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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Fate of Kirrin Island Hangs in the Balance

			Julian cleared his throat and stepped forward.

			‘There’s been a lot of scaremongering going on,’ he said, ‘about the potential consequences of this vote: about subsidies, about people’s livelihoods being threatened, about the economy and about hope in the future. I wholeheartedly reject this rhetoric. It’s disgraceful and it’s cheap. And it’s making this debate about something it shouldn’t be: fear.’

			He paused to allow this to sink in, and also to bask for a moment in how well the speech was going. The audience stirred in front of him. He consulted his notes, and went on.

			‘Fear is a dreadful thing. It makes us lose sight of what is really at stake, it blurs our vision. We must remember what made ours a great country. And we must fight to retain the values that make this country wonderful, that make it the place we have always loved. You see, I won’t give those things up lightly! I shall fight for them, until I have no breath left to give!’

			The audience rose to its feet.

			‘And if that makes me foolish, then I am glad to be a fool! Because I believe that Britain is great, and Kirrin Island is great too – and they are better . . . together!’ He concluded his speech at the top of his voice, staring nobly into the distance.

			The audience stretched and yawned, and after licking its paws, took notice of a passing butterfly, and trotted off to chase it.

			‘Oh, come on, Timmy,’ said Julian. ‘That was rousing stuff. Just you wait till some humans hear it! They’ll be eating out of my hand! The only thing you’ll eat out of my hand is sausages.’

			‘Woof!’ said Timmy, bounding back towards him.

			‘Oh, typical electorate – you just want a bribe. I suppose you’ll vote for me if I say “sausages”?’

			‘Woof, woof!’ said Timmy, a love of democracy running through him like an electric current. ‘Woof!’

			‘It’s going to be a long campaign . . .’ muttered Julian.

			*

			Three days earlier . . .

			Waves were lapping quietly against the shore of Kirrin Island as the boat’s prow nudged up against the pebbles. As always, the moment of landing on Kirrin Island made Julian, Anne, George and Dick let out a collective sigh of relief and satisfaction, while Timmy, barking loudly, leapt out of the boat and splashed ashore.
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			‘If there’s one thing stronger than politics it’s friendship. Right?’

			On this occasion, however, the weather was by no means welcoming. By the time they had tied up the boat and unpacked their luggage, it was obvious that the brooding sky was not going to hold its temper for much longer, and so they made straight for the ruins of Kirrin Castle – the only place on the island that offered protection from a storm.

			They climbed up to the ruins and put their belongings in a heap not a moment too soon, because the rain started almost before they’d put the last bag down. Within seconds, it went from a few drops to an explosive deluge over which they had to shout to be heard.

			‘I could have been on the sofa now, eating leftover curry and watching House of Cards,’ said Julian, hands on hips.

			‘And give up this enchanting possibility of death by pneumonia?’ asked George, as the initial burst subsided somewhat and they could all hear each other again. ‘I don’t care about the weather; it’s so good to be out of London while all those disgusting toffs are deciding our future, and droning on about who’s going to be in charge.’

			‘I thought we agreed to keep politics out of this little holiday,’ said Anne. ‘We’re escaping from all that.’ As she spoke, Anne looked at Julian afresh. There seemed to be something different about him these days.

			Formerly a svelte and smart man, Julian had lately been putting on a lot of weight – he was almost roly-poly. And perhaps because he hadn’t adjusted his wardrobe, his clothes seemed no longer to fit – his shirts flapping free and a certain bulge appearing over his belt. What was more, although Julian had caught a lot of sun this summer, Anne wasn’t sure that accounted for how blond he had got, nor for the way his hair flapped to and fro in such an ungainly fashion these days, when the wind caught it, and without him seeming to care a jot.

			The overall impression left her rather unsettled, but instead of pursuing this train of thought, she quickly added, ‘Besides, Julian, I’m sure this rain will clear up soon and we’ll have a lovely time exploring.’

			They all stood and looked at the downpour. They could tell it wasn’t the sort that blows itself out in a couple of minutes. It had settled into a steady and monotonous rhythm that seemed capable of continuing for hours.

			‘Let’s make our home here, then,’ Anne said. So she and Dick got on with setting up camp with pleasant determination, in order to distract the other two from disagreement. Holidaying on this island – much as they loved it dearly – always came with an inherent social tension, for Julian naturally thought of himself as the leader, and yet Kirrin Island belonged to George, lock, stock and barrel.

			This tension had never led to an open argument or rift in the group, but that was partly owing to the vigilant diplomacy of Anne and Dick, which often (as now) took the form of cheerful distraction. The tents were up and a fire was laid in barely half an hour, and Anne took advantage of the fact that there were walls around them by prettifying the camp, hanging some attractive scarves and a lantern, and organizing the books and food people had brought into a miniature library and larder.

			‘The only thing this island could do with is some games for us to play,’ Anne said thoughtfully.

			‘Julian would probably go for a whiff-whaff table,’ George commented.

			‘Certainly not,’ said Julian. ‘In my house at Eton, we regarded “whiff-whaff” as a vulgar, modern term. We called it “pash-pish” – in fact a mistranslation from the original Aramaic,’ he added loftily.

			The fire lit, Timmy sat panting and drying himself after joyously chasing rabbits in the rain for the last hour, while George ventured out into the storm to get water from the well, for a pot of tea.

			‘I’ve even remembered the food, this time,’ said Dick, opening a Tupperware box of prepared vegetables, and another of meat, and threading them on to kebab sticks. Watching him, Anne fanned the fire to see if it glowed hot enough.

			The others chatted while Dick watched over the food. Perfect peace descended on the camp: a specific, personal sense of contentment, which these five always experienced when they were camping together. They were away from the city, far from civilization, and around a crackling fire once more. It was quiet heaven – or, perhaps, slightly noisy heaven, as the rain continued to lash down all around them, but without impinging on their happiness one jot . . .

			‘Anne was quite right, you know,’ said George, once she had eaten most of her meal. There had been a rancorous and ill-tempered mood all across Britain in the run-up to the EU referendum, and George felt appeased to be here, and to have all that behind her. Firelight flickered on her face. ‘We can leave politics out of this. After all, if there’s one thing that’s stronger than politics, it’s friendship. Right? We’ve never argued about it before, and we won’t now.’

			The others all nodded and smiled. And Timmy, who was fast asleep and chasing a fantastically delicious rabbit across a fabulous dreamscape, gave a soft, ‘Woof!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The First Debate

			‘That’s just a load of calculating, self-serving horseshit!’ shouted George.
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