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			Chapter One

			Five Feel at Home

			After a summer of beach holidays and weddings, Anne, Dick, George, Julian and Timmy were happy to be back in the flat once more, and returning to their old routines. It was comforting to eat dinner together at the kitchen table again, and one evening, as they did so, the conversation turned to something they’d all begun to notice. That – largely as a result of the wedding season – their friends were starting to disappear from the capital.

			It all seemed to be gathering pace at the onset of autumn, as people felt they had to get their lives sorted out. The main beneficiaries of London’s continuous rental price hike seemed to be the Home Counties, Birmingham, Bristol and Brighton.

			‘Although, Brighton’s getting too pricey for lots of my friends,’ George observed. ‘Even my mates trying to move to the nice bits of Hastings are finding it a struggle.’

			‘I don’t know why everyone has to rush into these things,’ said Anne. ‘There’s plenty of time, after all . . .’

			The others didn’t respond. They all suspected that Anne’s grand plan was to meet a handsome and handsomely rich man, marriage to whom would absolve her of all financial considerations until he . . . well, that’s where their speculations ended.

			Dick, George and Julian were less sanguine about their prospects, but were content to stay put for the time being. In fact, after some teething issues in the first year of living together, the household was really starting to gel. It no longer felt that they were shacked up out of convenience; they were truly starting to enjoy it.

			Gradually, over the course of the past eighteen months, they had shed some of the old tensions from their childhood. Julian had resolved to be less bossy, Anne to be less helpless and brittle, Dick to be more independent and to drift along through life a little less.

			What’s more, they were starting to put down local roots – albeit somewhat shallow roots, of the London kind. The cheerful Kurdish lad at the kebab shop now knew Dick, George and Julian’s order of choice. The Bangladeshi ladies at the post office, formerly quite strict, now smiled at Dick and asked him how he was, in a very auntly fashion, when he went to post the PlayStation games he’d sold online. They knew he always asked for a second-class stamp and no proof of postage.

			The homeless man who sat outside the local railway station (until eight p.m., when he picked up his stuff and went home) knew Anne by name (as she knew his – it was Bill), as she always waved and stopped to talk, and if she had no change on her one day, she would give him a bit extra the next.

			George had got to know a few dozen of the other dog-walkers in the park. She had progressed beyond being on nodding terms, and was now on hello-saying terms and even (remarkable for her) chatting terms, although conversation never strayed beyond how the dogs were doing, what they ate and so on.
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			Calculations made on the back of an envelope gave them the sum they had to work with. It did not make for encouraging reading.

			Julian had discovered the cosiest and quietest corner of each pub in succession; he had populated that spot for as long as he could, reading paperbacks in quiet bliss, until gradually he found that everyone knew his name and insisted on being friendly and talking to him. Each time he reached this point, he upped sticks and moved to the next establishment along the High Street, until, with an inward sigh, he came to realize that he had exhausted all the pubs in walking distance, and, rather than drink at home, he would reluctantly be forced to make friends. He was now on three quiz teams.

			There were a few other small things that made them feel rooted in this part of north London. They had all signed a petition to reject a planning application for a giant new Sainsbury’s – Julian found the idea of a large supermarket nearby incredibly appealing, but the woman who had invited him to sign was blonde, freckly and had a bright, wonky smile that did strange things to his oesophagus. Unable to speak, he had signed. When they heard the proposal was indeed rejected, the housemates had suddenly felt more like a part of the community.

			Then there was the suggestion George had made for a new pie at the local pie shop (spinach, onion, rice and tuna – a recipe she had been told by a Russian taxi driver), which had proved so popular it was permanently on the menu. And there was the local newsagent who had found Dick’s laptop case (laptop still inside) and returned it to him when he had next gone in, provoking from Dick an uncharacteristically articulate outburst of thanks.
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			‘What is it?’ asked Dick.  

			‘Oh come on, Dick,’ said Julian. 

			‘You must have seen them in films. It’s a telephone.’

			As they talked about all these things over dinner, they agreed they were really starting to feel like they lived here.

			‘What’s that sound?’ George asked, as a ringing noise broke through the conversation. It didn’t sound like anything they knew. It wasn’t a smoke alarm, or a ringtone on any of their phones. It wasn’t coming through the radio, or (when they all shut up and listened for a moment, and went to the window) from the flats above or below, or the street outside.

			It was a trilling bell, clean and insistent. It was not entirely unpleasant to the ear, but it wouldn’t stop.

			‘Woof!’ said Timmy.

			‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said Julian. ‘What the bloody hell is it?’

			‘I think it’s coming from down here somewhere,’ said Anne, getting on her hands and knees. She started rummaging through the couple of dusty kitchen cupboards that they never used – or rather, in which they had stuffed the rubbish they had no use for, or that belonged to Aunt Fanny and Uncle Quentin (the flat’s owners).

			As she opened the second cupboard, the ringing became much louder. Everyone gathered round, wondering what it could be. Anne removed a couple of plastic bags from Fenwick’s and Peter Jones, filled with lumpy clanking metallic things, and set them aside.

			Stuffed down in the corner was a bright red plastic object, with a handset across the top and a circular dial around the front.

			‘What is it?’ asked Dick.

			‘Oh, come on, Dick,’ said Julian. ‘You must have seen them in films. It’s a telephone.’

			‘Hello?’ said Anne, gingerly holding the receiver up. She coughed, and then wiped the dust off the mouthpiece. ‘I’m sorry, say again?’ she asked. ‘Oh, hello Aunty.’

			There was a somewhat anticlimactic sense in the room.

			‘Why didn’t you phone our mobiles?’ she asked. She listened. ‘No, you wouldn’t be using up my free minutes,’ she said. ‘That’s not how it works. You could always text us, or use WhatsA— Pardon?’

			Anne turned to the others with a worried look. The suspense that had eased suddenly tightened again. She put her hand over the mouthpiece.

			‘Bad news,’ she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Financial Concerns

			‘How could they have been so stupid?’ Julian asked.

			‘It’s not their fault. They’re just not . . . financially knowledgeable,’ said Anne. ‘At least, I imagine. Isn’t that right, George?’
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