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‘What do you think?’ Bill asked, for once wanting his oldest friend's opinion.


‘Very artistic,’ Pete said.


‘No, seriously.’


‘I am serious. I’m impressed. But what exactly are they?’


The two men were standing over a group of large black and white photographs of circular abstract patterns, taken by Bill.


Early on Midsummer morning, unable to sleep, Bill had gone down to the cellar to pick out a bottle with which to celebrate or drown his sorrows, depending on the outcome of the Brexit Referendum. On the landing outside there had been a smell of damp and at the bottom of the steps wine labels were strewn across the floor. Overnight, water had surged up through the sewers and then drained away, leaving large grey marks on the concrete.


‘I think they’re beautiful.’


‘They are,’ Pete said, and meant it.


‘Of course, there's no way they’re accidental.’


Oh God, Pete thought, not Bill and his crop circles again.


‘They’re too perfectly symmetrical.’


‘Bill, they’re just shapes made by water swirling around. That's all they are. Really.’


‘It's no accident it happened right before the Referendum, like that terrible storm on the eve of Oliver Cromwell's death in 1658. An augury, if you like.’


Pete looked sharply at Bill, who knew Cromwell was his pet subject; or rather Richard, his son and successor as Lord Protector, commonly known as ‘Tumbledown Dick’, the only British ruler ever to give up power voluntarily and live to a contented old age.


‘Not just a leak from the mains then?’


‘Definitely not!’


‘A leak from the Main Man, showing what he thinks of us – well, you anyway – by pissing on us from a great height?’


‘Something like that, yes.’


‘Yeah, right,’ Pete said, shaking his head.


Bill was given to all-consuming passions, and before his ‘awakening’ five years earlier (‘Trust Bill to big-up a plain old mid-life crisis,’ his late wife Carol had said) would strenuously argue that crop circles were a con, two fingers stuck up at credulous New Agers by mocking farmers or smart-arse students. Extensive on-line research had subsequently persuaded Bill that they could only have been made by exceptionally intelligent extra-terrestrial visitors; and when, later still, his original view was vindicated, he perversely insisted that they must be the product of some supreme overarching intelligence by which the universe in all its particulars, both infinitely large and infinitesimally small, was ordered. Carol had never tolerated unscientific claptrap, any more than it would have occurred to her to vote, as Bill had just done, to leave Europe. Though he missed his wife every day and had barely moved a thing of hers since her death three years earlier, he was relieved she wasn’t around, for he knew it was an argument he could never have won; nor, in all likelihood, despite all they had been through together, would their marriage, like so many others up and down the country in the wake of that historic vote, have survived it.


‘Well, they make jolly nice snaps.’


‘Snaps?’ Bill said, feigning annoyance. ‘Them's bleedin’ art mate. The real effing deal. None of your conceptual bollocks.’


‘Indeed,’ Pete said.


‘As a tribute to you I’m calling them Closely Observed Stains.’


Closely Observed Trains was Pete's favourite film. Pete bowed.


‘I didn’t know you were into photography.’


‘There's a lot you don’t know about me.’


‘Not that much,’ Pete thought, but said nothing


Pete liked to think he knew Bill better than Bill knew himself. They’d met 55 years before, aged 10, at a school entrance exam and been friends ever since. Though at times both had wondered what they saw in each other, neither had ever felt any need to explain or define a relationship which was a bouillabaisse of habit, shared experience, prejudice, insight, self-delusion, envy, competitiveness and general wear and tear. There had been long periods when they’d seen little of each other, and others when they’d been inseparable. Bill was given to teasing Pete, and probably enjoyed Pete's company more than the reverse, but it was invariably Pete who made any arrangement to meet. Both were now retired, Bill after successfully selling his advertising agency; Pete, if an artist can ever be said to retire, unexpectedly forced out of teaching by a new art school principal keen to give jobs to his mates. Bill had been married to Carol for over 30 years and had two daughters and a son. Five years earlier, aged 60, Pete had married for the first time (to Sarah, to whom he’d been introduced by Carol, thus becoming a step-father to seven-year-old Jack), but for reasons Pete claimed not to understand, they were no longer together. Bill was given to temporary enthusiasms and fads; Pete, a printmaker by training and vocation, steadier in his pursuits, though in their private lives the opposite was true: Bill, until his mid-life crisis, a devoted husband and father; Pete, before his late marriage, a loner as promiscuous in his affections as he was protective of his heart. After Carol's death from cancer and Pete's separation from Sarah, the two men had briefly shared Bill's spacious house in Wimbledon. Bill had then fallen for Andrea, a rapacious American divorcee, to whom he’d been introduced by Pete, but to general relief – Pete's especially – she had stood him up at the altar. At the time of the Brexit Referendum in June 2016, both Pete and Bill were single and living alone, though they met for lunch every Tuesday at the Fox & Grapes by Wimbledon Common.


From time to time Bill's son Ivan, now in his mid-20's, would turn up unannounced, suitcase and heart in hand, and re-install himself in the bedroom in which he’d grown up. Or not, as Bill insisted to Pete, who was his godfather. A couple of days after the vote, Ivan appeared, accompanied by a young woman called Melanie, with gold rings through her nose and eyebrow, and an indecipherable tattoo above her breasts which Bill couldn’t take his eyes off.


‘Don’t say anything, Dad. It's nothing like that,’ Ivan insisted, when she went to the lavatory.


‘Like what?’


‘Mel and me, we’re like just friends, OK?’


‘Sorry to hear that.’


‘And stop salivating. It's disgusting at your age.’


‘I was trying to read her tattoo.’


‘Sure you were.’


‘How long's she staying?’


Ivan shrugged.


‘For a bit. She needs somewhere to hang.’


‘Hang what?’


Before Ivan could explain, Melanie came back into the room.


‘They’re fascists,’ she announced, to no one in particular.


‘Who?’


‘My progenitors.’


‘Your what?’


‘Her parents, Dad.’


‘Oh, right. Sorry.’


‘Mel couldn’t stay at home after the way they voted. Well, how could anyone?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ Bill said.


‘So it might be a few days or a few weeks. All right?’ Ivan added, more a statement than question.


‘Sure. Make yourselves at home.’


‘Great. Thanks.’


Mel didn’t open her mouth again, but as they went upstairs Bill noticed they were holding hands, and grinned lasciviously.


‘I’m hardly surprised,’ Bill told Pete. ‘I’m not saying I expected it, but Brits don’t like being told what to do, especially by bloody Yanks. It gets our blood up. The funny thing is, although I wanted us to leave, on hearing the result I felt rather flat. But winning's like that. You think it's going to feel like nothing on earth, when all it is is better than losing.’


‘It must be nice having Ivan back,’ Pete said. He was very fond of his godson and, unlike most people, had no interest in talking about the Brexit Referendum. Bill had always found his son a mystery and would often ask Pete for advice, even when he had no intention of taking it.


‘He must know how I voted.’


‘Maybe he doesn’t care. Or likes his creature comforts too much to rock the boat. How about Mel?’


‘Little Miss Tattoo behaves as if I don’t exist. The fridge is now stuffed with the most awful vegan muck, and when-ever she sees me eating a ham sandwich she makes these appalling gagging noises. That's about the extent of her conversation.’


‘They mean well,’ Pete said, for he had always had a soft spot for students.


‘Bollocks. They just want us to pack up and die.’


‘Not really.’


‘Yes, really. The other day I caught Ivan wandering round the house photographing everything on his phone.’


‘Did you give him any tips?’


‘It isn’t funny.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. What did you say?’


‘Nothing. I was too gobsmacked. But he knew what I was thinking. As for little Miss T, I don’t think it's quite as platonic as he makes out, if the noises coming from his room are anything to go by. The funny thing is, she’d be a pretty little number if she didn’t always look as if she’d just stepped out of the Amazon rainforest.’


‘Bill, you can’t say stuff like that these days. It's totally unacceptable.’


‘Who says? This is still my house, isn’t it? An Englishman's home…’


‘Not for long, evidently!’ Pete said, grinning.
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Pilgrims had been on the road since dawn. Coffee in hand, Guy would watch them from the battlements, their backs bent under heavy packs, the occasional lone figure breaking ranks as he strode on ahead, crook in hand, towards the nearest town and breakfast.


In earlier years, pilgrims had straggled on an overgrown path across the field towards Guy's tower, but historic rights of way had been sold off and nowadays they kept to the road: a reciprocal deal between landowner and local government, from which Guy had gained or lost a few metres, he could no longer remember which, and cared even less.


In need of fresh water or a lavatory, one of them would occasionally call up or bang on the heavy front door. Guy, reluctant to be bothered, would peer down through one of the arrow slits. If the pilgrim was pretty he might open up; otherwise he refused to answer. On market days, he drove his old Peugeot dangerously close to the pilgrims, furious when they didn’t move over; on his return journey, fresh baguette, farm eggs, goats cheese, a spit roasted chicken or rôti de porc, bouncing on the back seat, hypocritically raising a hand from the steering wheel in greeting. Guy despised organised religion and everything he imagined the pilgrims believed, but he envied them their freedom, even if it was only from an office for a couple of weeks a year. Now in his mid 60's, he more than ever missed the open road, wandering in remote places without guide or destination, having never imagined that a tumbledown tower, spotted through an overgrown hedge more than 40 years earlier, would one day become the only home he ever owned.


By midday it was too hot to walk. Pilgrims would be stretched out under the trees, eating or dozing or playing with their mobile phones. Guy took his second cup of coffee and tin of roll ups, and climbed the forty-two slippery stone steps, pitted and polished by centuries of wear, up onto the roof; from where, like some medieval seigneur, he would gaze proprietorially over vineyards and sunflowers and gently rolling hills, south towards the Pyrenees, pasted flat against the horizon like strips of torn paper.


His work finished until evening, Guy could now devote himself to his son Luke, six years old and younger than his granddaughter by a former wife. They might swim in the river or knock golf balls into the orchard, Guy torn between instructing and admiring the freedom with which Luke moved. Sports had once come easily to Guy. At school, many had envied the shots he’d played and passes made, but games had never mattered much to him; no more than had winning prizes or being part of a group. For though not an only child, he had always felt like one.


Every generation discovers the world for itself; remakes, as it were, a world created entirely by others, until it becomes its own. Guy had never understood his father's possessiveness or need to belong; never appreciated the aspirations of the immigrant or refugee. All he could see was his own need to break away and become himself. Unlike his father, Guy had also never viewed children as an extension of himself; and only on becoming a father for the second time in middle age, had he begun to appreciate what his own father, escaping to England from Nazi Germany in the late 1930s, must have felt. But by then it was too late. From the day Guy walked out of Cambridge at the end of his first year, his father had refused ever to speak to him again.


At the time, Guy's family had no idea that he meant to quit university; nor, until the end of that Long Vacation, had Guy. At the start of the holiday he had driven to Paris in his Triumph Herald with two fellow students – Bill from his college, and Bill's schoolfriend Pete, who was at art school in London – where, after a couple of days heavy drinking, he had abandoned them. He hadn’t asked himself why he was leaving, any more than he knew where he was going, only that he had to get away. Perhaps it was Bill's evident, if unstated, demands on him, the way Bill presumed Guy had a better grasp of the world than he did; that look of hope, quickly followed by disappointment, whenever Guy failed to meet Bill's excessive expectations. Guy's father's demands were onerous enough, and the last thing Guy wanted – indeed, had ever wanted – was to be put on a pedestal. So at dawn, without a word, he had taken off and driven south, with no idea where he was going or hoped to end up. Just outside Paris, he picked up a pair of German hitchhikers, full of hippie gibberish, but had soon got rid of them. Whatever he was looking for, whatever he was hoping to find, could only be done on his own.


A couple of days later, among the cosy valleys of Armagnac, then a scarcely populated region of small, enclosed fields and derelict hamlets, he happened upon a medieval tower, abandoned and roofless, strangled by ivy, overlooking a stream and the remains of a mill. Without knowing why, Guy drove straight to the nearest town and searched out the estate agent, to find out if it was for sale; and, if not, to let him know if it ever was. To act without self-consciousness or preconception had always been Guy's aim; apart from his tower, property and possessions had never meant anything to him; people, outside his immediate circle, little more.


Being cut off by his father did nothing to bring Guy to heel; rather the reverse. Feeling he no longer had to perform had been wonderfully liberating. Guy never understood why people thought him stuck up or superior because he refused to meet their expectations. His expectations of himself were more than enough for one person and one lifetime.


Guy regretted not having talked more to Pete about art, but Bill's intrusive presence had made that impossible. There were questions he needed to ask; that would, in the event, take a lifetime to answer. Guy had a sharp, analytical brain and made connections readily, but that meant nothing in itself, for as yet he had no idea what he was looking for, or how to go about finding it. He was adept at capturing a physical likeness on paper, but, as in other things which came easily to him, was suspicious of his own facility. Drawing bypassed the intellect, which in itself appealed to Guy. But when, still a virgin, he’d joined a Cambridge life-drawing class, he’d been so distracted by the model that he’d felt compelled to leave, and never gone back.


After visiting the estate agent, he’d returned to the tower for one last look. He took no photographs, made no sketches, perhaps because it had made such a powerful impression. Then he drove westwards to Bordeaux. It was August 1971, and the city was deserted. He finally found a cheap hotel and a bistro by the port ringed by tarts, where for ten francs he could eat four courses with wine. Never happier than on his own, he had spent a week exploring the quiet, unrestored town, discovering the hazy, evocative city-scapes of a local artist, Albert Marquet, and an ideal of painting as something quiet and understated, without cleverness or trickery, susceptibilities he was only too aware of in himself.


By the time he got back to London he’d made up his mind. Returning to Cambridge for another two years would be, he was convinced, the biggest imposture of all.
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‘Guy won’t welcome the result,’ Pete said to Bill, over a pint at the pub. Bill shrugged.


‘He probably doesn’t even know it's happened. He's always had his head in the clouds.’


‘The art school in its infinite wisdom got rid of him at the same time as me. Bloody fools. But he didn’t seem to mind. He was never comfortable teaching and only did it as a favour to me. I assume he's back in France. He's got a great set-up there.’


‘Stuck up his ivory tower, no doubt. I don’t know why you went on teaching for so long,’ Bill added, wanting to change the subject. Even now, he never felt comfortable talking about Guy.


‘I enjoyed it. I like the young.’


‘That's because you never had kids of your own. Try listening to them.’


‘I do. We weren’t any different in our day.’


‘I was.’


‘Yes, well. You’ve always been a one-off.’


Bill smiled, then shook his head again.


‘I can’t understand an effing word they say. That's if they ever deign to talk to me.’


‘They probably think you’re not listening.’


‘I’m not.’


Pete went over to the bar to refill their glasses. In a loud voice, Bill said: ‘Little Miss Muffet's got Ivan by the gonads. The other night I found him gazing forlornly into the fridge. We now have labels on everything in different coloured inks. Not that I’d want to eat any of that muck. And three rubbish bins instead of one, all because she insists we separate everything before putting it out. Rubbish, for Christ's sake.’


Pete was secretly pleased. Bill was always at his best when he had something to rail against, the less important the better. He was a generous, kind-hearted man, and with Carol his bluster had been mainly an act. He had always known when to back down, when a position was indefensible, when to retreat and regroup. It had been a close-run thing, but when, aged 60, he’d suddenly shed five stone and gone off spouting new-age nonsense, she’d called his bluff and after only a few weeks he’d returned home. Even in his new streamlined incarnation Bill liked his creature comforts too much to stay away for long.


‘Ivan seems happy,’ Pete said. ‘That's what counts.’


‘That's what bloody worries me. He used to be so independent I felt proud of him. He reminded me of me. Not that I’d have told him, of course.’


‘Perhaps you should.’


‘When he took up teaching, which frankly I blame entirely on you, I thought he was off his head, but he really began to find his feet. Now he's back at square one with the tattooed tomcat.’


‘I wouldn’t worry. He's still young.’


Bill frowned.


‘At his age I was already married, with a couple of kids and a business to run.’


‘You’re different. And the world has moved on.’


‘Tell me about it!’


‘I had another tooth out last week,’ Bill said. ‘Second this year, fuck it. You?’


Pete opened his mouth wide, then loudly clamped his jaws together.


‘Still got all mine.’


To further annoy Bill, who had precious little left, Pete tugged at his full head of dark hair.


‘Bugger all I can do about that. Baldness is hereditary. About the only bloody thing I did inherit. Otherwise, I’m a miracle of science. Every time I go through an airport I set bells ringing. Could be my new hip, or new knee. But that's the price for being a sporting icon.’


Pete smiled. All his life Bill had played a lot of ball games, though none very well. Fortunately, it had never stopped him enjoying them, or going on about them as if he was the greatest player in the world.


‘A single condom will do it,’ Pete said. ‘I was once stopped at security and practically undressed before I discovered the offending article in my breast pocket. I always thought it would make a great opening for a whodunnit: how the wife discovers her husband's been unfaithful, that sort of thing.’ Bill's brow furrowed.


‘Personally, I never use them. For me it's the real thing or nothing.’


‘So it's nothing, then?’


‘Not for a bit, no.’


When Bill got up to go to the Gents, Pete started thinking of Andrea. Pete was the last person to wear his heart on his sleeve and had never been one to get things off his chest. Andrea was the only woman he had ever shared with Bill, and he wasn’t at all proud of himself. He had introduced them soon after Carol's death, hoping she might distract him, and after overcoming his initial reluctance, Bill had fallen madly in love. In no time their engagement was announced, only for Andrea to then change her mind, ostensibly on discovering that Bill wasn’t as well-off as she imagined. To pick his brains, she had invited Pete to lunch in a smart Chelsea bistro, after which they had spent the afternoon in bed, an explosive event in every respect, as from the moment he had woken from his post-coital snooze, Pete could remember nothing whatsoever about it. Outraged, Andrea had thrown him out, and soon afterwards got back together with Bill. Another wedding was planned, but once again she failed to show up. Since then she had not been seen or heard from by either man, while Pete was left with an uncomfortable secret he was terrified he might at any moment inadvertently disclose to Bill.


After two years, Bill had finally stopped talking about Andrea, and had settled into a sexless widowhood. Pete, on the other hand, free from his brief, disastrous marriage, had no intention of giving up the chase, though he would never have put it that way, insisting he could take it or leave it; even though, as Bill liked to chide him, he had never been able to leave it for very long.


‘Heard about Andrea?’ Bill said disconcertingly, when he returned to the table.


‘Who, your Andrea?’


‘Hardly mine.’


‘Don’t tell me she's found another husband?’


‘How did you know?’


‘Not exactly rocket science. Do you mind?’


‘No. Yes. I don’t know. She cost me a packet in cancellations. I still dream of all those lovely golf courses in Mauritius.’


‘Take me instead.’


‘Not bloody likely!’


Pete grinned.


‘Who's she ensnared this time?’


‘One of my old clients, as it happens. Rich as Croesus. Jammy bastard.’


‘I don’t envy him. You made a lucky escape. She’d have ruined your life.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘Trust me,’ Pete said, perilously close to giving the game away.


‘She was the real deal.’


‘There's nothing real about Andrea. She was so full of combustibles if you’d lit a match anywhere near her you’d have gone up in flames.’


‘Sadly, I never got that close.’
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Like many of his generation, Guy had done his fair share of drugs, but if asked to describe himself – something he’d never have done voluntarily – would most likely have said ‘law abiding’, not because he had any particular respect for authority or convention but because he didn’t want to be bothered by the outside world. His internal world was cluttered enough, and quietly working with his hands to a prescribed routine, stilled the cacophony in his head and kept him level.


Guy had only ever been interested in the present, in extracting the most from any given moment. When something was finished – a piece of work or even a love affair – he instantly put it behind him. Alas, throughout his life other people had consistently refused to behave as he expected or hoped, and in trying to lead a simple, unencumbered life, he had created only chaos and disappointment. If it was true, as he maintained, that he had never broken a promise, that was only because he had never made one, allowing others to believe whatever they wished and to join up the dots for themselves. To the unasked question ‘what did they expect?’ the forsaken lover might have justifiably responded ‘what did he expect?’ Now approaching 70, it was a question Guy remained incapable of asking, let alone answering.


Far from having his head in the clouds, Guy saw quite clearly how Brexit might disrupt his peaceful life in France. But as usual he preferred not to worry about things he could do nothing about. Unlike Alice, his young Chinese wife, who having convinced herself beforehand that the UK would never turn its back on the EU as it had on Hong Kong, was now working herself into a frenzy over where and how they would live and where young Luke would one day go to school.


‘Who cares?’ Guy asked, irritated by the fuss she was making. But when she tried to explain, she could see he wasn’t listening. Unlike Guy, who had grown up in comfort and lacked for nothing, her childhood had been spent in a tiny, overcrowded home in a world where political decisions made far away could have sudden, dramatic consequences for everyone; where living between the lines and maintaining any privacy – a concept for which in her own language no comparable word existed – was unimaginable. ‘We’ll stay where we are, and if necessary I’ll teach Luke at home. In fact, I rather like the idea. In any case, that's all a long way off.’


‘To you maybe, but I won’t live with such uncertainty,’ Alice said. ‘Nor should Luke. What if we’re not permitted to stay? Or can’t travel freely? Or no longer have access to cheap medical treatment? What happens when you get ill?’ she added, drawing attention to the pronounced difference in their ages. Unlike those many Frenchmen who appeared to enjoy arguing hour after hour about nothing in particular, Guy was uninterested in sharing his opinions or hearing other peoples’. In 30 years he’d befriended none of his neighbours nor any of the locals, and had never been invited for a meal into anyone else's home, even by those he had employed for years and to whom he remained convinced he was just another Anglo-Saxon ripe for the plucking. To those expatriate Brits living in the region on dwindling pensions, who could no longer afford to return to the UK even if they wanted to, and were unsurprisingly anxious about their future status in a foreign country, Guy's passive approach would have seemed just as mystifying as it did to Alice. But having married primarily to get her a British passport, it seemed absurd to him that she should now be jumping up and down at the prospect of not being allowed to remain in a country she manifestly detested.
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David Cameron's resignation immediately after the Referendum provoked mixed reactions at the golf club, where Bill had taken up pretty much permanent residence. Members who had rejoiced at the result, felt understandably angry with the PM for breaking his promise to see the process through. That his position might be untenable was not considered sufficient reason for failing to keep his word, yet no more than to be expected from a former ad man; an omen perhaps that the UK's departure from the EU might not be as simple or straightforward as supporters of Brexit, ever-keen to simplify complex issues and see things in black and white, had argued throughout their campaign. That there had been exaggeration and dishonesty on both sides was instantly forgotten by the millions who refused to accept the result, and who would over the coming years do everything possible to prevent the UK leaving the EU. The belief that the Referendum had been decided exclusively by elderly, provincial, ill-educated xenophobes, was widely held, particularly by those who could never imagine voting against their economic self-interest. But as in the earlier Referendum over Scottish independence, whose outcome had similarly confounded the pundits, the silent majority had wisely kept their counsel, regarding it as no one else's business how they cast their ballot.


On weekdays, Bill could usually be found after his morning round at the Members bar, holding forth on Brexit and sundry hobby horses, for which he had a captive audience, except among the bridge players, who found his hectoring tones distracting from their game.


‘If you don’t like it, there's a perfectly good card room upstairs.’


‘Too bloody cold in there.’


‘Not half as cold as it will be when EDF and the other Frog companies who own all our energy, decide to turn the gas off.’


‘Why would they do that?’


‘Why wouldn’t they? They’re Frogs, aren’t they?’


To which, like so many remarks at that curious time, there appeared to be no answer.


Outside on the course the normally lush fairways were scarred by tractor tracks and earth movers, as tees were extended, greens enlarged, bunkers grassed over and trees which had stood for a hundred years felled in the specious cause of authenticity. Between the holes, among the wreckers’ debris, huge piles of pristine logs stood ready to be sold off or stolen.


‘Authenticity is bollocks,’ Bill said. ‘Golfers aren’t indigenous and they aren’t chopping us down.’


‘First sensible idea we’ve heard,’ came a voice from the card table.


‘Technology has moved on.’


‘We don’t have any choice.’


‘Not if we want to keep our juniors.’


‘Why do we need them?’


‘The course is too short.’


‘Not for me.’


‘Nor me.’


‘Bloody kids.’


Three pairs of eyes followed Bill's as they moved along a row of photographs of former club captains hanging above the bar. When he reached his own, Bill raised his eyebrows, hoping for some acknowledgement from his earlier, more innocent self.


‘I don’t remember you standing up for the old farts when you were captain,’ someone said, evidently reading Bill's mind.


‘That's because he wasn’t yet one.’


‘He is now!’


‘There were other issues,’ Bill heard himself say. ‘Bigger issues.’


‘There always are.’


‘There wasn’t the time.’


‘There never is.’


‘Nor the money.’


‘There is now.’


‘Times have changed.’


‘It's no longer the same.’


‘It's always the same.’


‘All for a few spotty kids.’


Over and over, day in day out, the same inconclusive arguments interrupted only by the closing of the club house, and Bill moving unsteadily towards the Gents and out into the lonely night.
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‘Dad wants me to move out,’ Ivan told Pete, over a pint at the pub. ‘He told me to my face. But move out where? And what about Mel? Where the fuck's she supposed to go? Has he said anything to you? He must have. He tells you everything.’


‘Nothing specific,’ Pete said, not sure how much to reveal. ‘He's just letting off steam, the way he does when he's cross. He probably thinks it's time you stood on your own two feet. For your sake as much as his.’


‘What for? There's bags of room here. Better me than a bunch of bloody strangers.’ There’d been much talk lately of a ‘bedroom’ tax on owners of big houses.


‘He’d never do that.’


‘If this Fascist government gets its way he won’t have any choice.’


‘Sounds more like socialism to me,’ Pete said. ‘Anyway, that's not the point. At your age…’


‘What's age got to do with it? On my salary I can’t afford to buy anything, if that's what he thinks. No one can.’


‘He doesn’t expect that.’
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