

[image: Going Home by Tom Lamont. A small boy flexes his arms and casts a long shadow, against an orange background.]



About the Author

Tom Lamont is an award-winning journalist. In 2015, he became one of the founding writers on the Guardian’s Long Read desk and since 2017 he has been a regular correspondent for American GQ. He lives in north London with his wife and two children. Going Home is his first novel.


Going Home

Tom Lamont

[image: images]

www.sceptrebooks.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Sceptre

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Tom Lamont 2024

The right of Tom Lamont to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover design © The Woodbine Workshop

Cover photo © shutterstock.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ebook ISBN 9781399727525

Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.sceptrebooks.co.uk


To my mother, 
and in memory of my father


Advance praise for Going Home

‘A meltingly warm comedy centred on two old school pals recently turned 30 . . . While the testy male bonds at the book’s heart supply plenty of laughter, the book owes its generous humour not to gags, but tone, which gives it an equally light hand with any number of unfunny subjects’

Observer, 10 best new novelists for 2024

‘I will never forget these characters: so pained and funny, so brilliantly drawn, wrestled with and forgiven’

Helen Garner, author of The Spare Room

‘A poignant yet very funny novel about three men taking turns at shouldering responsibility and shrugging it off, at worrying and causing worry, at giving care and needing it. Tom Lamont writes in clear, swift prose about the power struggles that exist in even the most loving of families and the longest of friendships. A lyrical, hypnotic delight’

Katherine Heiny, author of Games and Rituals

‘A debut which skilfully and tenderly explores male relationships, belonging and what we leave behind. I adored every moment. The characters have stayed with me ever since’

Bella Mackie, author of How to Kill Your Family

‘Bittersweet, funny and moving, Going Home is all this but also has a bright ring of truth which chimes on every page’

Claire Fuller, author of Unsettled Ground

‘I enjoyed this sharp, tender novel of love and loss set in a scrupulously observed London suburb. From tragic beginnings it builds a slow fire of hope as its characters learn new ways to live and care for each other’

Adam Foulds, author of The Quickening Maze

‘A remarkably assured, moving, melancholy and funny debut’

John Banville, author of The Singularities
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Joel was in the park. He had to save all the dandelions – they were at war against the birds. It was so good, this game. His name for it kept changing. Today the weather was green. Today (he pushed out his tongue to check) the weather tasted of fresh. He was allowed fifty pushes on the swings. He couldn’t ask his mum for more, it was already such a lot.

At home, later, they were going to watch a tiny bit of TV. They were going to have a tiny bit of chocolate. One of Joel’s hobbies was to collect sticks from the park. If anybody saw a stick and it was shaped the same as a sword, or a gun, or a gun-sword, Joel wanted to know about it. Shout.

He collected answers to your questions. Joel Woods. Two! Salt-and-vinegar flavour. If you asked him he would admit that he was scared of wild animals, robbers, monsters, some robots but not if they had kind eyes. His mum was his best person, even when she was a tiny bit ready to stop playing. Joel knew how to count to sixteen. Beyond that he knew how to guess. It was his birthday next July. He had none brothers, none sisters, none dads. He did have a bedroom of his own, and a religion, and a favourite cartoon, which was about another boy who was secretly magic. Joel’s hope was: in the future, him and this other boy would meet.

He had none cousins, none grandparents. His mum said, I worry I’m not enough for you. Their favourite dinner was baked potato. Joel lived in the London borough of Enfield, in England, in Earth. If he ever got lost at the park he was meant to find another grown-up with a child. They wouldn’t know many facts about him. It would be Joel’s mission to tell them the facts: his name, his age, what crisps he liked, what he collected, the enemies he was scared of, where he lived, how many turns he was allowed on the swings, what exactly had been agreed about TV and chocolate, all the conditions of his big life.

Joel saw another bird. Right, you.

He was the fastest boy alive – when he needed to be. He collected sound effects. He looked forward to later. He liked that it wasn’t later yet.


SPRING TO SUMMER


1

Téo

The North Circular Road was a threshold. As soon as Téodor Erskine crossed those four lanes of traffic and drove into the London suburbs on the other side, he felt he’d left the city behind. It was misty tonight in Enfield, winter’s dregs turning his childhood neighbourhood a colour that was grey-green and miry as seawater. When he reached Ben’s road, Téo, obedient to rules, squinted to read a sign that laid out the local restrictions. Thirty minutes to wait . . . then he could park for free. He hesitated.

Park anyway.

That’s what Ben Mossam would’ve said. Meaning, I’ve got the cash in my pocket. I’ll cover any fines you get.

Park anywhere.

That’s what Lia Woods would have said. Meaning, who cares about a sign? What sign?

Lia was their group’s one girl. He hoped she would join them later in the pub; she still lived on these roads. Decision made, he carried on driving, ready to use up half an hour in the nearest shop. He asked himself, will I buy the expensive beers to remind them that I’m doing well in my job? Will I buy those thicker, better crisps?

*

‘Don’t – I’m thinking. You’re someone’s son.’

‘That’s right,’ he said.

‘Don’t tell me.’

Téo understood. He was almost memorable. Middle-sized and not athletic, he was shorter in the world than he was in his head. If he were ever shown a menu of genie wishes, he meant to add five inches to his height and leave matters there. He looked all right in photos. Especially his chin: it had a rare central dimple. At the age of thirty, Téo kept his hair short against the threat of it spooling out coiled and unruly, which he had been famed for and lightly teased about at school. For clothes he favoured zips, pockets, your lasting materials. He was loyal to his colours. He wore the same pale blues or charcoal greys or over-washed whites, whether for work or a weekend in Enfield or only to hang about doing nothing in his rented flat by the river.

Téo was sure that London had taken the measure of him. London had reached its decision. He was average as a citizen. And in among his responses to this (some frustration, some self-pity) there was peace. Where he lived now, in Aldgate, near London’s financial district, nobody expected much of him. Neighbours on his floor called him Tee-oh instead of Tay-oh, leaving out the Polish stress. He could escape the building with nods in reply to greetings, silences not chats. He hadn’t made many friends since he moved in from the suburbs, a deliberate fending-off of additions to the guilt they could still exact from him at home. He had been careful to arrange a life in which he could leave obligations at the door of his flat, next to the coins he saved for Ben’s poker nights and his shoes that were comfiest for driving.

Téo went home once a month.

He heard complaints if his visits became any less frequent than that. Instead of taking the train, north out of Liverpool Street, he liked to drive – slowcoaching up the A10 on a Friday after work, light to light, passing bars and pubs and cemeteries, later the hospital where he was born. This far north, the suburbs touching countryside, one location was always quite far from another. He felt better bringing the car.

‘I’m Vic Erskine’s son,’ he told the shopkeeper, ‘Téodor. People call me Téo.’

‘Ah,’ said the man. ‘Been ill, hasn’t he?’

‘Who, my dad? Yeah.’

‘He’s got Parkinson’s, hasn’t he?’

This place!

‘It’s something like Parkinson’s,’ Téo explained. ‘One of the surname diseases. Your slow declines. I come back to see him as often as I can.’

They had verbal contractions, specific to this suburb, that were rarely heard anywhere else. Along laddered roads of terraced houses, on estates or mansion roads, they spoke a muddled Londonese that was everything: part Irish, Asian, African, Mediterranean, Jewish, Eastern European. It sounded good tonight. Téo was excited, suddenly, about seeing old friends.

He was asked by the shopkeeper, ‘How far away do you live these days?’

‘D’you know Aldgate?’

He had ferried some beers to the counter. He chose crisps.

‘Only Aldgate,’ whistled the shopkeeper.

‘Bit east as well. You might call it as far as Whitechapel, yeah.’

‘Not that far though.’

‘I hear you. I should visit back more often. There’s no excuse.’

Except this, thought Téo, the grief, the guilt.

*

‘Boys,’ he told them in greeting.

Cards were being shuffled. Stacks of one- and two-pound coins were being put in order on the table. Téo sat in an empty chair. There was that armpit stench of raw weed and their same sixth-form favourites played from a speaker on the kitchen counter. It was about to be a Friday session, the format of which hadn’t changed in a decade. Poker at Ben’s then pub. Before anything else the crafted spliffs, held for the next man around the table with the stub pinched carefully, like something of interest found on the floor. Téo (big on the diplomatic smiles, not about to judge them so soon) passed around the offered spliff without comment. There was some teasing tonight about his major career decisions. He joined in where he could.

‘Where did you leave us for, T? Car college?’

Snorts, as cards were sent skimming around the table.

Gathered in by player after player, these cards were examined for their value. People had a habit they copied from Ben. They put their cards on the table and they pressed their fingers down on top, as if each card had a mind of its own, as if each card might choose to flip over and reveal itself if not properly held in check. Ben’s voice broke first out of everyone. He was tallest. He seemed to snooze through the arrival of his muscles. Thanks to Ben they all learned the unbestable social move that was the no-show, its consequences for others, that chilly redundant feeling that ran through you as soon as you realised you were the dickhead left to wait. Téo was irritated to feel it tonight. He asked, ‘Where’s Ben, if we’re starting already?’

They were in the Mossam house, seated around a Mossam-owned table, but this was no guarantee of Ben Mossam’s company. A roamer, Ben stashed house keys in the gardens front and back, free for anybody to use. Properly described, the house belonged to his parents. It was left to him one miracle day in the new millennium when they had graduated from school. Ben’s mum and dad were about as eager to sack off Enfield as Téo. They flew out to their second home in the Mediterranean and rarely came back, leaving the house in their son’s care for a term without limit. It was lofty and many-bedroomed. It had a lift. Ben figured out his economic advantage soon enough. While the others in the group went to college or took jobs, settling for the agreed patterns of a swap whereby hours of your freedom went out one door and what came in the other was meant to be the stuff of life, a broader mind, your opportunities . . . while the others knuckled down and worked, Ben never did. He never had to.

‘Will he be at the pub?’ Téo asked. ‘Will anyone be there?’

He was winning at cards for once. A sullen quiet had ­settled over the table.

‘Pub?’ they asked. There were pouts. People shrugged.

‘It’ll be the same lot as always in the pub.’

‘The usual lot.’

‘You lot, yeah,’ Téo said. ‘Anyone else though?’

Finally a few of his friends smirked. As a group they had a note they could hit, an elastic, elated ‘Oh-h-h-h-h!’ that meant some suspicion of theirs had been confirmed, some trap fallen into. ‘Téo’s like: he comes back to see us.’

‘When in fact.’

‘He wants to know about Lia Woods.’

‘He wants his second chance with Lia.’

‘Second chance!’

‘More like ninth chance.’

‘Ninetieth.’

They roared, well pleased. Whenever Téo was away from here, commuting to his job, eating takeaways and watching episodes, these friends at home receded to become a distant choral voice in his emails and his message threads. They weren’t important. They weren’t always distinguishable as individuals, with their teases and repetitions, their limited repertoire of jokes. Some of them weren’t even in the group the last time Téo lived in Enfield. They’d only been absorbed by default, for reasons of having hung around long enough he supposed. They adored Ben and relied on Ben’s energy and ideas, his money. This Friday night would feel undercooked till Ben showed up.

‘Oh-h-h-h-h!’ the group was singing.

‘I’m here to see my dad,’ Téo corrected them.

So they took pity, and Téo felt guilty about using his dad to deflect a cuss.

He said, ‘I haven’t seen her in a few months. How’s she doing?’

‘Lia?’

Téo waited.

‘She’s the same. She isn’t any better.’

‘You know Lia.’

‘She might be out tonight,’ someone said.

‘If she’s up to it, she reckons. If she can find someone to mind the boy.’

Téo had met Lia’s son Joel a few times. He had done a bit of babysitting. There was a teenager Lia relied on. She had an elderly neighbour waiting on the sidelines. If either of those options fell through, and if Téo happened to be back for the weekend, Lia asked. He had made her promise she would ask. Summoned over, three or four times so far, he got a hug by the door and maybe a compliment, about how he was the only one in their group who was mature enough to be trusted like this. But his babysitting hadn’t amounted to much. Whenever Lia left him alone, Téo sat on her sofa for a few hours, alert and suspicious, expecting some test of his ingenuity or his reflexes. He was apprehensive about the business with the nappies and the milk, the telling them they couldn’t eat any more sweets and such. Was it water you did give small children or never gave them? In fact, every time Téo had gone over there to babysit, the boy just slept. ­Occasionally Téo ventured into the dark and pungent bedroom to make shushing noises. That was it. He wondered whether parents didn’t hype up the difficulty, their innocent joke at other people’s expense.

He hoped she would be at the pub, if only so that he could try some of the kinder, wiser enquiries this crowd would never stretch to. He looked at his cards and he bet big by his standards. The track that played was kind to his moment, cresting into a breathless explanation of a rapper’s big win. ‘Phew,’ Téo said, when the remaining players showed inferior cards. He claimed his money, dragging a mess of coins towards his lap.

*

From the front of the house there was the jangle of an opening door and a slack, shouted: ‘Yo.’ Everyone sat straighter. Téo criss-crossed his hands to clear them of the feel of touched money.

Ben Mossam was pharaoh in this crowd. Be your good fortune (you understood) to get an audience right away. Téo watched his old friend as he entered the kitchen, moving slowly and deliberately around the table and ­placing his hands on everyone’s shoulders as though to press them back into their chairs, no need to stand for me, no need . . . How long-limbed he was, thought Téo, how restless, with the insect energy. Ben had had ­terrible skin at school, thank God. For years there was lots of conspicu­ous defusing work going on between his chin and his skullcap. Those problems had long since cleared. Ben was handsome.

The last around the table to be reached in greeting, Téo rose out of his chair. He timed it awkwardly, right as more cards were sent skimming in his direction. One of the cards slipped over the side of the table and fluttered to the floor: a valuable king.

Téo knelt to retrieve it.

‘Didn’t see, didn’t see,’ Ben protested. He showed his palms to underscore his innocence . . . and Téo – it was ridiculous – he flinched, not meaning to. Ben said, ‘Think I’d hit you? Come here for a cuddle.’

It was a fluke of administration that made them friends. They were put next to each other for carpet hour in ­primary school. By secondary school they were touching fists after collisions in lunchtime football matches, to demonstrate that theirs was an impressive bond. Aged fourteen or fifteen, Ben was kindest, substituting himself out of a game he was winning to lead Téo to the medical room. ­Absolute warhead of a shot. No chance of ducking. Téo’s nose went click like two fingers, like pay me some attention over here. Older, aged sixteen or seventeen, they learned to be mild rivals, reading insults that weren’t intended. Even saying hello they wound up in shambles, one stretching out his hand to shake when the other meant to embrace. Tonight, following Ben’s clear lead, they embraced. The others around the table chimed in:

‘Lovebirds.’

‘Let each other breathe.’

Everybody was happy. Ben had come. He had a handful of money out his pocket and he thumbed through it, asking them, ‘How much will it cost me if I’m buying in late?’ Generous terms were offered. As if in celebration the ingredients for another spliff were brought out. Ben would assume the manufacture of the next one, not because he was the group’s leader but because he had a signature style; he made his spliffs tautest, neatest, ­skinniest, how the group preferred them. After tucking and massaging his creations into shape, Ben would apply the final seal with a wetted thumb, never a lick. He was much imitated in this.

Always, Ben could conjure what was fashionable from the invisible air. He used to do tricks with a football you would not believe. He was the immediate first choice of any playground captain. Presuming the universe smaller than it was, they guessed that B. Mossam would become a striker in the leagues – as soon as exams were done with and school would let him loose. It was a shame, Téo felt, that Ben had done so little with his talents. But tonight he was charmed, same as everyone at the table, to see Ben roll and fidget one of his excellent spliffs into shape. Téo whistled with the rest of them, agreeing, ‘It is nicely done, Benno.’

*

Swept up in the mood, he decided he would leave his car where it was for the night. He’d walk home after the pub. Live a little. He’d come back and collect his car in the morning. Settled on this change of plan, Téo went to the fridge for a second beer. The group cheered it. They stamped their feet. They must have been paying more attention than he realised.

‘That’s Téo in for the night.’

‘Oh Téo’s committed now.’

‘Someone call the police.’

Ben said, ‘He is the police.’

‘You become police, Téo, since you left?’

‘You know what I am. I’m like an instructor.’

‘Of what though?’

‘Traffic laws. Speed awareness. It’s about being responsible on the roads.’

Téo was distracted. Yet another perfect hand had been dealt to him. He pushed forward a substantial amount of money, trusting that at least one of the group would misread his aggression as a fib and bet big in reply.

There was a notion, a notion built on truth, that Téo was incapable of tricks.

‘Fold,’ they said, surrendering their involvement in the hand.

‘Fold.’

‘Fold.’

Disavowed cards were placed on the table. Téo’s heart banged. It was only Ben to decide and Ben muttered, you know what? He was all in. He was matching whatever Téo had staked. He was putting in the rest of his money as well. ‘Let’s get this done,’ Ben yawned, ‘then we can go to the pub.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Téo. He tried to laugh it off. ‘What d’you mean by “get this done”?’ Staring at his excellent cards he did his sums again from scratch. It was beyond him, excepting moonshots and miracles, how anyone else could have the better hand.

‘You in,’ asked Ben, ‘or you folding?’

‘I fold,’ Téo said.

*

The mist had cleared. At the far ends of straight roads, where facing houses were brought almost touching by tricks of perspective, Téo could see tall leafless trees rising out of their park. Behind and above these trees, banks of pale cloud remained visible in the night sky. He thought of tsunamis in films. He thought of dust brought up by stamping.

All the way to the pub there were those in the group who wanted to point out posters advertising excellent raves, raves that Téo had missed. He sucked in the Enfield air, trying to remind himself, I have the key to a car in my pocket, I can escape whenever I want to. They pushed inside their usual pub, which always smelled of ripe ale and bleach and aftershave. The place was busy: a hundred in at least. Even so, Téo picked her out immediately. Ever since they were at school together Lia had fiddled with the cuffs of her jumpers so that the material fell away in strands under either wrist. Her limbs were often crossed, inventively. She scowled as a matter of course. In the group’s mass descent on the bar, Téo ended up too far away to say hello without a scene. Instead he stood on the fringes and faked an important text to write. He was handed a pint and drank it fast, dosing to the necessary state of give-a-fuck required to be this close to her and not panic.

They caught each other looking.

Few times actually.

Once he thought that Lia offered him a silent question, her chin lifting, you okay then? He folded his lip in reply (I’m so-so) and he bowed his head, miles-highing the eyebrows, meaning: are you okay? Lia turned away. She leaned an elbow on the bar behind her.

Over their years in classrooms together, shouted quiet by the teachers, they had learned how to communicate silently, widening eyes, scratching ears, talking under talking. Could be, Téo had lost the knack for it. But when Lia shuffled sideways, deliberately exposing a piece of the bar behind her, it seemed to him an invitation: come and join me then, dickhead.

At the bar they touched cheeks. Her overriding scent was the same, flavoured salve, a substance that Lia applied to her lips all day long, a substance she used to graze from, nibbling it off her finger like a snack. She smelled as well of her leather coat, of nicotine, and something faint and metallic, a side effect of her medication, Téo thought. He asked her, casual as he could manage at a shout: ‘Who’s looking after Joel tonight? The teenager or the old dear?’

Lia had no living parents, no family. He would hate to hear there was a boyfriend. ‘The dear. She’s more expensive,’ Lia shouted back. ‘So this. Talking to you. It’s all adding up.’

He took a moment to catch on. He laughed too late. The noise in their part of the pub was of amplified conversation, people yelling their own part of a story as though that part mattered most. The rest of their group had started on tequila shots. It was all part of the format for a Friday. Standing in a crescent around Ben, they downed their drinks. Triumphant, tearful, they told each other, ‘Hah!’ Over heads, hand to hand, a shot glass was sent in Téo’s direction.

The lights had lowered since their arrival. The music in the pub was loud enough to make the little glass sing between his thumb and forefinger. Despite it, he could hear and see Lia completely, his every receptor, his skin, tuned in. ‘Not drinking that?’ she asked.

‘Wasn’t sure you’d welcome it. Right in your face.’

‘Look around,’ said Lia.

Téo nodded, there was nothing to be done, a night out in England, an attractive woman, she was going to get some prick breathing his beer in her eye.

‘How’ve you been?’

‘Bad on the whole.’

Her style hadn’t changed. Like it must be teasing, the things she came out with, like she was daring you to guess. Téo tried looking amused. He meant to prove he could read her and that he remained a connoisseur of her ways. ‘I’d like to meet your son again. See if he’s grown.’

‘I could ruin that surprise for you now.’

‘I mean how he’s grown.’

She drank off some of her cola. She asked him, ‘You back for a while this time?’

Téo thought of the forty-eight hours he’d allotted for the visit.

‘Nothing’s definite,’ he said.

‘I suppose you could take him on for me.’

‘Take him on?’

‘Babysit again. During the day this time.’

‘While you do what?’

‘Whatever I want to, man.’

Lia met his stare. She stirred the ice in her glass. They used to spend Saturdays together in a burger emporium on one of the high streets. Icy drinks. Zero meals of substance. If they needed food they abused the condiment station, stealing ketchups and mayos in packets that only wanted a sharp-toothed tear in the slippery plastic, a squeeze into tilted throats, and there was hunger dispelled for another hour. She used to tell him about her boyfriends. They were always older. Téo used to smile, biding his time. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll take him on for you, yeah. I’d like that.’

‘Tomorrow,’ she said.

Which was pure Lia – leaving no room for the ­wriggling-out.

She took the shot glass away from him. It was full of tequila he hadn’t drunk yet. She placed the glass on the bar for somebody else to go second helpings on. ‘You’ll get some sleep tonight, promise?’

‘Promise.’

Their friends were restless again, intent on a change. They wanted to escalate and improve this Friday night and they discussed a desperate-sounding club out by the motorway. Apparently it had a rope, an executive rope. Ben was proposing he pay for this rope to be lifted. ‘Got my winnings from the poker,’ he said, glancing at Téo.

Lia left them to it, escaping before last orders and so avoiding the worst part of an Enfield evening, in Téo’s opinion, which came when the pubs started chucking out. Then you had to stand around between the upturned ­picnic benches and the ant hills of dropped cigarettes. Often there would be talk of travelling into central London, trying casinos or strip clubs . . . more likely they would drift back to Ben’s. They would smoke there. Take pills in his front room. They would dance on his carpet till Saturday morning, Saturday afternoon, this part of the weekend having its strict format too.

Téo was done. He declined to drive them to their club, wherever the hell it was, repeating the no even when Ben took him aside and used his special persuasion voice. They clutched hands goodbye, pressing their shoulders together, with Téo happy to pretend he wasn’t noticing the mocking faces of the others. He walked home by himself, only the foxes and the billboards for company. Traffic lights con­tinued on their no-end loop even though they’d fewer and fewer cars to boss. It was after midnight when he opened his dad’s front door and snuck in.

*

The Erskines owned the flat on the end of a long, low communal block. They had an entrance to themselves and a slice of garden that amounted to a thin, impractical curve of grass, running from the front of the property to the back.

Téo stepped in over leaflets and circulars. Victor hadn’t bothered bending to retrieve them. When it was a kingdom, this flat, when Téo was younger and much smaller, the hallway seemed endless. Now he crossed it in a few strides. The hallway gave on to a lounge which in turn gave on to a kitchen. A bathroom upstairs matched the kitchen’s dimensions. They had a couple of bedrooms. Téo could hear his dad in one of them, coughing while he slept. He went up himself. The walls of his childhood bedroom were bare, stripped years ago of his football posters and his tacked-up photographs of friends. Shelves that used to house Téo’s DVDs were empty these days. Lying full stretch on the bed, it took a few minutes of wriggling negotiation to get a plausible covering from his junior duvet. Their building was constructed in the 1920s, made out of a mealy, resonant brick that carried in every sort of sound from the other flats. He lay there, disturbed and excited by his conversation with Lia, listening to the neighbours. There was the gist from someone’s talk-­radio station. A dishwasher, completing its cycle, beeped for attention. There were barks as dogs wound down their own Friday nights, asking each other, why aren’t you sleeping yet?

Where Téo lived in the city it was all poured concrete. The odd murmur leaked through the walls or floor, a chair’s scrape, a slammed door . . . but you never caught the bleed off a neighbour’s stereo, like here, like tonight, like this morning, he meant. The music was conveyed to him in pieces so that he heard a steady insect click for drums, an ogre’s ­grumble for bass, mistakable lyrics with hardly any meaning left. When he was younger he found it a comfort, this sharing of sounds and smells, the garlic that breezed in the open windows at dinnertime, the scent off somebody’s candles, their bleach, their bacon. This morning Téo distinctly smelled coffee from a stranger’s pot.

He had slept a few hours anyway. He rose and he dressed, putting on the same clothes as the night before. Downstairs, trying not to disturb Victor, he washed himself in front of the kitchen sink. Before he left the flat he gathered up the scattered leaflets in the hall and he left them on an arm of his dad’s favourite chair. Outside, the cars, courtly as dance partners, bobbed into empty bays on either side of the road. They flashed each other: after you. The joggers were out early, also the shul-goers, a few Saturday shoppers. By the time Téo made it to the park the weather was starting to cheer. It was the last day of March and the spring wanted it known, she was almost ready, she wouldn’t make them wait long. Squirrels dashed across the paths, competing in their mad mini races between bins. He found Lia and her son in the playground. He was punctual to the minute.

It used to be carpeted with woodchip, this playground, but now it had the vulcanised rubber underfoot for that bogus sensation of a stomp across a mulched forest floor. There was a wobbling bridge made of slats and rope. Children tested their nerve by crossing the bridge at speed. Others messed around on monkey bars or waited for their turn on a roundabout.

Amid all this, one boy was playing by himself. As Téo watched, he hiked the polished steel chute of a slide, as though this particular piece of playground equipment did not understand what it was meant for and had to be taught.

Joel then.

Téo did some maths. He must be about two and a half. Téo watched him risk his small body within reason. The limbs were wayward, chubby. Joel’s stomach was stout and proud as a granddad’s at the beach. He had untidy brown hair, wet at the back with sweat. He had unreasonable eyes, toad’s eyes, massive and monstrous in relation to the head, just gorgeous.

Lia was sitting by herself on a bench. She had cried that morning, it was obvious. He dropped down beside her and shouldered her, playfully. She shouldered him too. Lia had once described it as ‘the black’, that was all; she went to the black sometimes. It was a thing people knew about her, mates, teachers, the neighbourhood rabbi, doctors at the local surgery. Since she was small, Lia had been visited by spells of depression. This was Téo’s own word: spells. It comforted him to use it. If they were spells they were something neat and occasional, of finite duration and threat. At school they could tell when Lia was in the middle of a spell because the form teacher would skip her name in the register. A few times, Lia had tried explaining to him that no, these were not spells, not flurries, not bouts. She lived in her head. For her this was always, this was landscape. Téo nodded, keen to show he was getting her, he ­understood, when really he was just flattered to be trusted with an intimate-sounding explanation. At an age when disillusionment was figured to be romantic, even enviable, Lia’s illness lent her an aura at school and made her seem more worldly and informed than the rest of them. When they were seventeen or eighteen she missed some crucial exams. She never got the letter grades everyone knew she was capable of. She never left.

‘You showed up.’

Téo nodded, he did, he showed up. Duty was his thing. He was convinced that Lia was deciding something important, something about the two of them. Ready to press any advantage he said, ‘I’ll take Joel till the evening if you want? Leave him with me however long you need to. Just keep your phone beside you in case I have to text. Otherwise get some rest.’

‘You sure?’

Joel was waved over to be introduced, or reintroduced. He stood in front of Téo, pocket-sized . . . that is, as tall as Téo’s pockets. He only looked sceptical. Soon he ran away from them again. With a butterfly’s spirit of inquiry, taking random-seeming routes, Joel went everywhere around the playground. He was wired for stunts and hazards, that much was clear. He went looking for raised surfaces to jump from. He landed two-footed, in squats or on his hands and knees, pausing for a fraction of a second as if to ask himself, am I stunned? Satisfied, he moved along to another source of potential danger.

Since they’d distracted him from his games, an argument had begun. A game had soured, over by the rope bridge, and instinct for scandal made the other children gather around. Joel hovered too. It looked like your classic struggle for advantage of imagination, with some of the bigger children insisting this bridge, it was in space. Others said no, it was underwater. It was a prison. It was the past.

On the bench Lia pinched her eyes.

She exhaled and she said, ‘Six o’clock or something?’

‘However long you need.’

Lia went over to catch and collar her son. ‘Téo will be watching you today,’ she explained. She knelt. ‘And you watch out for Téo, yeah? Help him. Remember what we always say.’

‘Because is grown-ups,’ Joel tried.

He hooked a finger on his lower lip, stumped.

‘Cos grown-ups need looking after as well . . . I love you, okay? Hey. Joel.’

It didn’t look like a satisfactory goodbye. Perhaps the boy would have consented to a proper hug without the other children around to see. But here in front of a crowd, he did not want to be held any longer than he had to be. He bowed his head for a hair tousle, the most he could offer.

Lia tried one more time. ‘Joel. I’m telling you goodbye.’

Vexed, vexed. As if he had to say this sort of thing so often.

‘Bye—!’

‘I love you,’ she said.

He was gone, off in the direction of the swings for his turn.

*

The Erskine flat was explored till it held no more surprises for Joel. He had worked out the most reliable skidding zones, his best den, his second-choice den, and several fall-back dens after that. He spent a lot of time under the sink, rearranging the cloths and the boxes of powder. Then he returned for a second stint by the door, peeling up the welcome mat and calling it disgusting. Triangulating clues – Téo marvelled – Joel was able to figure out where to drag a kitchen chair, better to clamber up on the counter and reach the cupboard that held the biscuits.

He called this his cupboard. According to Joel they were Lia’s sofa cushions. A ring of keys that Téo let him fiddle with, ‘Mama’s keys’. But it was allowed to be Téo’s toaster, this appliance brought to Joel’s attention at the time of his mid-morning snack. It was allowed to be Téo’s bread and Téo’s jam. ‘Is my butter,’ Joel insisted.

‘What? No. Belongs to my dad, that butter, everything here, the cutlery, the light switches . . . This is my dad’s home, y’see.’

Joel repeated, ‘Is my butter.’

‘No. It can be yours for today if you like? Shall we make it Joel’s butter, just for today?’

‘Is MY,’ he roared.

And so they had their first argument, Joel’s temper accelerated out of all proportion by the nuclear fuel of his questioned word. Téo made peace. Have it, the fucking butter. In need of a sit down he let Joel watch some of the TV he’d been pleading for. They put on a children’s channel and the magnolia walls of Victor’s front room turned pink and green, reflecting the palette of some hectic cartoon. ‘­Happier now?’ Téo asked. ‘We mates?’

The programme changed on the hour. Joel was absorbed to a different degree, hardly daring to breathe while the music played. Téo supposed this would be his favourite cartoon. He watched along for a minute, curious. The cartoon was about a superhero who was gifted with animal powers. The hero fought evil with the assistance of sidekicks who were animal-powered themselves.

Joel began to fidget. He stood and he copied some of the fighting moves, unable to remain a bystander. Soon he was ordering invisible teammates to do his bidding. He complimented them and he listened to their imagined praise with grace. He didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the story any more. End credits registered though; as soon as the episode finished Joel sought Téo out, upping the pitch of his voice to ask, ‘One more tee-bee?’

‘You’ve probably had enough.’

Joel’s response to this seemed unreasonable. He collapsed, he was on the carpet, he screamed his frustrations into the fibres. For half an hour he disagreed with anything Téo had to say. He ignored condolences, shushing, small talk, bribes, till he could only be shocked from his sulk by the clumsy descent of Victor Erskine, who was finally out of bed.

*

And just who (said Joel’s changed expression) is this old wobbler?

‘Well then,’ said Victor, ‘yes.’

Perhaps the sound of Joel’s tantrum had disturbed him. Perhaps he’d been awake in his room for hours, on the principle that his absent son could be made to wait. But Victor must have known there was company because he had dressed in what Téo understood to be a pullover for special occasions. The garment was clumsily stretched. It gathered in folds at Victor’s belly and breast, giving him a faintly feminine appearance. Two white triangles (the arms of his shirt collar) would not stay tucked.

‘Dad. This is Joel. You remember, he’s Lia Woods’s boy.’

‘Ah!’

‘How you doing, Dad.’

‘Yes.’

They had their hug while standing on the border between rooms. A belt of brass ran from wall to wall and divided the kitchen tiles from the front-room carpet. Téo stared at this familiar line as he squeezed his father, feeling him up and down as though checking for unseen damage, a supermarket customer inspecting fruit. After widowhood and retirement, old Victor had surrendered the care of most out-of-the-way features, his nostrils, his earholes, all but the frontmost
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