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Maxine looks out of her great sunny bay, first floor, 7 Seaview Terrace, dreading the view most people would kill for.  It's fine in winter, or if she stands back far enough so that only a refreshing drink of sea half-fills the window.  But a few paces forwards and she sees the first signs of the summer season, this Good Friday, like ugly sediment at the bottom of your glass.  There they are already, the people on the Crazy Golf, trying to putt those little white balls through those silly loops and flaps.  She feels she could go round the course herself without a single error, should she be so inclined (which she's not).  She and Warren both know the exact amount of pressure to put on those golf clubs because they've played it vicariously a thousand times.

Maybe it's Warren's fault that she feels this way, forever baiting everyone in the cul-de-sac as he does from the safety of the balcony, which they share with their next-door neighbour, Cynthia.  Always moaning, that's Warren.  He's even at it now.  "The bloody nerve of it, dumping his filthy leftovers on us again."  

"Wouldn't touch it with a bargepole."  

"I'm binning the lot of it."

And then he marches out the door, down the stairs and onto the street with the bag of rotting vegetables left by Shem, their landlord.  Shem (short for Shemuel) doesn't like to waste food and if he needs to return to London before it's all consumed, often leaves half-opened packets of fish or a mixed bag of vegetables outside their door which, though still edible, have usually seen better days.  Maxine usually throws them away, anyway, because she doesn't like the thought of 'other people's food'.  It turns her stomach a bit.  It's just one of her things.  But Warren won't eat it on principle because Shem and his relatives are Jewish.  Warren says they should tell it to him straight that they've had enough of his leftovers and that she's a hypocrite because she dumps most of it anyway. 

Nowadays, Warren needs her more than she needs him.  Nowadays, she is slowly trying to wean herself off him - God knows how.  How did she ever reach this point?  It wasn't as though she was dragged kicking and screaming into his low life.  She went of her own accord.  But she knows she stays too long in things: relationships, towns, houses.  Other people know when it's time to move on but somehow she misses that time by miles and then is unable to go.  

Before he moved in with her, Warren lived at Number 9 where, like now, he sat on the balcony grumping at everyone in the street, especially foreigners.  He has this xenophobic thing in common with their neighbour Cynthia, though Cynthia loathes Warren because she can't abide the idle unemployed as she calls them.  The fact that Warren flaunts his quite openly only lends weight to her position.  But Cynthia isn’t anti all foreigners.  She's a more discerning sort of xenophobe: there were some Arabs she got on with famously, whereas Warren is indiscriminate with his prejudices.  Maxine knew all this even before he squirted her with water from the balcony three and a half years ago, yet still she allowed him into her life.  After being squirted she ran home feeling utterly depressed but within days he was banging on her door. (She lived in the basement of Number 7 back then). "I can hear decent music," he said, the red tinge in his bristly hair now visible.  "You an Elvis fan?"  "I like this one," she said, hovering in the doorway, unsure as to the purpose of his visit.  "Heartbreak Hotel," he said.  "Someone who does what I do.  Listens to music with a message."  It was sweet that.  Knowing that heartbreak meant something to him.  Realizing he was lonely like she was.  They talked.  She let him in.  They drank coffee.  He was really quite cute once you spoke to him head on, without a plastic pistol pointing down at you.  He became her ally.  Perked her up.  She no longer had that same terrible loneliness.  But all it did was make two people in the road unpopular instead of one.  The two of them against the rest of the world.  Whose motto was, if we can't be a part of it then we'll be apart from it.  These days, they can't live with or without each other but it’s all got to stop.  

Why can't she have a relationship like that beautiful couple with the fairy-tale blond hair, who live in Number 12?  The girl looks fantastic, even though she's about to give birth.  You can draw a heart round their relationship, you can make it commercial.  Because chances are they don't shout or swear or tear up each other's photos.  And he'll always tell her that she's beautiful.  

She thinks how wonderful it must have been to live in a time when every sentence was suffixed by the word 'so' as in 'I love you so' or 'I miss you so' or 'I need him so'.  When there was no television - just great literary works to read in the evenings.  At least the world of the Jews doesn't seem to have been tainted by modern times.  Shemuel has remained unchanged since she's known him.

Shem is an Hasidic Jew: an archetypal patriarch with snowy beard, tall rotund stature like that of a great seal or walrus, and a growing army of grandsons.  She was even more naive about his religion when she first knew him than she is now.  She once sent him a Christmas card and she thought the little mezuzoth by the doors were just part of the fixtures and fittings of an old seaside house - whose purpose and function would all come clear in the fullness of time.  

Whenever Shem is down here on business or pleasure, people gravitate to his flat.  She hears them talking above her - often in German or Yiddish.  The talk is animated, important, business-sounding.  Or it is social talk.  She sometimes hears tables being slapped in high-spirited fashion and at Shabbat she hears singing and clapping. 

Shem has the best flat, of course.  The flats get better as you go up.  Starting at the bottom, the (empty) basement is damp and dark and grotty, and, like all basements, without a view, though it's got its own separate front door.  Then you have the ground floor, less damp, lighter, but in a poor state of repair and over-towered by the steep cliff at the back (though it does have a bit of overgrown garden); then comes the first floor flat, or FFF, or 7b, which she and Warren rent for  £65 per week which is still good going considering the location, and their flat is even lighter and above street level, though you can't access the balcony through the flat, you have to go through another door on the landing; and then finally, crowning the house, is Shem's getaway flat on top of the world with its private balcony and super view and newer fixtures and fittings.

She knows she's condemned to a life of rented accommodation but she can't complain.  OK, so the furniture is shabby and even if they ever had the money to replace those hulking ancient armchairs filled with must and dust, they would never get them through the door.  She swears they built the flat round the armchairs.  But Shem's let them stay and stay and it is lovely to be able to study the sea through the seasons.  This is best done from the lounge window, while at the back of the flat you can study nature on the cliffs from the kitchen window: gorse and foxes and cats and things.  When you look out of the kitchen window you can see no lower than the ground floor whereas their bedroom overlooks the basement.  The drop is considerable; the view dank and vertiginous, and never worse than on those occasions when the curtain hooks have slipped out of their runners.  She leaves it as long as possible before reinserting them, hoping that Warren will do it, but he never does.  He'd let the curtains drop down in a heap and so she's had to be the one to climb up on the chairs stacked with the three settee cushions to give her that extra height, hanging on for dear life, wobbling about trying to keep her balance, not daring to look down - all because they haven't got a pair of steps and don't know anyone to borrow some off.  It's the same when light bulbs need replacing.  If only the ceilings weren't so impossibly high; if only they had a stepladder or some tall friends, life would be infinitely easier.  

She gazes out of the kitchen window to the garden below; to forget-me-nots and dandelions, to ivy and long grass.  To the half-grown fir tree over to the left.  No one lives down in that flat permanently - it's where Jewish families come on holiday, mainly in the summer, because like Shem's flat above, it's a kosher flat, with the two sinks and everything.  

The season is starting.  It begins at Easter and she hates it.  You don't see your next-door neighbours for weeks on end in the unseasonable weather but once the season starts you can't get away from them.  She wouldn't mind if any of them were remotely on her wavelength but they're not.  Over to her right she sees the scoured paving stones and tubs of tulips and neat gaudy primulas on the patio of Number 6.  The French doors are already open, the sun loungers out, the dog sniffing and panting and rooting about the place.  They're her neighbours but she doesn't know them.  They're long-standing residents along with Cynthia, and Joan who lives at the top of Number 9 with the Chihuahua.  There‘s plenty of cross-fertilization among all the other permanent residents with the exception of herself and Warren, and, of course, those hard knocks down below in Number 9, but they don't count with their strong accents and squat dogs and hard faces that leer at you or look right through you.  Their faces are like their dogs, flat and chunky, mouths curled up, snarling.  They gnash about on the edge of your life - in the corner of your existence.  She wishes they would go but they seem to have grown in number.  The only consolation is that no one else likes them that much, except Warren.  But the so-called respectable people in Seaview Terrace depress her just as much, like the Number Sixes, because they carry more clout.  Other residents listen to what they have to say.  The woman in Number 6 is called Trish and the man is called Pete and they have a daughter called Natalie or Nats but Maxine doubts any of them know her name.  They're so near and so far away.  She hears their laughter travelling up the adjoining wall, sometimes flattening her ear against it to hear more, though she doesn't know why because none of it interests her. It's just to reassure herself that their conversation really is utter drivel.  Not that she can identify individual words or phrases, except the occasional word of Pete's - so loud is his voice.

She walks back through the north-facing bedroom - always cool and dark - to the lounge, which is sunny and forever light.  She takes a sneaky peer at the pier.  She looks out for Warren but she's temporarily lost him among the Good Friday moochers.  How lucky all those people are to be on holiday.  It's all transient and bracing and full of novelty for them.  She wishes she still had this feeling.  It's a big mistake to live in a seaside resort; to spoil forever your appreciation of it.

Suddenly she hears voices outside.  A couple of dark-skinned men are talking on next-door's steps.  She's seen them here once or twice before and wonders who they are and where they come from.  She expects they probably have something to do with those empty flats which sandwich Cynthia because the For Sale boards with SOLD across them in big bold letters have now disappeared from Number 8. 

No doubt Cynthia will fill her in, and she wonders whether she should unlock the stiff balcony doors and go outside on the balcony and wait for Cynthia to appear.  (At least she won't have such a wrestle with the doors now that they've already been opened once this year - not like last time when splinters of rotting wood showered over her after the winter months had taken their toll.)  But then she catches sight of Warren down by the pier, puffing away on a stump, because she doesn't let him smoke in here any more.  Not since she got that bad chest infection last winter.  He does most of his smoking with his best mate Steve at The Pig & Whistle, which makes his clothes and hair reek something awful.  She watches as he walks up and down the pier in that ritualistic way of his when he's furious about something.  He's surely not still grumpy about Shem's old vegetables.  Luckily he is too busy looking at his feet to notice the two figures leaning over the railing, taking in the sea air.  That would really wind him up.  He hates them because they're so obviously gay with their little earrings and tucked in shirts and exclusive manner.  She doesn't hate them but thinks they may hate her.  Well, not the blond one with the red glasses so much as the other one.  They live on the top floor of Number 12.  They've never said hello to her and it's too late now.  Once she tried smiling at the shorter one with the brown hair.  At least it started out as a smile but when it wasn't reciprocated it sort of flattened into a tight crooked line, a sort of grimace.  Sometimes she feels as though the pair of them are sniggering at people.  At all women and certain men.  Bitchy boys, that's what they are.  She'll never be part of their world and she doesn't fully understand why it makes her unhappy.  It may be something to do with their total inaccessibility, like locked-up towers or bricked-in passageways, which only make you want to get in all the more.  And she’s recently discovered what 'they' are alleged to do in bed.  Before, she never gave much thought to that part of it.  Now she keeps imagining the mosaic of bruises around their backsides.  Maybe that's why some of them walk in a peculiar way, like they've got a hot poker up there. 

Suddenly Warren is home.  Shot back quick as an arrow.  "Bloody poufters," he scowls.  "Should be castrated."  Immediately, she puts her own personal feelings about them to one side and takes the wider view.  "Why can't you live and let live? Why is everything you say so bloody bigoted?"

Tisn't. Tis. Tisn't. Tis. 

Slam.

*
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NEXT DOOR AT NUMBER 8, in the equivalent flat to Maxine's, Cynthia doesn't much concern herself with anything other than her own square inch of life which just about covers everything and everyone in Seaview Terrace.  Her summer quilt is nicely puffed up and newly-changed - (she has a quilt for each season) - and now she takes her cup and saucer of sweet milky coffee outside onto the balcony where she resumes her contemplation of the world from her canvas deckchair.

There's the gentle rumble of aeroplane, something you don't hear in winter through double-glazing, and there's the crisp whoosh of waves, healing her.  Up here it's a bit of a suntrap and it feels almost like June when the sun's out, though each time the sun goes in, so does she.  It must be chilly down there on the Crazy Golf, even with the sun shining, because that girl is shivering.  The only girl among a group of boys.  One of the boys lends the girl his jacket, arranges it over her shoulders.  It swamps her.  So chivalry isn't quite dead. 

A huge grey cloud swipes out the sun and Cynthia goes indoors to put on her red and black Marks & Sparks sweater - the one Joan bought her for Christmas.  It was so very thoughtful of Joan - her friend and neighbour who lives at the top of Number 9 with her little dog, Chi-Chi - when you think what a struggle it must be for her, living on her pension.  Like Cynthia, Joan has also lost her husband, though much more recently.  But do you ever hear Joan complain?  Not a bit of it.  Cynthia remembers how Joan visited her every day when she was in hospital having her 'lump' removed a couple of months ago - bearing kind words and gifts.  One of those gifts was that lovely china thimble from Scarborough, which Cynthia proudly added to her collection.  Joan knew it was the perfect present.  Mind you, it hasn't all been one way, Cynthia thinks as she washes her dustpan and brush.  She was there for Joan when Stanley died two years ago, and she regularly calls on her and does her little favours, like offering her lifts over to her daughter's.  Well, it's hard for Joan with her arthritis and everything.  Cynthia likes to use her dressmaking skills too, and make little gifts for Joan, like the little red coat for Chi-Chi, and she's promised to run up a dress for Joan’s little granddaughter.  Joan's already chosen the material, white background with yellow teddy bears.

With her jumper on, Cynthia returns outside to hang the dust brush from her clothes horse and that done, she stands at the edge of her balcony watching the world going to and fro in Seaview Terrace.  Ah, there goes Trish, already with a suntan.  She knows it'll be real too - Trish always browns as quick as toast.  Trish is getting into her Ford Fiesta alone, again.  She's always driving out alone these days - something unheard of in the old days.  It was always Trish and Pete and their little girl Natalie - a proper family unit.  Not that Natalie's little any more.  Far from it.  She's a surly teenager who never looks you in the eye any more or acts with good manners.  Instead, she walks round the place like a blank, incapable of any communication with those wretched headphones fixed aloft.  Anti-social - that's what it is.  Damned anti-social.  But when you've always been friendly with her mother, and her father's always there to do odd jobs for you if you need him, you can't say too much. 

"Hello," she gives a friendly wave to Guy from Number 12 as he passes along the road beneath her.

"Hi." Guy stops on the pavement below and looks up with folded arms, clearly feeling the chill in the air.  "The flats here have been sold then?"

"Yes, both of them to a nice Arab chap.  Are you still thinking of selling the flat below you? It is yours, isn't it?"  

"It's Mark's actually.  Why?  Is someone interested?"

Cynthia smiles.  "I think the Arabs are interested in that one too."

"Oh, I'll let Mark know.  He'll be pleased."

"Lovely day, isn't it?"

"Exquisite."

She likes Guy.  He's always been the friendlier of the two, though Mark's probably very nice too.  Just a bit quiet.  She knows they're a pair of queers and that she should disapprove really, but there are worse things at sea.  All that matters is that people are polite and respectful, honest and hard-working, not like 'those two' next door in Number 7 who are always rowing and shouting and sponging off the state.  They're at it now, today of all days, Good Friday.  She's not at all surprised really, the old Jew who owns that property always gets in the rubbish.  Well, she's all right, the girl - it's that loud-mouthed lout of a boyfriend.

And then there are those grubby caravan people and their children who have stolen her usual parking place.  They make her so furious, when outwardly she's so scrupulously clean but probably rotting on the inside, while they're filthy on the outside but probably fit as a fiddle on the inside; life just isn't fair.  Her thoughts are quickly stemmed by more shouting from them next door, followed by an almighty slam.  Five minutes later or so, 'she' comes out onto the shared balcony.  In spite of herself, Cynthia does her best to be sociable, to make small talk and so on, because the only chance she gets to speak to her neighbours properly is during the fair weather months.  Besides, 'she' isn't too bad.  'She' could do better for herself than that lout she lives with.  

"Don't they look a sight," she says, indicating the caravan children with a short flick of the head.  "Look at their dirty faces and their grubby little hands.  They could spread all sorts of germs."

"Oh, I don't know, a little bit of dirt never hurt."

Cynthia fidgets in her chair.  She doesn't expect to be disagreed with.  She supposes living with loutish behaviour, day in, day out, must make you more argumentative, and she quickly changes the subject.  "Somebody's bought the vacant flats here," she says.  "Some more Arabs.  They've got good business acumen - the Arabs, don't you think?  More than the Jews. I think they're introverted and unsociable, the Jews, don't you?"

Maxine feels she is all ears, too often, for other people's bigoted ideas and is about to pull Cynthia up short when Warren strolls out onto the balcony.  This is guaranteed to send Cynthia packing, and sure enough, within seconds, Cynthia makes her excuses and disappears indoors.

Which leaves Warren.  She and Warren and the world out there which he can't or won't leave alone.  

"Look at those boring ole farts making idiots of themselves on the Golf. Haven't they anything better to do with their lives?"

"Leave it, Warren...live and let live...it's a lovely sunny day."

"Oh, there's nothing wrong with the sun, it's the jerks it brings out.  Look at him polishing his poncey car - the sad git."

Warren doesn't see individual people, just clusters or types. (The exception being those hard-faced people in Number 9, who he is able to separate into their separate identities.)  But if anyone is boring or sad, it's Warren.  He's like an old man sticking to a rigid routine: walking the same routes, eating the same bread, listening to the same music, drinking in the same pub, hating the same people, week in, week out.  Poor Warren.  She might feel sorry for him if they weren't both completely trapped in this dreadful rut - no money, no work (except for the little bit of cleaning and shopping and babysitting she sometimes does for Shem and his relatives in the summer months), no friends, no change.  Like a record that keeps repeating itself.

Yet Warren is the reason they're so unpopular, like a bad weather front, standing between her and the neighbourhood.  But it's all got to change. She's got to get him out of her life, and before the summer's out.  

Oh please, God.
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Seaview Terrace is in the grip of a heatwave that, for the May Day Bank Holiday weekend, is something of a rarity these days, according to Guy.  Guy says it's always a bit of a novelty, the first few really hot days of the year, but then people soon grow tired of it.  "Then they start whingeing for rain.  Well, am I right or am I right, Mark?"

Mark isn't answering because he knows he's one of those whingers.  They're both of them fair-skinned but Guy's red is just a transition to the golden brown his will eventually become, whereas Mark's pink simply peels.  He's never quite made that particular tone himself, even with hours of extreme effort and discomfort, though he rarely puts in the hours because he's not a great sun worshipper.  He prefers it under the sunshade.

Three floors below, in their basement courtyard, the couple Guy calls Love's Wet Dream are sprawled out on sun loungers, holding hands.  (Guy has names for all the regulars of Seaview Terrace.)  He uses their name collectively, though if he wishes to distinguish one from the other he refers to them each in the singular as Love's Wet Dream (the boy) and Love's Wet Dream (the girl).  He calls them Love's Wet Dream because they're wet in the sloppy sense of the word: the kind of couple who are wholly nauseating, wholly wrapped up in kissing each other on the lips every few yards as they swagger up the road, hands entwined.  Some might say, Ahhhh, how sweet, whereas he and Guy say, Fetch me a bucket, and the other day they saw the most horrible sight.  Love's Wet Dream each had one end of the same twiglet (or some such thing) between their teeth and were gradually nibbling it down until their lips met in a yucky kiss.  They're like a couple who've only just met and if there's one thing he and Guy can't abide it's a couple in their honeymoon phase.  Especially a straight couple.  Maybe it's just sour grapes because he and Guy have been together for five long years and can't remember that feeling.  But no, they were fiery when they first got it together, not drippy.  Fiery like a candle before the flame started spitting into a very on/off affair after a couple of years.  One minute about to burn out, then flickering to life again with a tall exaggerated flame so that friends from Hudson's nightclub would say, Guess what? It's on again with Guy and Mark!  

Nowadays, of course, the wax has cooled and set firm in its present mould. 

Nowadays, Guy accuses him of being as safe as a pension because he likes the security of property and work and a good car, and he worries about his flat; his other one directly below this one which he used to rent out to friends from Hudson's.  

Long gone are the compliments about your chiselled features and your lovely bone structure, Mark; gone are the blazing rows even, and in their place just a lot of carping and bickering.  And insults.  Him complaining that sex is such a pain in the arse these days, if it happens at all, and Guy telling him that he's so uptight - a classic anal-retentive.  

"I've got this urge to pour water down on Love's Wet Dream," says Guy, leaning over their balcony.  "That might make baby drop."  Every now and then dribbles of lovey-dovey language waft on up to the top floor balcony.  " - get you some more apple juice, Miss Piggy?" "Oh, if you don't mind, Kermit, darling." "I never mind waiting on you, Miss Piggy."  And every so often Love’s Wet Dream (the girl) will go into cat mode.  "Ahhhhh, look at Lulu, rolling on her backsy-wacksy.  Oooooh no Lavender!  We'll have none of that."  

"I wonder if they'll be able to maintain their permanent Valentine's Day swoon, once babykins arrives," says Guy before his attention is turned to the Brontë Girl from Number 7 as she scurries home along the street.  "Now she's got a lot more substance.  With that face of hers which belongs to another century."  

Guy calls her the Brontë Girl because he says she looks like a Cathy or an Emily or a Jane.  Says she's got one of those anxious faces that might burst into tears any moment.  Says she looks like one of those downwardly mobile, neurotic, failed-at-university types.  I mean, how else did she end up with such a loser like the Skinhead, Mark?  Their relationship is a mismatch made in hell.  It doesn't hang together at all, Mark - quite the opposite to Love's Wet Dream.  Intriguing.  

"It would be nice to get to know her, Mark, don't you think?"

Mark erects the sunshade.  "I think you're selling out." 

"Nonsense. I just find her mildly interesting.  I think we'd have a lot in common."

"Like what?"

"We're both stuck in appalling relationships for a start."

"You're so tongue-in-cheek."

"I think that's wishful thinking, Mark, don't you? I can bet with a fair degree of certainty that she also heard the death rattle in her relationship years ago.  Hey, move that blasted thing away, will you?  It's casting a shadow over me."  

Mark shifts the sunshade over a foot.  "Well, go and chat her up then." 

"I don't want to chat her up.  I just don't see why we can't be friends."
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