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			CHAPTER ONE

			Five Get Ready for a New Year’s Eve Party

			The gentle, comforting thump of a champagne cork coming from the kitchen brought Anne, Dick and Julian out of their rooms to investigate. They found George topping up flutes, each boasting a fizzing sugar cube.

			‘Champagne cocktails!’ said Anne.

			‘What a treat!’ said Dick, as George passed around the glasses.

			‘Thought we’d line our stomachs with a drop of the old booze before stepping out . . .’ said George proudly. ‘And a New Year’s treat for my special little guy . . .’ She dropped a hunk of pork pie into Timmy’s bowl, which he set about devouring at once, while the others all edged away from him, owing to the inevitable digestive repercussions.

			‘Chin-chin,’ said Julian, slinging his back in one gulp and reaching for a refill. The others sipped somewhat more circumspectly, while regarding his choice of costume. The party they were attending that night was fancy dress, on a theme of fictional characters, and Julian had only a few final touches to add to his representation of Count Dracula. Putting down his second empty glass, he asked what they thought. Given full licence to look him over, they made vague mutterings of approval.

			‘I like the cadaverous shadow under the eyes,’ said Anne.

			‘I haven’t applied any yet!’ he said haughtily, sweeping his black cloak round him.

			‘Maybe you’ve been hitting it a bit hard over the Christmas period?’ suggested George.

			‘No more than usual,’ he replied – a statement which gave them less assurance than he thought. ‘Still, tonight I can only drink red things. So I’m going to pick up a couple of bottles of Argentinian Malbec on the way, if you don’t mind getting the cab to stop off.’

			‘Or you could drink port,’ suggested Dick.

			Yes, Julian thought. Port. Delicious, beautiful, rich, tawny port. My sin, my soul. My secret love.

			This Christmas, Julian had returned to his (and Anne and Dick’s) parents’ house with a case of port for them all to enjoy. However, preparing to go down for dinner on the first night, he discovered a strange reluctance to share it. After all, he appreciated port so much more than they. He gave them a bottle instead and, for the rest of the holiday, maintained a private stash, which he plundered each night with undiminishing joy. On this criterion alone it must surely count as one of the greatest Christmases of all time, Julian had decided, ignoring the fact that his enjoyment was entirely solo.

			[image: ]

			‘Champagne cocktails!’ said Anne.

			‘What a treat!’ said Dick, as George passed around the glasses.

			Along the way, Julian had failed to notice, or chosen not to observe, that despite keeping to an aggressive boozing schedule he had not had a hangover since the third week of December. He hadn’t meant to end up this way but somehow with the stress of work, the drinking had got out of control. Mostly he managed to avoid thinking about this but when a doubt surfaced he always (as now) suppressed it with a twitch.

			‘Great idea, Dick,’ Julian said. ‘Port it is. I’ve still got one bottle left.’

			‘Left? From what?’ asked George. ‘And what just happened to your face?’

			‘Oh, nothing, nothing.’ Julian left the room, mumbling, to fetch his port and insert his vampire fangs, as well as to add a few last dashes of make-up, necessary or not. He returned to the kitchen to find Dick ready and waiting in a mysterious, tight-fitting green onesie.

			‘What are you going as? Gollum with a skin infection?’

			‘The Green Lantern,’ said Dick. ‘He’s got this ring of power—’

			‘What do you think, boys?’ interrupted Anne, appearing out of her room.

			They both turned, and groaned in unison.

			‘Oh, Anne,’ said Dick, disgusted.

			‘Why do girls always do this?’ asked Julian.

			Anne looked down at her costume, which she thought rather wonderful. She wore a maidenly blue-check dress that stopped suspiciously short of her knees, beneath which were white socks and a pair of girls’ school shoes. On her arm was a picnic basket. Nobody could fail to identify her as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz.

			‘Don’t I look nice?’ Anne asked.

			‘Of course you look nice,’ said Dick crossly.

			‘You look stunning,’ said Julian with hands on hips, the gaunt make-up giving extra severity to his disapproval. ‘But that’s not what fancy dress is about! You’re supposed to look gross, or stupid. Like Dick, here. That’s the fun of it.’

			‘I don’t see anything fun in looking gross or stupid,’ Anne said. ‘I certainly don’t want to go dressed as Fungus the Bogeyman,’ she said.

			‘I’m the Green Lantern,’ said Dick patiently. ‘And he isn’t stupid. He’s a superhero. He has this ring—’

			‘What does he do with it? Cure the world of inflamed sinuses?’ asked Anne.

			‘Shut up, all of you,’ said George’s voice from the corridor. ‘And . . . behold!’

			She stepped out in front of them and was greeted with a round of applause from the boys. She was resplendent in shabby carpet slippers, flannel pyjamas, and a dressing gown that was almost impossibly revolting and tatty. Above this, she wore a long, straggly grey wig, white beard and sunglasses.

			‘Wonderful stuff,’ said Julian, ‘although going dressed as God to a “fictional characters” fancy-dress party may prove controversial. After all, our host tonight is a practising Catholic.’

			‘Not God,’ George replied, ‘but close. I am the Dude. Someone fetch me a White Russian.’

			‘Fantastic work,’ Dick said admiringly, as he and Julian offered a fresh smattering of applause.

			‘Look and learn, Anne,’ said Julian. ‘That’s how it’s done.’

			Anne remained stonily unimpressed. Dick explained to her that ‘the Dude’ was a character in The Big Lebowski. Then he explained that The Big Lebowski was a film by the Coen brothers. Then, suppressing a sigh, he started to explain who the Coen brothers were, but Julian told him to shut up for a second.

			‘How many shops did you have to go to before you found that disgracefully yucky dressing gown?’ Julian asked George.

			‘None. I took it from your room,’ she said.

			‘Hey!’ said Julian.
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			Dick awoke with a great gasp to find his heart thumping painfully.

			But before he could go on, George had some questions of her own: ‘Who’ve you come as, Anne? Little Red Riding Flirt?’

			Anne became almost haughty at this suggestion. ‘What is that supposed to mean? I’m Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz, of course.’

			George regarded her coolly. ‘With that rouge, mascara and lipstick? Sure you are.’ Her phone buzzed. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘The cab’s here.’

			‘The night is young!’ said Dick, opening the front door.

			‘Woof!’ said Timmy, bounding past them and down the stairs.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			New Year’s Resolutions

			Once they were all in the cab and safely on their way, they sat back in their seats with Timmy curled at their feet. (It was unconventional to bring a dog to a party, but Timmy was so adored by their friends that their invitation was conditional on Timmy’s attendance.)

			Gazing out of the window, Julian lazily intoned how much he hated New Year’s Eve. The others agreed, condemning it as the most arbitrary and unrewarding of holidays – the sooner over and done with the better. All in all, they concluded that there was little hope tonight’s party would be in any way memorable, and lapsed into silence.

			Then Anne perked up. ‘Ooo!’ she said. ‘We haven’t made any New Year’s resolutions!’

			The others groaned.

			‘Rubbish,’ said Julian. ‘Don’t believe in ’em.’

			‘Charming, Julian,’ Dick said quietly (although he secretly agreed). ‘Darling Anne, why don’t you tell us yours?’

			‘Well . . .’ Anne reflected complacently, watching the lights of London flash by outside. ‘I’m a devil for taking back my library books late. I clock up pounds in fees, which is a dead waste. What would Mummy say? So I will resolve to be better at that.’

			‘I bid you good fortune in this Herculean task,’ said Julian. ‘For myself, I intend to stop eating marshmallows.’

			The others all laughed, assuming this was a joke. But Julian regarded them with vampiric hauteur.

			‘I’m serious,’ he said. ‘The M&S ones. They put them by the till, just before you get to the end of the queue with your falafel wrap or gravadlax salad, or whatever it is you have for lunch. When you’re starving and your defences are lowered. I’m getting through three or four packets a week and it has to stop. How about you, Dick?’
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