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			CHAPTER ONE

			A Lovely Birthday Picnic

			It was a beautiful sunny afternoon in early summer and Julian, George, Dick and Anne had decided to go for a picnic in the park. Timmy was nearby, leaping around in pursuit of butterflies, barking, and generally looking like he was having a jolly time.

			‘Oh, you are all so wonderful,’ Anne was saying. She was sitting surrounded by wrapping paper and clutching a cookery book to her chest, for they had gathered at the picnic to celebrate her birthday. ‘Dick, you are just the sweetest,’ she said.

			‘Not at all, dear Anne,’ said Dick. ‘There’s no present that’s good enough for you!’

			(George silently marvelled that, as a grown man, Dick never got tired of these saccharine goings-on, but, seeing as the supply of cream buns was still plentiful, she was happy to keep her thoughts to herself for the time being.)

			‘No present good enough, that is,’ said Julian with a complacent smile, ‘except, perhaps, this one.’

			He handed over a card, which Anne duly ripped open with a total lack of girlish decorum. She read the slip of paper that fell out of it, and squeaked.

			‘Oh, Julian,’ she said. ‘I’ve run out of superlatives. A weekend at a well-being retreat! For me and a plus one.’

			‘You should take one of your girl chums,’ said Julian.

			‘Perhaps George would like it?’ added Dick, watching George carefully.

			‘Huh,’ grunted George. ‘If they serve lager I could sit in the bar and watch the rugby, I suppose.’

			Anne laughed, threw the card down and gave Julian a big hug. ‘Obviously I wouldn’t insult George by asking her,’ she said, sitting back and smoothing her dress out prettily. ‘One of the girls from Bikram yoga will go with me.’

			‘Last but not least . . .’ said George, handing over a box topped with a fat-ribboned bow.

			Anne let out an even higher-pitched squeak than before and the other three all winced. Twenty yards away, Timmy looked round. Anne fell on the wrapping like a hungry lion upon an overweight antelope, and then sat back, looking at the box and wondering what to make of it.

			‘What do you want to give her a mangle for?’ asked Julian.

			Anne, never able to bear any conflict (and most especially not at her birthday celebrations), opened her mouth to say a mangle was a most thoughtful present. But she was interrupted by Dick.
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			‘A spiralizer!’ Anne let out a high-pitched squeal of delight.

			‘It’s not a mangle, Julian,’ he said. ‘It’s a pasta maker.’

			‘Oh, George,’ said Anne.

			‘For pity’s sake, just read the box,’ said George impatiently. ‘It’s neither of those things. It’s a spiralizer.’

			A low moan of realization went up around the picnic blanket, followed by a brief silence.

			‘What’s a spiralizer?’ asked Anne. ‘Darling George,’ she added quickly.

			‘Read the box,’ George repeated.

			Anne did so, with mounting fascination. Then, remembering herself, she gave George a great big hug. She spent the next hour reading not only the instruction manual, but the cookery book Dick had given her, cooing occasionally at interesting-sounding ingredients, like chia seeds and goji berries, and attempting to engage the interest of the others in what she was reading.

			Soon it was time to pack up and go home, but not before Anne had given everyone a kiss for what she described as ‘the best birthday picnic a girl ever had!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A Firm Resolution

			Anne was so taken with her presents that she read the cookbook all the way home and then immediately prepared dinner using the spiralizer.

			Although Anne always did the cooking for the group, her dear brothers and cousin had refused to allow her to prepare the food for her own birthday picnic. George had made a loaf of banana bread, Dick some biscuits and Julian had tried his hand at a tart. Because they cooked so rarely, however, this had resulted in a marked drop-off in quality from the picnics they usually enjoyed, meaning most of the food had been left uneaten and they were all now famished. And, seeing as Anne’s actual birthday had been the previous Thursday, they had no compunctions about allowing her to cook their evening meal.

			Thus, come supper time, they were somewhat surprised to be presented with a very pale, spaghetti-like substance, which proved extremely soft to the touch of a fork. Hardly daring, quite yet, to question her, they waited while Anne presently piled roasted vegetables on each of their plates, poured them a glass of something odd and cloudy, and then sat to eat her own.

			‘Looks fascinating,’ said Dick quietly.

			‘Looks . . . jolly interesting, at least,’ said Julian.

			‘What the hell is this?’ asked George.

			Although it might seem a slightly ungrateful response, in a certain manner George’s question was a fair one. Ever since moving in together, their evening meals had been served according to an unwavering schedule: spaghetti Bolognese on Mondays and Thursdays, shepherd’s pie on Tuesdays, baked potatoes on Wednesdays and fish pie on Fridays. It was a plan of Anne’s origination, because she made all the food. She stuck rigidly to this cooking rota, which was why George questioned the plate of pale noodles in front of her.

			‘The drink is magic water,’ said Anne.

			‘Magic water?’ asked Julian. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve exchanged our only cow for this?’

			‘Very funny, Julian,’ said Anne. ‘It’s a revitalizing health drink that contains ginger, leaves, fruit juices. The food is called “courgetti”.’ Then, as Dick opened his mouth, she added, ‘That’s spaghetti made from courgette. It tastes just like the real thing – I promise, you won’t notice the difference!’

			‘So we’re having starters now?’ asked George. ‘That’s really pushing the boat out, Anne.’

			Anne cleared her throat and smiled at everyone. ‘No, this is all we’re having.’

			The other three looked at each other, and then eventually back to Anne.

			‘Anne?’ asked Julian. ‘What’s going on? Are you all right?’

			‘It’s all in this book that Dick gave me. It’s opened my eyes about modern living and modern eating, about the number of ways modern food is making us sick. It’s shocking – truly shocking – and I can’t bear to keep making food for all of you that is so bad for us.’

			She let this sink in. On principle, it was certainly hard to argue with.

			Anne had the light of recently acquired fervour in her eye. She was sure of her position and not willing to be talked out of it. As they picked at their food, she expounded on the subjects of wellness, naturopathy, macrobiotic eating, superfoods, mindfulness, balance, the removal of negative emotions and the cultivation of inner honesty. She spoke from the heart, and with a desperate joy that she hoped soon to see in their eyes too. For the moment, however, all she saw was suspicion deepening into bewildered dread.
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			They’d already made a trip to an upmarket pet store and purchased all-organic dry food that eradicated all factory-processed feed.

			‘So what’s the upshot of this, old girl?’ asked Julian, his voice trembling with an effort to sound cheerful. ‘It sounds wonderful and all that – I mean, we’re certainly all for it – but what will we . . . have to do?’

			And so Anne explained. From now on, the whole lot of them were going to eat only whole food. No processed ‘muck’, no additives. All organic. Timmy included – there were to be no exceptions. Anne had already made a trip to an upmarket pet store and purchased (at eye-watering expense) all-organic dry food that eradicated all factory-processed feed from his diet. (Which, it turned out, made up one hundred per cent of what he had been eating these last fifteen years.)

			‘It’s part of a process called “clean eating”,’ said Anne. ‘We may not be sick now, but we will be if we continue eating the foods that we’re surrounded with. The meat we eat comes from animals that are farmed under absolutely ghastly circumstances, pumped full of steroids and all sorts of terrible things. In all processed foods there are additives, genetic modifications, impure things that we can’t know the consequences of.’

			‘Of which we cannot know the consequences,’ said Julian quietly.

			‘Within a month, we’re going to be clean and lean enough to grace the cover of Vogue. You mark my words.’

			‘I agree that this sounds great, and I’m all behind it. But I’m just wondering,’ put in George, ‘if we should seek further expert advice to back up the – how much have you read, first thirty pages? – of a cookery book.’

			‘It’s not a cookbook, it’s a lifestyle manual. But I was thinking about this in advance, dear George, and so I’ve made an appointment for us all tomorrow at a local nutritionist so you can see that I’m right. Soon, we’ll all be healthier and happier than ever.’

			‘Hurray for you, Anne!’ said Dick.

			‘Woof!’ said Timmy, wagging his tail.
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