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			Chapter One

			Julian Stands Firm

			It was a time for hard negotiations. And Julian felt up to the task. Cometh the hour, he told himself, cometh the Julian.

			‘Now, listen here,’ he said. ‘There’s more at stake than pounds and pence. This is about decency, and human rights, and a good old-fashioned British – British, I say – sense of fair play. So remove this pettifogging demand and come back with something reasonable, and perhaps we can talk!’

			The man he was addressing was aghast. His mouth hung open.

			‘Perhaps you weren’t expecting to be addressed in this way,’ said Julian. ‘Well, I cannot help it. I am a man of passion and I stand up for my beliefs!’ Rather pleased with this peroration, he looked around, half expecting to be greeted with applause. When he turned back, the man had recovered his powers of speech.

			‘Listen, mate,’ he said. ‘If you want an the Megacoach Turbo-thrift Hypersaver tarrif, you have to book online in advance. It’s as simple as that. There’s no point arguing about it. Look, there’s a queue building up; I’m going to have to ask you to pay or let me serve another customer.’

			Julian was outraged. However much he would have liked to stay and debate British values with this fiend in human shape, he couldn’t overlook the fact that one of the most profound of those values was respect for the sanctity of a queue.

			‘Fine,’ he said, brandishing his debit card.

			‘If you could just pop your PIN number into the machine for me.’

			‘It is not a PIN number,’ Julian said. ‘It is a PIN! “PIN number” is grossly tautological!’ There were loud groans all the way down the queue as Julian tapped it in. ‘And I’m a passenger, not a customer,’ he said, snatching the ticket off the counter.

			‘Very good, sir,’ said the man behind the counter. ‘You have a pleasant journey, now.’

			‘Why must you make such a scene?’ Anne asked when he joined the others by the coach door. ‘You are so unutterably horrible sometimes, Julian.’

			He made to reply, but she stopped him.

			‘I don’t want to hear it,’ Anne said. ‘You can jolly well keep your mouth shut until we get to Dorset, thank you.’

			George returned from the coach station’s coffee concession with lattes and croissants.

			‘Didn’t get any of that foreign muck for Billy Big Bollocks,’ she said, nodding at Julian. ‘Thought it might interfere with his British values. Hey, Anne, I never really asked. Why are we going to Dorset this time?’

			‘Well,’ Anne said. ‘I’ll explain . . .’

			*

			Anne, George, Dick, Timmy the dog and Julian were all on their way to Dorset to visit their cousin Rupert and his wife, Anastasia, but, much more importantly, they were going to see Rupert and Anastasia’s daughter, Lily.

			Rupert was a businessman with a wide range of interests, nearly all of which were nefarious to some greater or lesser degree. It just so happened that, one year earlier, having yet again aroused the curiosity of law enforcement, he and his wife had spent a brief period behind bars.
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			‘So unBritish!’ he said to the others, when he returned. ‘There’s not an atom of fair play in that thoroughgoing rotter, from his quiff to his toenails!’

			During these few months, the care of their precious baby daughter, then just six months old, had passed to the next of kin – this had been Rupert’s cousins Anne, George et al. – and, of course, a deep attachment had formed.

			In the year since, it had been almost impossible to see Lily, as Rupert always seemed to be dashing off with his family to far-flung places, to explore business deals, evade tax, or give the body-swerve to another extradition treaty.

			Finally, though, an invitation had come. And as they caught the coach south, their hearts warmed at the prospect of seeing her again.

			‘I remember her sweet little smile,’ said Anne.

			‘And the way her tiny hand held on to my little finger,’ said Dick.

			Even George smiled at this revelation of Dick’s softer, more fatherly side.

			‘I remember her doing a liquid poo all over my P. G. Wodehouse hardbacks,’ said Julian.

			‘No one said you could talk,’ said Anne.

			‘Woof!’ agreed Timmy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Reunion

			When they were led into the living room of the Dorset cottage, there was Anastasia sitting on the edge of the sofa, Lily’s hands gripping her mother’s forefingers, and her pudgy face locked in a sort of benign puzzlement as she plonked one foot in front of the other. Anastasia was beaming.

			‘She’s WALKING!’ screamed Anne.

			The noise of this was much too much for Lily, who immediately fell on to her nappy-clad bum and started to cry. Anne was distraught, but Anastasia shushed her.

			‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘Babies cry – that’s what they do. Now, all of you sit down, and let me fetch you a drink.’

			‘Whisky,’ said Julian, without thinking. ‘Or, you know, white wine? What time is it?’

			‘I was thinking tea or coffee,’ said Anastasia. ‘It’s half eleven.’

			A deal was struck where Dick, Anne and George were served tea, and Rupert, who had picked the guests up from the station, and presently returned from parking the car, served himself and Julian a small pre-lunch snifter.

			‘Do you remember who this is?’ Anastasia asked Lily, plonking her on Dick’s lap.

			‘Smelly uncle,’ said Lily.

			‘Hah! It’s as though I trained her,’ said Julian.

			‘She was looking at you,’ said Anne.

			‘All of us are uncles, aren’t we, darling girl, except Anne?’ George asked, stealing Lily and bouncing her up and down on her knee. ‘She doesn’t suck her feet as much as she did,’ she observed. ‘God, she’s heavier, though. And prettier. If that’s possible. Which I didn’t think it could be. Did I? No, I didn’t!’
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			Julian decided that, if he couldn’t communicate with the guards verbally, he would find another way to make himself understood.

			George was temporarily lost in the enormous eyes looking defencelessly up at her, and the shy smile that accompanied them, and had become uncharacteristically gooey. ‘I think your favourite uncle is Uncle George, isn’t that right? Yes? Uncle George is best?’

			Julian found the glass in his hand empty, and gave Rupert a casual glance of enquiry, followed by several clearings of the throat, which his cousin effortlessly ignored.

			‘So how does it feel to have the most adorable baby in the history of everything?’ Anne asked, when she had Lily to herself.

			‘Exhausting, annoying and wonderful, I suppose,’ said Rupert, giving one of his lizard smiles, albeit one which tended ever so slightly more than usual towards the human. ‘What would you say, darling?’

			Anastasia came in from the kitchen.

			‘I would say lunch is ready,’ she said, ‘and I want some bums on seats in here.’

			*

			After lunch, they all agreed that, on such a beautiful autumn day, it would be criminal not to go for a walk along the cliffs. Lily was hoisted onto Dick’s shoulders, where she happily sung, squawked and tugged at his mop of dark hair. Dick gently chuckled, gripping her legs and making them kick in rhythm to a song of his own devising.

			The Channel was a murky blue-grey, shot with occasional dazzling patches of gold where the sun burst through the scurrying clouds. The wind buffeted them, making Lily scream with excitement, and taking snatches of conversation away with it, while the long grass whipped around their ankles.

			‘What was that?’ Rupert asked for the third time.

			‘I said, what happened to your island?’ Anne yelled.

			‘Don’t you remember?’ George asked. ‘Last year, during the Brexit kerfuffle . . .’

			‘Kerfuffle’ was a particularly unhelpful word to use, as it was indistinguishable from the sound of the wind in their ears. Rupert, growing frustrated, directed them to a more sheltered path down the cliff edge.

			When she mentioned Rupert’s ‘island’, Anne was referring to the dramatic events of the previous summer, after the Brexit referendum. The four adventurers (five, including Timmy) had been camping on Kirrin Island in Dorset when the referendum result was announced, and, in a fit of temper, George had declared Kirrin Island independent of Britain.

			It had been a disaster. The press had descended, and a further referendum among the five of them had threatened to break them up forever.

			The one beneficiary was Rupert, who had just inherited a chunk of nearby coast. He perceived that there was a lot of money to be made by creating a tiny independent island state that could offer tax-exempt status to international conglomerates. He had moved heaven and earth (although more earth than heaven – several thousand tonnes, to be exact) to turn one corner of his property into an island. The four housemates had heard nothing of the project since.
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