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CHAPTER ONE


Out of Sorts


Life was continuing much as it always had for Julian, Anne, Dick and George. They were enjoying each other’s company, and taking Timmy for the occasional walk when the winter weather permitted. The short, cold days were, however, mainly conducive to chats around the kitchen table with the bar heater at their feet and a glass of wine in hand.


‘Should we buy another heater?’ Anne mused as she wondered how their little appliance had ended up next to Julian’s feet, so no one else could feel any warmth.


‘That would involve a car journey,’ George said with a heavy sigh.


‘True,’ Anne said resignedly, and she decided she should knit herself extra-warm socks instead. It was one of many resolutions she had made about winter.


Indeed, they had all vowed to use the coldest season to undertake tasks they had put off during warmer months. Their words had been full of vigour and they’d hoped their actions would match them. Now, in late February, it was clear that all those hopes had been in vain.
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‘Is there any more of that Roquefort?’ Dick said.


‘Is there any more of that Roquefort?’ Dick said. He wasn’t usually given to extravagances, but permitted himself the odd French cheese. ‘It was jolly well delicious.’


‘No, Timmy ate it,’ Julian said with a hint of amusement. He’d initially been cross when he’d discovered the theft – Timmy knew how fond they all were of the Roquefort – but then he came to understand: who has not, on occasion, wanted to ruin someone else’s fun? Indeed, even now Timmy did not seem to feel any guilt about his actions. If anything, he appeared to be suffering from the same underlying malaise as the rest of them. The winter blues, some might call it.


‘And that’s the last of the wine,’ George said, filling her glass.


‘No wine and no cheese?’ said Julian, whose imagination struggled to conjure up a worse combination of events, his earlier sympathy for Timmy fast disappearing.


Anne shook her head sadly, for she knew that the stocks were unlikely to be replenished quickly. It was cold outside, and raining, and their local shop had recently closed down so an urban gin distillery could open in its place. Accordingly, the five tended to let supplies dwindle until they were desperately low, at which point they would be forced to gird their loins, pile into the car and spend five hours navigating Tesco.


‘How can you have let him do this to us?’ Julian said to George. ‘We would have more cheese if only Timmy hadn’t selfishly eaten a massive slab of it!’


‘It’s not his fault,’ George said grumpily. ‘He’s a dog. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.’


Under the table, Timmy put his head on his paws and hoped that George would never guess the truth: that he did, in fact, know what he was doing.


‘It’s like having a permanent toddler,’ Julian said with a scowl. ‘Smashing, grabbing, taking. We should put him in a play pen.’


At this Timmy got to his feet. If they were planning to incarcerate him, he really should remove himself. He started to slink away just as Anne emitted a sigh.


‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ Dick said with as much force as he could muster. ‘Don’t.’


‘It’s not as if you need the cheese,’ George said with a pointed glance at Julian’s belly. They all knew he’d been getting fatter – his fondness for booze combined with a complete unwillingness to temper his diet or to exercise had made him positively porky.


Julian narrowed his eyes. ‘I suppose it is too much drama for a Saturday afternoon,’ he said, deciding to ignore George’s remark. ‘I’m just so sick of this weather. It is so dull. Almost as if the sun will never appear again.’


‘We should go somewhere tropical!’ Anne said brightly.


‘Marbella?’ Dick said hopefully. Not that long ago he had thought he might join other friends on a trip to this very spot but he had, instead, ended up in Dorset with his housemates. And the Secret Seven, he remembered with a small shudder.


Now George was fixing him with a look of disapproval. She really did seem to be more disgruntled than usual this winter.


‘Absolutely not,’ she said. ‘It’s full of English people losing their inhibitions. We can go to the Glastonbury Festival if we want to see that.’


‘And Spain is for short holidays,’ said Julian, visibly warming up to the idea of a vacation. ‘We’re in a rut. I think we need something … more fundamental.’


He was met by three perplexed faces.


‘What do you mean?’ said Dick.


‘Yes, what on earth?’ echoed Anne.


‘You can’t …’ George stopped.


‘Yes, I can,’ Julian said firmly, standing up to make his point, his chin lifting ever so slightly. ‘We need to take a gap year.’


‘A gap year?’ Anne looked at Dick, then George, then Timmy, whose tail started to wag. ‘A whole year? What about our jobs?’


‘We’ll get new ones when we return,’ Julian said, perennially confident that his degree in English Literature from Oxford would always keep him in clover.


‘And where, exactly, will this gap year take place?’ George said.


Julian regarded her with a certain smugness that they had all learnt to live with, if not to love.


‘Australia,’ he said. ‘Where else would young English people go to waste time?’


‘Australia,’ Anne said with a note of wonder. ‘Yes! How marvellous! That’s absolutely warm enough to shake us out of these doldrums.’


Dick was looking especially pleased, although George was frowning.


‘What about Timmy?’ she said.


‘He can go in the cargo hold,’ said Julian.


‘Woof!’ said Timmy, getting to his feet. ‘Woof! Woof!’


‘I don’t think he’ll like that,’ George said.


‘Too bad,’ said Julian. ‘That’s the only way he can come with us. At any rate, I think we should all resign our jobs on Monday and start packing. We can sublet the flat – or maybe Aunt Fanny and Uncle Quentin would like to use it for city escapes.’
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‘Australia,’ he said. ‘Where else would young English people go to waste time?’


At this, George looked confused. ‘Escaping what?’


‘Never mind,’ said Julian. ‘We’ll sort it out. So we’re agreed?’


‘Yes,’ said Anne, her cheeks flushed with exuberance. ‘Yes, yes!’


Dick nodded vigorously and they all watched as Timmy turned in circles, although none of them could decide if it was from excitement or dismay. Regardless, he was coming with them. They just needed to go to Australia House and organise his papers.


It was extraordinary, really, that all they required to embark on a new adventure was a little bit of life administration: quitting jobs, checking passports, subleasing their flat, telling their friends they were leaving, getting drunk down the pub at their farewell do. It was enough to make them wonder why they hadn’t tried it before – and enough to make them feel quite grown-up.


‘So are we ready?’ Anne said, looking at the passports fanned out on the kitchen table and the suitcases lined up next to the door. Aunt Fanny and Uncle Quentin were about to arrive to take their keys.


‘Not quite,’ Julian said, inspecting his pale hands. ‘I forgot to get a fake tan.’


‘Oh, Julian,’ George said crossly. ‘No one is going to care if you’re pale.’


‘But I will care,’ he said. He wanted to impress as many people as possible once he was on Bondi Beach, and although he hadn’t quite managed to shed his winter weight, a good tan could hide a multitude of sins.
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