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      The Bloomsbury Group

      
      Almost inevitably, the first person Caroline Woolfit met on moving into the tall old house in Bloomsbury Place was the Eel,
         his pizzle, shrunken and blue with age, peeping from the gap in the front of his pyjamas. Caroline had beside her in the hall
         a rucksack, a suitcase, two boxes of books, a hi-fi, a rubber plant and her mother, who was puffing heavily from the exertion
         of carrying the boxes into the once elegant house, a climb of perhaps eight railinged steps. The Eel had a large head, bald
         on top and untidily fringed with greasy grey strands, smoker’s skin, saurian eyes, a terrible cough and a half-empty bottle
         of red wine in his left hand.
      

      
      ‘D’ye s-see that armchair?’ he stammered, gesturing with his bottle towards an overstuffed chair of incalculable antiquity
         along the hallway.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘That,’ said the Eel imperiously, ‘is part of a series of armchairs, one on each landing, put there for me, for my use, by
         my friends, on account of m-my emphysema. I don’t care what else you do in this house, but have the courtesy to keep your
         fat county arse off of my chairs.’
      

      
      ‘I … I’m moving into the top flat,’ said Caroline. ‘I doubt I’ll be sitting in the hall.’

      
      ‘You might put bags on them, or something.’

      
      ‘I won’t use them at all. Really.’

      
      
      ‘Please don’t. The last hi-fi girl used to rest bags on them all the time on her way up. Damned nuisance, wet bag marks on
         the cushions.’
      

      
      ‘I can appreciate that.’

      
      ‘Ruins the upholstery. Leaves a musty smell.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, the last hi-fi girl?’

      
      ‘The last one like you. The last girl that Blossom had to share the flat. You’re the latest in a long line of girls who own
         hi-fis. He never bothered to get one.’ The Eel started to cough, deep and wet, and he sank purple-faced into his chair. Caroline’s
         mother hurried forward.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ she said.

      
      ‘Whoheh-heh who-hoo-hark who whoerwhohahheh who is this foul old harpy?’ croaked the Eel.

      
      ‘She’s my mother, actually,’ said Caroline. ‘And she’s not a harpy. She’s a GP from Haywards Heath, and she’s trying to help
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, dear,’ said Caroline’s mother, as she tried to get her hands on the heaving ruins of the Eel’s chest. ‘I get
         used to insults from old men. Try and catch your breath.’
      

      
      ‘You-hoo-hoohaa-hah a harpy. And you’re fat,’ said the Eel. His coughing subsided a little. ‘D’ye want some hehehelp getting
         the hi-fi and the rest of this clobber up the stairs?’ he continued.
      

      
      Caroline nodded.

      
      ‘I’m not surprised, the size of her, she won’t be much use. Well, if you ring the intercom thing, top button, Blossom or one
         of his lads will stagger down and give you a hand with the hi-fi. If nothing else.’ The Eel rose with some difficulty from
         the depths of the chair and opened the door of the ground floor flat; Caroline caught a glimpse of herself in a large gilt-framed
         mirror just inside, not at all fat-arsed but rather slim and dressed in brown combat fatigues and a shiny nylon charity-shop anorak zipped up to her chin, her blue hair pulled back from her high forehead.
      

      
      ‘Well, a good day to you both,’ said the Eel, stepping over the threshold. ‘If ever you feel like going for a drink, or something
         of the sort, do give me a knock.’ He closed the door behind him, and then, obviously struck by an afterthought, opened it
         again, and poked his head out.
      

      
      ‘Although you, madam,’ he said, indicating Caroline’s mother, ‘might be well advised to lay off the booze for a while. Very
         well advised indeed.’ The door closed again, and he was gone.
      

      
      ‘I thought you said that there were nice people living here?’ said Dr Woolfit to her daughter’s back as she turned to press
         the intercom.
      

      
      ‘I’m only sharing the top flat. The man who showed me round … Mr Blossom?’

      
      Zzp, crackled the intercom.
      

      
      ‘It’s Caroline Woolfit. I’ve got quite a bit of stuff …’

      
      Wzzztummnn, said the intercom.
      

      
      ‘Would you? That would be very kind,’ said Caroline. She turned to her mother. ‘There. I told you they were nice. Mr Blossom
         was, anyhow. I didn’t meet any of the others.’
      

      
      ‘Others? How many?’

      
      ‘Two others. I told you, it’s a huge flat.’

      
      ‘And are they all men?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Caroline thoughtfully. ‘And now I come to think of it, I can’t remember seeing a stereo when Mr Blossom showed
         me round. And he did seem very interested in mine …’
      

      
      Footsteps sounded on the staircase: Caroline and her mother looked upwards.

      
      Caroline’s mother was, as her daughter had indicated to the drunken old wretch in the hallway, a GP, and she liked to think
         of herself as a liberal-minded woman, one who over the years had proved herself welcoming and tolerant of Caroline’s friends. As uniform restrictions had been lifted when Caroline
         entered the sixth form, she watched, without undue alarm, as her daughter had transformed herself into a techno-traveller,
         and spent all her pocket money on piercings, and she had smiled when Caroline had brought home a series of boyfriends, each
         with a slightly more startling hairdo than the one before, but all with a shared sense that if they didn’t eat meat, peace
         would somehow vanquish war. Caroline’s mother was pleased that her daughter had chosen to study at Sussex University, just
         twenty miles down the road from home, though she was anxious at her daughter’s involvement throughout her first year with
         Carl, a boorish white Rastafarian, whom Dr Woolfit had felt herself unable to like, despite her best efforts. Her misgivings
         were confirmed in the middle of September, when Caroline, who was spending the summer inter-railing with Carl, had phoned
         in floods of tears from Prague with the news that her lover had dumped her for a German backpacker and run off with all their
         money, leaving her stranded.
      

      
      Dr Woolfit and her husband had wired Caroline money to the British Embassy in order for her to fly home, and she had spent
         a week mooning about in Haywards Heath before her mother had persuaded her that there was a crisis to be faced. Clearly, it
         would no longer be possible for Caroline to move into the flat she had arranged to share with Carl and his friends. So where
         was Caroline to live for her second year? The doctor turned for guidance to the flatshare section in the classified pages
         of the Argus, and had seen the flat in Bloomsbury Place:
      

      
      

         Large Attic Room In Spacious Flat. Must Be Vegetarian, Non-Smoker. Suit Female Stereo Enthusiast. £35 p.w.

      



      
      
      Caroline had been persuaded into Brighton to see the place, and had returned looking happy for the first time since her ignominious
         return from Czech Republic.
      

      
      Bloomsbury Place was one of the many faded Regency streets in Kemptown leading inland from Marine Parade. Most of the other
         houses had been ruthlessly converted into bedsits, but not number 23. It had been converted, with some taste, into four flats:
         basement, ground floor, first floor and top. This last, occupying the top two floors of the old house, was the one that Caroline
         had been to view. It was a beautiful flat, a little flyblown perhaps and in need of a lick of paint, but it had a large and
         cheerful kitchen, a high-ceilinged, high-windowed living room full of old but comfortable armchairs and sofas, a proper bathroom
         with vitreous enamelled fittings, and four bedrooms, two on the same level as the rest of the accommodation and two high under
         the eaves at the top of a spiral staircase which led from the small entrance hall. The room that was to be Caroline’s was
         one of the latter; long and thin, with the roof beams visible, and lit in the bright early-autumn sunshine by three skylights.
         Mr Blossom (had she heard that right? Blossom?), who had shown Caroline round, was very charming and very kind, and concerned
         to hear of her plight; he had made her tea and expressed himself delighted that she was a vegetarian. She found herself opening
         up, and she told him about Carl – Mr Blossom had made the appropriate sympathetic noises, and had asked her some discreet
         questions about her hi-fi. Caroline loved the flat, and Mr Blossom seemed keen for her to take on the room, and so she did.
         All this Caroline had told her mother. She had also told the doctor that Mr Blossom was quite good-looking in a ravaged kind
         of way; was in his late thirties, had a shock of upstanding black hair much like Dylan’s, circa 1965, and was probably single.
         Dr Woolfit had spent 1965 wishing she was a Joan Baez to someone’s Bob: and now she dreamed for her nineteen-year-old daughter, school still clinging about her,
         that Caroline’s new flatmate might be romantic and Dylanesque and clean and orderly and sexy and funny and safe and gay.
      

      
      Now, standing at the bottom of the stairs, Dr Woolfit saw that three men were descending to meet them, the first, from Caroline’s
         description, clearly Mr Blossom. Dr Woolfit saw the Dylan thing, even found him attractive, somehow. Yes, a tall Dylan, or
         a fat John Cooper Clarke. Shame that he was wearing nothing but a pair of slippers and an ancient and filthy Gannex mackintosh.
         Shame about the smoking.
      

      
      Behind Blossom was a weedy little red-haired man in his mid-thirties perhaps, who seemed to take seriously the injunction
         that those with red hair, even straggling, thinning red hair, should wear green. He wore a torn green T-shirt with the legend
         ‘Trapper is a Wanker’ on the front, a green unzipped cardigan, a pair of old green crimplene golfing slacks that stopped some
         six inches proud of the ankle and a pair of green flip-flops. His freckly face was contorted into an insinuating smirk which
         showed that he had lovely green teeth too. In her mind Caroline’s mother christened him the Creep.
      

      
      The last of the three was difficult for Dr Woolfit to assess. He wore a clean white Fair Isle sweater, a pair of blue denim
         jeans, and deck shoes. His hair was blond, and short, and his skin showed signs of a healthy outdoor existence. She had no
         particular problem with the black patch over his left eye, from under which a white scar extended to the collar of his jersey;
         she was, after all, a doctor, and she had done some work at the McKindo Burns Unit in East Grinstead. No, the problem was
         with his bearing, with his attitude, with the way he carried himself. It said, ‘I’m a superior being. Don’t bother talking
         to me. You bore me.’ But it also said, ‘Hello! How are you? Would you like a cup of something?’ Dr Woolfit liked that.
      

      
      ‘Ah ha!’ said Blossom. ‘Miss Woolfit!’

      
      ‘Caroline, please.’

      
      ‘And you must call me Blossom. Not Mister, not ever. And this must be your sister …’

      
      ‘My mother, actually.’

      
      ‘Really? Really? Well, I’m sceptical, but very pleased to meet you nonetheless.’ He took the doctor’s hand and shook it firmly. ‘And
         this must be,’ he continued, ‘your stereo. Look, Cats,’ he said to the Creep, ‘it’s a Kenwood.’
      

      
      ‘Not bad,’ said the Creep, now revealed as Cats. ‘Not bad at all.’

      
      Before Caroline could protest, Cats had grabbed the stereo and scuttled up the stairs, clutching it to his breast. Blossom
         picked up the rubber plant, as the most obviously light item in Caroline’s baggage train, and the piratical blond picked up
         the suitcase and the rucksack, leaving Caroline and her mother to bring up the rear, each with a box of books. The stairs
         were many, with each successive flight steeper than the last; just as the Eel had asserted, there was an old armchair on each
         of the landings. As they passed the door of the first floor flat, Caroline thought that she could hear shouting coming from
         within, but inside the top flat, when they eventually arrived, there was peace. Of Blossom, Cats and the hi-fi there was no
         sign, though the rubber plant was dumped in the hall. The blond carried the bags up the spiral staircase to Caroline’s room
         and Caroline and her mother followed with some difficulty, finding the boxes of books hard to manoeuvre up the narrow stairs.
         Caroline’s mother liked the room, and felt that her daughter could do some work there, but Caroline herself was feeling anxious.
      

      
      ‘Where’s my hi-fi?’ she asked.

      
      
      ‘Front room,’ said the blond over his shoulder as he disappeared down the stairs.

      
      ‘What?’ said Caroline, following him down. He was right. In the front room, Cats was already involved in setting it up, while
         Blossom hopped about ineffectually, flapping a CD.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Cats,’ he said.

      
      ‘I thought of setting the stereo up in my room,’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘Oh my dear,’ said Blossom, looking at her with some anxiety. ‘I thought I had made myself clear. It’s a house rule, the only
         one, really. No hi-fis in the bedrooms. David here,’ he said, indicating the blond who stood staring distractedly from the
         window, from which, if one craned one’s neck, the sea could be seen, ‘likes a good night’s sleep. We find it much better to
         install all sound equipment here in the front room. Much more convivial.’
      

      
      ‘But there is no sound equipment in here,’ protested Caroline feebly.

      
      ‘There is now,’ said Cats. ‘Here, pass me that CD.’ Blossom handed over the disc; Cats put it on, and the room was filled
         with the sounds of the Beach Boys. Blossom sighed and sank into one of the sofas; Caroline, placed temporarily on the back
         foot, turned away to find her mother standing beside her in the hall.
      

      
      ‘I’ll show you down,’ said Caroline.

      
      At the front door, Dr Woolfit kissed her daughter and said, ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right? If you need anything,
         you know we’re only half an hour up the road …’
      

      
      ‘I know. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.’ Caroline returned alone to the flat, and began to sort out her room. ‘Surf’s Up’ sounded
         clearly through the floor.
      

      
      Later in the afternoon, her boxes and bags unpacked, her rubber plant installed in the void she had earmarked for her stereo, Caroline stood on a chair and poked her head from the skylight to view her new home.
      

      
      There is a line which you could draw inland from the Marina, and on one side it might say ‘Queer Zone starts here’, and on
         the other it might say ‘Here be Queer-bashers’; and on one side of this invisible line live fragrant patrons of ethnicity,
         their apartments tastefully decorated with artefacts chosen from across the face of the undeveloped world, pop music from
         Mali on the ghetto blaster and Nicaraguan coffee brewing in the cafetière, while on the other side someone has spraypainted
         ‘Pakis Out’ on the wall of the burnt-out pub next to the bus garage. It is the line which divides the areas where the social
         workers live from the areas where their clients live, which divides agents from patients. From her lofty eyrie, Caroline was
         relieved to see that she was some way the good side of this line; to her right, as she faced the sea, she could see the pier,
         still busy in the bright autumn sunshine, and away to where disreputable Brighton merged into respectable Hove; to her left,
         she could see that the Marina was at least a comfortable half mile away. Tired now, her survey complete, she lay down on her
         bed, tried to ignore the muffled bass thump from her stereo through the floor and fell into an uneasy sleep, haunted by vivid
         dreams …
      

      
      

         … she ran into the kitchen, and collected a plate of buns and a large jug of home-made lemonade from Cookie, and then she
               trotted down the garden path to the shed that was the HQ of their secret society. She opened the door, and Toby, her cocker
               spaniel, barked with joy to see her. All the others were already there. ‘Come in, Caro,’ ejaculated Tubby, the society’s chief
               and a master of disguise, ‘and be quick about it. We’re holding a very important meeting about what we’re going to do with
               the rest of the holidays.’ ‘Oh Tubby,’ said Leonard, Caro’s elder brother, his eyes shining with excitement, ‘can’t we solve
               a mystery like we did in the Easter hols?’ ‘Well, young Larry,’ said Tubby, ‘it rather depends on what turns up. Mysteries aren’t two a penny,
               you know, or they wouldn’t be mysterious!’ Betty, Tubby’s clever sister, laughed. ‘Oh why doesn’t anything ever happen around
               here?’ sighed Caroline. Just then, there came a rapping at the door, and Toby started to bark furiously. Through the window,
               Caroline could see that it was PC Gumble, the local bobby – the strange thing was that he had his truncheon unsheathed, and
               he looked suspiciously like Uncle Graham …
         

      



      
      … Caroline awoke, dry-mouthed, and wondered what her dream meant. That she had a mystery to solve? That she still quite fancied
         Uncle Graham? Better not start thinking about that again. Better go down to the kitchen and make herself a cup of tea, and
         then begin to come to terms with her new flatmates.
      

      
      Caroline looked into the front room as she passed. It was full of people and smoke and noise, much of it from her stereo.

      
      ‘Would anyone like a cup of tea?’

      
      ‘Ah, Caroline,’ said Blossom. ‘Come in and be introduced.’

      
      ‘I will in a minute. But I’m dying for a drink. Would anyone like a cup of tea?’

      
      ‘Yes please,’ said everybody, except the character with the eye-patch who Blossom had referred to as David, who stood silent,
         looking from the window towards the sea. Caroline counted heads.
      

      
      ‘That’s five teas,’ she said.

      
      ‘Six, including you,’ said Blossom.

      
      ‘Can I be a nuisance and ask for coffee?’ said the only other woman in the room, a tall and elegant creature with expensive
         hair and a Roman nose who was wearing a washed-out ‘Keanu Reeves – Young, Dumb, and Full of Come’ T-shirt and who sat in an
         armchair with her long legs, sheathed in a pair of knitted oatmeal leggings, stretched out languidly in front of her. To Caroline’s ear, she seemed to speak with a slight
         Australian accent.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Caroline. ‘That’s five teas and one coffee.’

      
      ‘Actually,’ said Cats, ‘can I have coffee too?’

      
      David looked up from his position in the window.

      
      ‘If it’s coffee you’re doing, I’ll have one as well,’ he said.

      
      ‘And me,’ said Blossom.

      
      ‘A-me,’ said the enormously fat bald man who sprawled over the totality of the largest of the sofas. ‘Nershugar, ta.’

      
      ‘I’ll have tea, if I may,’ said the small, bespectacled, African-looking gentleman who sat at the table by the window with
         the Financial Times spread open in front of him. ‘But can I have lemon rather than milk? And two sugars.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, but I haven’t any lemon. And now I’ve lost count.’

      
      ‘Oh, there’s some juice in the fridge. Come on, I’ll give you a hand,’ said Blossom. He steered Caroline through into the
         kitchen and insisted that she sit at the table as he made the drinks.
      

      
      ‘You must have thought me terribly rude earlier but, you see, I’d just bought “Surf’s Up” in anticipation of your arrival
         and I couldn’t wait to hear it.’
      

      
      ‘Is that the only reason you had me in the flat? Because of my stereo?’

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Blossom, looking slightly offended. ‘I don’t know you from Eve. You don’t know me from Adam. I liked the
         sound of your stereo, you liked the look of the flat. A perfect arrangement. Very glad you’re here now, of course. Looking
         forward to getting to know you. I’m sorry if you feel conned.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I do a bit. You seemed so interested in everything I had to say. When I told you about Carl …’

      
      
      ‘Carl? Who the fuck is Carl?’

      
      ‘My ex, the one who dumped me in Prague. I told you all about it when I came round the other day.’

      
      ‘Sometimes it’s good to talk about our personal problems to total strangers. This does not mean that the total stranger lighted
         upon for these confessions has to listen to a single word you are saying. You must tell me again one day, and I promise I’ll
         listen this time.’
      

      
      ‘You heard about the vegetarianism, though. You agreed with me.’

      
      ‘I thought you were being ironic, in view of the ad. It wasn’t until you’d gone that I saw the Argus for myself. They’d misprinted; it should have said, “Must be Smoker, Non-Vegetarian”. Sorry.’
      

      
      He put the drinks on to a tray and carried it through into the front room. ‘Come on. Come and meet everybody.’ Blossom set
         the tray on the table and handed round the mugs.
      

      
      ‘I’ll introduce you. Everybody, this is Miss Caroline Kenwood …’

      
      ‘Woolfit.’

      
      ‘Yes, of course, Woolfit. Kenwood is the stereo, of course, I’m sorry. Miss Woolfit, who insists that we are to call her Caroline,
         has just moved into the flat.’
      

      
      Caroline began to dread that Blossom would conduct a round of arch formal introductions. She was right.

      
      ‘This is Dr Frances McCade-Holland,’ he said, forcing Caroline to shake hands with the tall Australian-sounding woman. ‘She
         lives in the flat downstairs with her husband, Paul, and their two adorable children. She is a lecturer at the university.’
      

      
      ‘What do you teach?’ asked Caroline.

      
      ‘Cult Studs.’

      
      ‘Ah.’

      
      ‘Moving on,’ said Blossom, ‘this elephantine figure on the sofa is called, oddly enough, Porky. Porky used to live here. He’s in catering.’
      

      
      ‘Oit?’ said Porky.

      
      ‘We don’t like him much, but he’s rich, so we let him in.’ Porky raised two fingers, very slightly.

      
      ‘Now, I know you’ve met these two reprobates before, but I don’t think you’ve been properly introduced. This is Cats-meat
         …’
      

      
      ‘Call me Cats,’ said the Creep.

      
      ‘Cats plays the bass guitar in a local band, Wurmsbreth. Perhaps you’ve heard of them?’

      
      ‘No, I’m sorry, I haven’t.’

      
      Cats nodded happily, as though delighted by his obscurity.

      
      ‘Oh, you should see them. They’re very good. They have a drumkit and some special amps which explode. Cats does all the pyrotechnics
         himself. Don’t you?’
      

      
      Cats smiled modestly into his coffee, and nodded again.

      
      ‘Now this,’ continued Blossom, drawing Caroline over to the window, ‘is Sailor Dave.’ The big blond turned from the window
         and looked at Caroline. ‘Sailor Dave travels the world! Don’t you, Sailor? David? Don’t you?’ Sailor Dave grunted and stared
         at Caroline, held her in his gaze. She felt compelled to speak.
      

      
      ‘Do you have a boat?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Sailor Dave, and he turned away, to look again at the sea.

      
      ‘That’s nice,’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘Right. Good. Good. Well, and this, last but not least,’ said Blossom, indicating the lemon-tea drinker, ‘is Jeremiah. He’s
         a political exile. Or something, aren’t you?’ Jeremiah raised an elegant manicured hand.
      

      
      ‘How do you do?’ he said with high-finish vowels.

      
      ‘I’m very well thank you,’ said Caroline, resisting a strange urge to curtsey. ‘How are you?’

      
      
      Jeremiah raised his finger to his lips and winked.

      
      ‘So,’ said Blossom. ‘Now you’ve met everybody … er … is there anything you’d like to put on the stereo?’

      
      Caroline felt a little annoyed at this, so far as Blossom was concerned, generous and welcoming gesture, but she swallowed
         her rising bile and declined. She thought she would like to play her Wu-Tang Clan album, very loud, in order to discomfort
         these complacent and introspective people; in particular the blond sailor.
      

      
      ‘Well, would anybody like to hear our new tape?’ asked Cats hopefully.

      
      ‘Thank you, Cats,’ said Jeremiah. ‘But I think I speak for all of us when I say no.’

      
      Cats looked hurt, and Caroline felt very much the new kid on the block. An awkward silence descended; Frances, an inveterate
         giver of good seminar, was the first to speak.
      

      
      ‘So, Caroline. What is it that you do?’

      
      ‘I’m a student. At the university.’

      
      Frances seemed a little irritated by this; Caroline was later to discover that she saw students as, at best, a necessary evil.

      
      ‘And what do you study?’

      
      ‘Physics.’

      
      Frances brightened. ‘Really? That’s very good. More women should be involved in yah de yah de yah de yah de …’

      
      Caroline felt her attention wandering, as it always did when she found herself the victim of yet another self-righteous talk
         on the subject of women in science. She smiled, and wondered why Blossom never got dressed, and whether Jeremiah was really
         a political refugee and where Sailor Dave had got that scar, and why he stared from the window, and why he was so evasive
         about his boat …
      

      
      ‘… yah di yah di yah di yah the dogs?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’ said Caroline, the word ‘dogs’ alerting her to the fact that she needed to pay attention again. She liked dogs, and already missed Boxer, her English springer, back in Haywards Heath.
      

      
      ‘I said, would you like to come to the dogs? Tonight?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      ‘The dogs! Dog racing! My husband’s dog is running, and we’re all going to Hove dogs. Would you like to come?’

      
      Caroline felt the already diminished reservoir of her patience leaking out through her forced smile. Whatever else might happen
         today, she was not going dog racing. For one thing, she thought, it’s inhuman.
      

      
      ‘No, thank you very much. I really should be unpacking and settling in.’

      
      ‘Pish,’ said Porky.

      
      ‘Now there speaks the authentic voice of Regency Brighton,’ said Frances. ‘Pish. This is the first town in the world that
         was purpose built for sin; your first night here, and you’re proposing to stay in and shelve your books? I think not. Oh,
         you must come. Everybody else is coming.’
      

      
      ‘You must,’ said Blossom.

      
      ‘You must. Yes, yes, you must,’ said Cats.

      
      ‘Too right. Issalarf,’ said Porky. Jeremiah looked up from his FT and nodded. Only Sailor Dave seemed unmoved.
      

      
      ‘The whole house is coming, everybody from all the other flats,’ said Blossom. ‘I meant to say something myself. Look, I think
         you should … I think some of the others from downstairs might think it a little rude if you didn’t, your first night …’
      

      
      Caroline was only fifteen months out of a grammar school where no threat is more effective than being thought rude. She felt
         her resolve crumbling.
      

      
      ‘Oh well, if everybody is coming …’
      

      
      Sailor Dave turned to her. ‘Don’t come if you don’t want,’ he said. ‘Who gives a fuck what anyone else is doing?’

      
      Everybody looked shocked.

      
      
      ‘I’m sorry, Caroline,’ said Blossom. ‘The good sailor is half Belgian, and he is occasionally lacking in understanding of
         what it really means to be English. Of course she cares, and don’t be so fucking … Nietzschean!’
      

      
      Sailor Dave turned back to the view.

      
      ‘When you say everyone in the house is coming, does that include the disgusting old man in the ground floor flat?’ This seemed to amuse everybody
         except Jeremiah, who looked at her sternly.
      

      
      ‘Was he coughing a lot?’ asked Blossom.

      
      ‘Was his willy hanging out?’ asked Frances.

      
      Caroline nodded.

      
      ‘Then let me tell you, young lady,’ said Jeremiah, though to judge from his appearance he could not have been more than five
         years Caroline’s senior, ‘that you have had the … the honour to meet Edgar Edwin Luff, Légion d’honneur, MC, DSO and bar,
         Honorary Colonel in the French Resistance, SOE, Foreign Office, the Delhi Embassy and the greatest living authority on … certain
         … political situations in the Indian Ocean. This … this great man is known and … yes, loved by all of us here … and it is
         an … an honour … an honour to have known this … this …’
      

      
      ‘Honourable man?’ said Blossom.

      
      ‘Yes, honourable. Yes.’

      
      ‘He can be vile when he’s pissed though. The kids are a bit scared of him,’ said Frances.

      
      ‘True,’ said Blossom. ‘And his knob will flop out of his pyjamas. Still, he’ll be properly dressed tonight.’

      
      ‘We call him the Eel,’ said Cats.

      
      ‘We all chipped in for his armchairs, so he can get up here,’ said Frances.

      
      ‘It’s not his flat, anyway,’ said Cats. ‘He’s only the lodger.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Blossom. ‘Bill and Dolly live there really. They let him the spare room. You’ll meet them tonight, they’re very nice. You must come.’
      

      
      ‘Then there’s Geoffrey and Jemima in the basement …’ said Frances, making ready to leave.

      
      ‘Be nice to Geoff,’ said Blossom. ‘It’s his house. I’m only sub-letting to you.’

      
      ‘Right. OK,’ said Caroline.

      
      Frances stood in the doorway. ‘And then there’s my lot downstairs … I must go,’ she said. ‘How about a quick look at your
         room? I’d like to see it.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t done much to it yet,’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘Oh come on. Let’s have a peep. Then I can get home and cook tea, and you can get ready for tonight.’

      
      Caroline gave way again, and led Frances up the spiral staircase.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Frances loudly, stepping over the threshold. ‘Oh yes, this is a nice room …’ She closed the door behind her and stood with her back to it, so that Caroline could not escape. ‘Listen,’
         she said in an urgent undertone. ‘Look, I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I’d better say a quick word about the lads …
         and the … other men in the house. Don’t worry about the old Eel downstairs; he gets a bit funny in the afternoon sometimes,
         but he’s a sweetheart really, and has a fund of bizarre stories.’
      

      
      ‘What about the people in this flat?’

      
      ‘The lads are OK. Blossom is a betting-shop intellectual; you’ll see him in what he thinks of as his true element tonight.
         Sailor Dave …’ She paused.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Sailor Dave is … I like him, but will he let go? Will he relax? You can trust him though. He’s a roadie; he’s away a lot.
         Cats … Cats is a love, but he does have some rather peculiar habits. I think I should tell you that the last hi-fi girl moved
         out—’
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t like being called the hi-fi girl.’

      
      ‘Sorry. It was me once. That’s how I met them all. Anyway, she moved out because she thought that Catsmeat had been wanking
         off into her knickers …’
      

      
      ‘What?!’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. He sneaks up in the day when everyone is out, and … er … relaxes the gentleman’s way. I’m sorry, but
         there it is.’
      

      
      ‘Fucking hell! Thanks a lot!’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. He only does it over dirty knickers you’d be putting in the machine anyway. He’s a laugh.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, a right laugh, the filthy bastard.’

      
      ‘He does it in mine, too. If I’m out, and he’s down seeing Paul, he goes in the bathroom, gets my pants and loses his mess.
         It’s healthy. It’s a release for him. He’s only expressing his sexuality.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t mind?’

      
      ‘Not much. But listen, he’s not the real problem …’

      
      ‘My God! What is the real problem, then?’
      

      
      ‘It’s my husband, Paul.’ Frances reached into her bag, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it. ‘I’m not saying you shouldn’t shag
         him or anything.’ Caroline sat down on her bed and held her head in her hands. ‘Shag him if you like, though I suppose I prefer
         not to know …’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t dream … I mean, what do you think?’ said Caroline, looking up.

      
      ‘You haven’t met him yet. He can be very persuasive. No, all I’m saying is, don’t, for fuck’s sake, have any kind of affair.
         Don’t fall for him.’ Frances’s voice had dropped to a whisper.
      

      
      ‘I … I …’ Caroline was dumbstruck.

      
      ‘He’s a fucker, honey bear, take it from me. Don’t trust him. Be especially on your guard if he tells you that he loves you.’

      
      ‘My God! This is … I mean, does he do it often?’

      
      
      ‘Oh Christ, yes. Sometimes he even believes it for a bit, and goes off with them. He just gets cuntstruck. He always comes
         crawling back. He loves the kids.’
      

      
      ‘And you have him back?’

      
      ‘Up to now.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘It’s a career move. In Cult Studs it helps to have a vivid home life. Gives you perspective, kudos, too. Being gay yourself
         is best, of course, followed by being married to a gay man, preferably HIV, with being married to a total cunt at No. 3. That’s
         me. Single parenthood is coming up fast. I might try that for a bit. Not till I’ve finished my research, though.’
      

      
      ‘Which is?’

      
      ‘I’m doing attitudes towards women in the work of Stan Lee …’

      
      Caroline nodded. She was much better read than people always assume scientists are, but she had not heard of Stan Lee. She
         guessed he was a famous American writer or something, and she had no intention of revealing her ignorance; partly from embarrassment,
         partly out of politeness, and partly because she didn’t care, and wanted to hear more about Frances’s private life.
      

      
      ‘… and Paul is one of only a tiny handful of people in this country with a complete set of “Silver Surfers”. And he’s all
         right really. The kids love him, and he’s got a huge knob …’ Frances arched her eyebrows.
      

      
      Caroline did not think she could take much more. Anyway, what had size to do with anything?

      
      ‘So, watch him. Now, listen, the first race is at 7.37, so the taxis will be here at about seven. Bring twenty quid, and tart
         yourself up a bit.’
      

      
      ‘I’m a student! I haven’t got twenty quid to spare!’

      
      ‘Bollocks. See you later.’ Frances opened the door and clattered down the spiral stairs.

      
      
      Caroline sat for a while on the edge of her bed, and determined that she would not go to the dogs at all but phone her mother, who would come and take her home, and she would go into the uni every day on
         the train and just not have any fun, and she shed a few tears, until there was a knock at the door and Blossom appeared, dressed
         now in a revolting suit with a loud brown check, bearing a tray on which there was a mug of milky coffee and two slices of
         cheese on toast topped with Worcestershire sauce. He left them next to her, and she was so touched that she cheered up as
         she ate her modest tea, forgetting even to point out that vegetarians don’t eat Worcestershire sauce. She felt a great deal
         better afterwards – she went for a wash, changed into her best ankle-length skirt and her techno fleece, dug twenty quid out
         of the two hundred that Dad had given her the night before, and went back downstairs, feeling that going to the dogs was probably
         what the doctor ordered for homesickness. It would be, if nothing else, a new experience.
      

      
      As seven approached, she began to relax. She shared a little spliff pipe (no tobacco for Caroline) with her flatmates; she
         found that this made Blossom talk even more, while Cats giggled, and even Sailor Dave opened up a bit. The intercom announced
         the taxis. There were three of them; she shared a cab with Frances and the two old ladies from the downstairs flats, Dolly
         and Jemima, who were very kind, and said that they liked Caroline’s blue hair. On arrival at the dog track, Caroline had her
         first glimpse of Geoffrey, the landlord and Jemima’s brother, who to Caroline’s eye looked very fierce, very brown and a very
         fit eighty or so, and Bill, Dolly’s husband, a distinguished but friendly-looking gentleman in his seventies. The Eel, walking
         with the aid of a stick, was now very respectable in an old but expensively cut suit. He waved affably at her, and shouted, ‘Settled in all right?’ She also saw Paul Holland.
      

      
      ‘All right, doll?’ he said.

      
      He was about thirty-two, five ten, dressed in black, with funny crooked teeth and hair that stuck up, like a punk haircut
         that had been abandoned by its previous owners, and was now being eroded by male pattern baldness. She didn’t really see the
         attraction, and felt safe. Mind you, he did have quite a nice bum. She was told that his dog, Wuzco Thunderflash, was running
         in the third race, and that it couldn’t lose. She’d never been to the dogs before; she accepted the drink that Frances offered
         her, and watched the first race from the comfort of the bar. She found it quite exciting, and for the second she allowed Cats
         to show her how to put on a £1 place bet with the Tote, accepted another drink, this time from old Bill Ashbrook, and jumped
         with excitement as her dog came second. She collected her £1.92 winnings, and decided, with Paul Holland’s guidance, to put
         it all on his dog, on the nose. She also accepted a drink from him, and found that he was quite nice, really, whatever his
         wife thought of him. There was a saucy twinkle in his eye, but Caroline still felt he was not her type. Now Sailor Dave …
         he was kinky, Caroline was sure.
      

      
      The dog lost, and Holland was a little downcast, so she bought him a drink, and another for herself. Now the races and the
         bets and the drinks and all the people from the house seemed to whirl past; by the eighth race she was frankly pissed, and
         a tenner down on the night. She stood by the rail with Frances and Blossom and looked at her racecard.
      

      
      ‘I don’t seem to be doing very well,’ she said. ‘But I am having a nice time.’

      
      ‘Good,’ said Blossom distractedly, looking at a mass of information held on a clipboard in his hand.

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      
      ‘Oh Christ, don’t encourage him, for fuck’s sake,’ said Frances, and wandered off to retrieve her husband from the kennel
         girls.
      

      
      ‘This, my dear, is a lifetime’s study of the dogs, distilled into a few pages of concentrated goodness.’

      
      ‘What are you trying to do?’

      
      ‘To play with the bookies’ money.’

      
      ‘I don’t follow.’

      
      ‘The bookies’ money. We always try to play with the bookies’ money.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘The bookies’ money! Look, we start the season with a few bets, carefully crafted over the winter, using our own stake money.
         We win – we are in front. We put our stake money, and our expenses, and a little something for our trouble back into our pocket;
         what remains is the bookies’ money, and it is with this money that we bet, because we can now afford to bet, to a limited
         extent, intuitively, creatively, passionately even. I shall not, however, be placing a bet this evening.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Caroline took Blossom’s arm, and stage-whispered at him, ‘It’s not crooked, is it?’

      
      ‘An age-old question. It’s not so much that, anyway, as the odds not being right.’

      
      ‘You’ve lost me.’

      
      ‘Shit odds – you might lose, and we never lose. We must always come out even. This is only possible on certain horse races;
         over a year, I look to double my stake. This is what I live off.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a professional gambler!’ said Caroline, a little loudly for Blossom’s taste.

      
      ‘Shh … no, of course not. I’m a writer.’

      
      ‘A writer? How exciting! What do you write?’

      
      ‘History. At least, I will, when I’ve finished my research.’

      
      ‘What are you researching?’

      
      
      ‘The whaling trade in South Georgia. Well, that’s how it started. It’s kind of evolved into a general history of Antarctic
         exploration. The book is to be called In Southern Waters. It will make my name and my fortune. But until then, I need an income, and mine comes from betting on the Flat.’
      

      
      ‘If you only bet on the Flat, why do you come to the dogs?’

      
      ‘For fun. Look.’ He showed Caroline his figures, and launched into an explanation of his fool-proof system for picking winners
         at the dogs, but Caroline was far too drunk to take it in.
      

      
      ‘Yes, OK, but who is going to win this next race?’

      
      ‘Watch.’ He handed Caroline the clipboard, and walked across to one of the bookmakers on the rail.

      
      ‘Trap Four,’ said Holland.

      
      ‘Six to four,’ said the bookie.

      
      ‘A ton.’

      
      ‘Six to four for a ton. Trap Four.’

      
      The bookie turned to the clerk who popped the money that Blossom handed over into a large black bag. He scribbled in a ledger,
         and whispered to the bookie.
      

      
      ‘Eleven to eight the jolly!’ shouted the bookie as he chalked up the new price. Blossom took his clipboard from Caroline.

      
      ‘You just had a bet,’ she said.

      
      ‘I did not!’ said Blossom with some force.

      
      ‘You did! I saw you! That was what all the numbers were. You betting.’

      
      ‘Oh, that? That was just a flutter.’

      
      ‘How much did you flutter?’

      
      ‘A hundred quid.’

      
      ‘Bloody hell.’

      
      ‘What? It’s just to have an interest in the race. Not anything like a real bet. What you have done?’

      ‘Trap Two. I liked the name.’

      ‘No chance,’ said Blossom.

            
      
      The Tannoy sparked into life.

      
      ‘The hare’s running.’ The shutters at the Tote windows came banging down, and Caroline stood with Blossom, and they shouted
         home their selections. Caroline won; the Tote dividend was such that she came out a little ahead on the evening. Blossom made
         a note on his clipboard, and smiled triumphantly.
      

      
      ‘There!’ he said. ‘A few more adjustments, and the system will be perfect.’ Caroline had not been this drunk since Prague,
         and she laughed properly for the first time since her return. Frances and Paul found her, still smiling minutes later.
      

      
      ‘Someone’s cheered up,’ said Frances.

      
      ‘Me,’ said Caroline. ‘Where’s Blossom?’

      
      ‘He’s in the enclosure. Look.’ The Tannoy confirmed this.

      
      ‘To present the winning owner with the trophy and the cheque for £43, here is Hove’s own Mr Computer, Robertson Blossom!’
         Caroline started laughing again.
      

      
      ‘Is his first name really Robertson?’

      
      ‘Certainly,’ said Paul Holland.

      
      ‘How come he gets to present the prizes?’

      
      ‘They love him here,’ said Frances. ‘No one has ever lost, in relative terms, so much money at a dogtrack by such convoluted
         means in the whole history of the NGRA.*

      
      Caroline was still smiling as they led her out to the taxi twenty minutes later.

      
      Afterwards, when the younger, giddier part of the company, including the Hollands and Porky, who’d come round to try and ponce
         some blow, were back in the flat, Caroline reflected that she hadn’t enjoyed herself so much for a long time. She had listened
         and laughed as her new friends swapped their stories, and, as Frances filled her with coffee and Paul filled her with dope, she found her own tongue, and she sat on the sofa next to Sailor Dave and told him about Prague,
         and Carl, and how she had been dumped. He might not be a great talker, the One-Eyed Sailor, she thought, but by Christ, he’s
         a good listener. He seemed happy enough, as he had had a winning evening himself. Caroline talked and talked; she didn’t notice
         that everybody else had taken themselves off to their beds. Sailor Dave sat beside her, his legs out in front of him, his
         head tilted back, his eyes on the ceiling. Every so often, he said, ‘Uh.’ This was all the encouragement Caroline needed to
         continue.
      

      
      ‘… and I can see now that I was just projecting everything on to him, including some kinda liberal guilt-trip thing. I mean, come on, a white
         Rastafarian? What’s that, for fuck’s sake? I should have known, I was so stupid. I mean, I didn’t even laugh when he told
         me he accepted the divinity of Haile Selassie. “Bob Marley never died,” he used to say. “He’s in the room. Can’t you feel
         Him?” Well, love, no, I felt like saying, but I never did …’
      

      
      ‘Would you like to see my boat?’ said Sailor Dave suddenly.

      
      ‘Now?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Yes please.’

      
      ‘Follow me.’ Sailor Dave rose from his sofa, led the way into the hall, up the spiral staircase and into his bedroom. He did
         not turn on the light. Caroline followed him. His room was bare, except for a tin trunk in one corner and a hammock slung
         in another. He bent down and picked something up; by the light from the open door, Caroline could see that it was an oar.
         As Caroline followed Sailor Dave into the room, her eyes adjusted to the semi-darkness, and she could see that in a third
         corner a ladder led up to a trapdoor, which Sailor Dave now poked open with the oar. He climbed the ladder, and Caroline followed.
         She climbed out behind Dave on to the flat roof of the house. If you wished, you could climb over low walls and over the roofs of all the houses in Bloomsbury
         Place until you reached the parapet of the end house. The moonlight made shadows of the chimneys; Caroline thought of Mary Poppins and half-expected Dick Van Dyke to come out from behind one of the stacks. The light was good enough that Caroline could
         see Sailor Dave standing next to a beautiful, sixteen-foot, clinker-built fishing dinghy, there on the roof beside the open
         hatch.
      

      
      ‘It’s … lovely!’ said Caroline breathlessly.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Sailor Dave.

      
      ‘How did it get up here?’

      
      Sailor Dave smiled. ‘I built it,’ he said. ‘I built it up here … there was nowhere else, but … but …’ His grin was getting
         bigger and bigger. ‘I … I never worked out … how to get it down!!’ He was laughing now, and Caroline found it infectious and
         caught it, one of those shared bouts of hysteria, with each person’s laughter fuelling the other’s, as sometimes happens when
         we are young, or happy, or in love. Sailor Dave and Caroline rolled on the flat roof in the moonlight, and laughed till they
         wept. Then they stopped and looked at each other, and then Caroline touched Dave’s lip with her forefinger.
      

      
      Sailor Dave sat up and said, ‘Would you like to come aboard?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Would you like to come aboard?’

      
      That was not what Caroline had been thinking, but she said, ‘That would be wonderful. Thank you.’ He climbed over the transom
         and offered Caroline his hand, which she took as she stepped gently aboard, and as she sat down. Sailor Dave sat with his
         legs stretched under the thwart.
      

      
      ‘She is beautiful.’

      
      ‘I think so.’

      
      
      ‘What’s she called?’

      
      ‘Lookfar.’ Dave lay back, and looked up at the stars. Caroline slipped into the bottom of the boat and lay beside him, under the thwarts,
         and looked up too. She liked him being there. Perhaps he was just shy. There was no rush. Why had Frances warned her about
         Holland, sweet though he was, when David was so nice?
      

      
      ‘Thank you. Thank you for this,’ said Caroline, touching his arm.

      
      ‘Any time,’ he said, moving away slightly. ‘Where would you like to sail to?’

      
      ‘Somewhere, some time. You choose.’

      
      ‘Surf’s Up,’ said Sailor Dave. ‘Hold on.’
      

      
      ‘Not now though. It’s just right here.’

      
      The Sailor did not reply, and Caroline put her hands behind her head and watched a shooting star arc across the clear sky.

      
      ‘Dave? Did you see that?’

      
      She turned to him again, but Dave had sailed away on a lager sea; his breathing regular and loud, his eye closed. Trust a
         man to fail to live up to romantic expectation, she thought. Caroline watched the sky for a minute until she felt cold. Then
         she scrambled out of the boat, careful not to disturb the Sailor, and climbed down the ladder, watching her step, to spend
         her first night in her new room in the flat at the top of the old house in Bloomsbury Place.
      

      * National Greyhound Racing Association. It is not big or clever to lose lots of money at the dogs, so don’t try.
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