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			Chapter One

			Going on a Summer Holiday

			Summer was approaching – and, with it, the pleasant prospect of a holiday. Anne, George, Dick and Julian found themselves discussing the matter one evening. They were in an excellent mood, having just finished second helpings of Anne’s wonderful moussaka, and conversation passed on to Greek food, and holidays in Greece, and so on.

			‘Hey – I’ve just thought of a game,’ said Julian. ‘Places that sound like they should be in other places.’

			George and Anne looked at him with all the animation of statues.

			‘I’ll go first,’ Julian said. ‘Tripoli. Should be in Italy, is in Libya.’

			‘Oh, I see,’ said Anne. ‘Me next.’ She thought for a moment, then said victoriously, ‘Lahore! Should be in France,’ she said, ‘is in Pakistan.’

			‘Okay,’ said George. ‘My turn. Dunkirk. Should be in Scotland, is in France.’

			Julian nodded, impressed, and Anne clapped.

			Whenever talking about holidays, the group always had the same conversation, Dick realized, as he listened. First they talked about the one time they had all gone together to the south of Spain. The same several anecdotes were worked through, starting with the time Julian had given a cab driver the wrong address, inadvertently saying an extremely rude word. Then they mentioned the time they’d been out in a nightclub and George had thought some moody guy was ogling her, and tried to lamp him, only to find she’d punched a mirror.

			Dick nodded along, smiling politely. He knew that now they would talk about all their childhood holidays in Dorset, and how magical they had been – if also rather dangerous. ‘But that just added to the fun,’ he knew Anne would say, in stark contradiction of the terror he had watched her ­ex­perience at the time.

			Then the conversation would turn to the possibility of going back to Dorset for a holiday this summer. Everyone would demur, citing the fact that they had been there so many times before, and saying there were so many other places to go.

			And then the same people would instantly recant their demurrals, and say that it was always so nice to see Fanny and Quentin, and to visit their old haunts. Then, soon as you like, they’d all be planning to go on holiday to the same few square miles they’d always visited. Beautiful as the place might be, Dick felt he had seen too much of it. There were so many other options available, and they were all calling to him.

			Dick saw this whole conversation in advance. And, with somewhat monotonous inevitability, it unfolded exactly as he had predicted.

			‘What do you think, Dick?’ asked Anne.

			This was a mere nicety. Dick didn’t disagree with things. George disagreed with things, and Julian objected to her disagreements. But Dick himself never offered any objections to the overall plan.
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			George and Anne looked at him with all the animation of statues.

			Dick realized that this was his role in life – at least in the eyes of the others – at the same moment that he was asked for his consent. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t think I’m that bothered, actually.’

			He looked away, to indicate how casual this remark was supposed to be. In fact, he feared it would be like a social hand grenade going off in the group. No one had ever rejected the others and decided to go off on their own before. It could be the start of the end for them.

			Ideally, there would have been a window nearby, through which he could examine the weather. But there was none. Instead, he ended up looking into Timmy’s basket. Seeing what Timmy was up to, he looked at the ceiling.

			‘Dick?’ Anne repeated. ‘Don’t you want to go on holiday with us?’

			‘What? Oh, yeah, sure,’ Dick said, turning back to them with an unconvincing semblance of surprise. ‘It’s always fun. I just thought I might do something by myself this summer.’

			Dick noticed how nervous he was about the reception of this statement.

			But the others just nodded.

			‘Good idea,’ Julian said. ‘We spend much too much time in each other’s pockets, anyway.’

			George was relieved that it had been Dick who had said it, as she’d long been thinking the same thing. She was surprised that someone else had spoken up first.

			For Anne, it made quite a pleasant change to be thrown back on her own devices, and she relished doing something a bit different this year. She had so many friends who were always saying they wished she’d come on a trip with them. She’d pick one.

			They all agreed it was a splendid idea, and started to make plans.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dick Books a Holiday

			When he mentioned it to several of his friends, Dick was flattered to find that they were very enthusiastic about going on holiday with him. He was surprised that they were planning on going to Marbella, when he thought there were probably much nicer places, with more to see, more to do, and fewer English people in them.

			‘Stop thinking like Julian,’ he told himself. ‘And just go with it. It’s your mates you want to see, after all.’

			He joined them for a pint after work one evening to discuss the holiday.

			‘So, why Marbella?’ he asked tentatively. ‘I mean, what will we do there?’

			‘Drink lager,’ said one of them. The others cheered.

			‘Yes, but . . .’ Dick said. ‘That’s not all. Is it?’

			‘The football will be on,’ said another. This provoked another cheer.

			‘We could watch the football anywhere,’ Dick politely observed, his eyes turning to the screen above their heads, which was showing a match now.

			‘Yeah,’ said a third mate. ‘But it’s Marbella!’

			The lads cheered for a third time. But Dick failed to find this an entirely convincing argument. He reminded himself once more that it was the company rather than the destination that he was interested in, and he agreed to go along with them.

			Almost immediately, he found he had also agreed to book the hotel for them – the others complaining of a variety of cash-flow problems that prevented them from doing it themselves. They were terribly grateful.

			That evening, he tried to book the hotel, and discovered that for some reason he found it almost impossible to do. Owing to the fact that he spent so much time with his brother, sister and cousin, it seemed as though he had hardly ever booked anything before.
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			He knew that now they would talk about all their childhood holidays in Dorset, and how magical they had been – if also rather dangerous.

			What’s more, he was one of those people who resist being tied down to details, and who find discussion of money tedious. When forced to concentrate on it, he felt at sea, and as though he’d rather think about almost anything else. After his first four attempts to sit down and get on with it, for instance, he found that his room was suddenly tidy, his washing had been done, his household chores completed ahead of deadline and his football boots cleaned.

			Every time he went to sit at the computer, a numb, woozy feeling descended over him and his brain switched off. He found himself checking and rechecking the handful of websites he usually looked at during lunchtime at work, and growing resentful that no dramatic news stories had emerged in the few minutes since he had last checked.

			He noticed what he was doing, and forced himself to go back again and book the holiday this time. The second he was at the hotel website, he felt sluggish again. The site instructed him to open up an account. He was requested to insert and reinsert a password, which he was then informed, rather sternly, was unusable.

			He was put out. ‘Every other website allows me to use “bumbrainjulian”,’ he muttered. He simply added two numbers to the end, and wrote it down on a napkin. Once the account was active and approved, he was invited to enter his new password to log in, which seemed to him impressively pointless, as he had entered it twice not ten seconds earlier. This was all accompanied by a fog of self-doubt. He felt rather as though he was taking an examination in a second language.

			Next, Dick was asked to enter his preferred dates. This didn’t seem to work the first five times, and then, the sixth time, for no apparent reason, it allowed him on to the next screen.

			YOU ARE NOT ALLOWED TO ENTER DATES THAT ARE IN THE PAST, was the message in front of him. Dick stared at it, baffled, before realizing that he had been trying to book a July holiday slap bang in the middle of the First World War. He corrected the dates, and checked the prices.

			His pulse quickened – there was an ‘early bird’ special offer. If he paid up front, he could get twenty-five per cent off for everyone. He would be a hero. He checked the dates again, all excitement. It all seemed to fit. He was nailing this!

			He went through to the payment screen, entered his debit-card details, and was then forwarded to his bank’s screen for verification. He was asked for the third, sixth and tenth digits of his online-banking security password. He didn’t know what this was.

			He began to feel the holiday slipping from his grasp. He phoned his bank and, after getting on the line with a helpful young woman, he was asked for his telephone-banking code. He did not know this either. He was about to beg for clemency and ask if there was any other way to establish his identity, when the battery on his phone died.

			He looked at the blank handset, and realized for the first time why people used to have landlines. By now, the transaction had timed out on the screen, and he was thrown back to the first page, where he was asked to enter his preferred dates again. He went to bed, fed up.
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