without ceremony, to exhale.
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​Chapter 2 - Inventory
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The lamp did not survive the journey.

It had been a lamp of doubtful structural integrity even in its previous life on the windowsill of Theo's room in Camden, where it had stood for three years at a slight angle that he kept meaning to correct and kept not correcting, and somewhere between the borrowed van and the second-floor landing of the new building, one of its legs had given up. Not dramatically — it had not fallen or smashed — but quietly, the way old things sometimes went, with a small sound and a new, more pronounced angle.

Theo set it in the corner of the bedroom and looked at it.

"Yeah," he said, to no one. "That's fine."

He was, in fact, fine. He was very specifically fine, which was a thing he had learned to notice about himself — the particular quality of fine that arrived when he was doing something large and could not afford to think about how large it was. The flat was a good flat. He had looked at six flats and this was the best one, which he had known as soon as the letting agent opened the door and he had seen the window and the light through it, the particular October light, grey-white and honest. He had said yes before the agent finished speaking.

It was a good flat.

He had a lamp with a broken leg, fourteen boxes of books, two boxes of recording equipment, a bag of kitchen things that clattered when you picked it up and suggested a great deal of optimism about his cooking life, and one piece of a three-piece sofa that he had inherited from a friend who had moved to Edinburgh and could not take it.

He also had, in the pocket of his coat, a recorder. Not his phone — his actual recorder, a solid and slightly battered thing that he had bought secondhand in his second year of university and treated with the specific reverence he reserved for tools that had earned it. He did not take it out. But he knew it was there in the way that some people know they have their wallet or their keys: the background reassurance of a thing that made him, in some important sense, himself.

He unpacked the kitchen boxes first because they were the heaviest and because he had learned, through the series of rooms that had preceded this one, that you could live without any number of things but not without a kettle.

The kettle was fine.

The mugs had survived in the quantity of four out of six, which felt like a reasonable ratio.

He was standing in the kitchen, looking at the configuration of the cabinets and making the preliminary decisions about where things would live, when someone knocked at the door.

He opened it to find a man who was neither old nor young, built in the particular way of someone whose mass is mostly practical — wide shoulders, no waste anywhere — with close-cropped dark hair and an expression of neutral competence that suggested whatever had brought him here was not a problem but might become one if not addressed.

"Luo," the man said. "Building superintendent. You've got a box in the stairwell."

"I know," Theo said. "I'm getting to it."

"Take your time." He said this in a way that meant the opposite.

"I'm Theo. Adeyemi." He offered his hand.

The superintendent shook it. "I know. Your paperwork came through last week." He glanced past Theo into the flat, a brief inventory, the look of someone checking a box rather than satisfying a curiosity. "If anything's broken when you move in, log it on the portal within forty-eight hours. After that, it's yours."

"What's the portal?"

A slight adjustment of expression. "I'll send you the link."

Theo thanked him. Bram Luo — he had the name now — gave a nod of the exact minimum size appropriate to the situation and moved back down the hallway with the bearing of a man who had already moved on to the next item on his list.

Theo retrieved the box from the stairwell. It was heavier than it looked. It was always heavier than it looked.

He met Reuben Szabo on the stairs.

Reuben Szabo was a man of about seventy, or possibly sixty-five, or possibly eighty — he had the quality of certain people who have become, at some point, simply themselves, undated by the ordinary legibility of age. He had a face that had been lived in thoroughly and was better for it, and he was wearing a cardigan of a specific shade of brown that had probably been fashionable at some point sufficiently distant that it had come back around to being notable again. He was eating a biscuit.

"New one," he said, pleasantly. It was not a question.

"Yes," Theo said. "Second floor. Flat six."

"The Okonkwo flat." He looked at Theo with the look of a man reading something he has already read once and is verifying for accuracy. "You're doing something with recordings."

"Oral history." Theo adjusted the box in his arms. "I'm a researcher."

"What kind of history?"

"Community. Mostly queer community history."

Reuben ate his biscuit without any particular reaction. He reached into his cardigan pocket and produced another one, which he held out to Theo. Theo looked at it.

"Go on," Reuben said.

Theo took it. "Thank you."

"You should look at the wall before you ask anyone about it." He said this the way someone says a thing they have been waiting to say for some time — not urgently, but with the particular ease of someone releasing a held breath. "Second floor. You'll see it when you come back from the stairs."

"What wall?"

But Reuben Szabo was already moving upward, one hand on the banister, his step unhurried, and he did not appear to have heard the question.

Theo stood in the stairwell with his box and his biscuit.

He went back to his flat. He unpacked another three boxes. He made tea in the new-old kitchen with the four surviving mugs and drank it standing at the window looking at the street, which was doing its ordinary afternoon things — a bus, a cyclist in a yellow jacket, two women in conversation at the door of the corner shop. He had moved to this part of the city six months ago for the research access, for the proximity to the archive at the university, for the rent, which was lower than Camden in the way that most things were lower than Camden. He had told himself all of these reasons and they were all true and not one of them was the only reason.

He put down the mug.

He went to find the wall.

It was where Reuben Szabo had suggested — the second-floor hallway, between the fire door and the end window. He almost walked past it. The hallway was the particular colour of hallways that have been repainted several times and are not quite any of the original colours and he had been looking at a slightly different section of wall, and then he wasn't, and there it was.

Forty-two photographs. Oak frames, levelled with the precision of someone who cared. Small cards beneath each image, names in handwriting that was meticulous and had a specific character he could not immediately place — European, he thought, though he was not certain why he thought so.

He stood and read the names.

He read the dates.

The dates were the thing that stopped him. He had been reading casually, his eyes moving across the grid, the comfortable speed of someone scanning rather than reading, and then the dates arrived and he stopped.

	Two in 1988. Three in 1989. Four in 1990. Six in 1991. Four in 1992. Three in 1993. Five in 1994. One in 1995.


He stood in the hallway and the quality of the light through the window changed as a cloud moved across the afternoon and for a moment everything in the corridor was the specific grey of under-water, and the photographs in their careful frames looked back at him, and he understood — not all at once, but in the way you understand something when the pieces you already had rearrange themselves into a shape — what he was looking at.

His hand came up.

He had not decided to raise his hand. It arrived at the edge of its own accord, toward the nearest name — the nearest face, a young man, early twenties, who had been photographed outside somewhere in summer, against a blurred background that might have been a park or a garden, squinting into the light and grinning at whoever was holding the camera.

Theo stopped his hand before it touched anything.

He stood in the hallway for a long time.

Then he went back to his flat. He found his recorder on top of the box he had packed it in, which was the second box from the left in the sitting room, and he sat down on the floor — the sofa section was still in the van — and he held it in both
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