Paradise House

You see him? That’s the quiet gentleman with the bad teeth, round shoulders, shabby suit, room 5. Off with his bags of dusters and brushes to the Promised Land of a sale. He doesn’t go far for a travelling salesman, always back in plenty of time for his boiled ham supper. Leaves his smile at the railway station lost and found, put away for the next day.
 Nothing much of any interest to see in his room when I’ve flicked round with a duster. Apart from a book about bird watching in the Balearic Islands. Turns out it’s Spain. Personally, I don’t trust anything continental. Oh and that leather pouch with hundreds of pounds I found stashed under his mattress. I know just where to look as any landlady worth her salt does. I left it alone of course, I do have my standards. We were listening to the radio over a lamb hotpot the other Sunday, some news about interest rates on savings, something boring like that. Nice to have a bit put away for a rainy day, don’t you think so?  I’d said to him, direct like. It was tipping down, so I thought Why not?
 He didn’t answer.
 There she goes, Miss Gloria Peabody, room 3, no better than she ought to be, slapping down the path, with her feet squeezed into heels, a smear of Devil’s Red across her mouth and half a tin of spray on her comb-back under a rayon scarf. Setting out for the sweets counter at Woolworths she is, a bus ride and day’s work away.
 She’ll have left her nylons drying in the guests’ bathroom, drips all over the lino. I’ve told her. She said something about the gurgling pipes and clanking chain keeping her awake at night. As if, I thought. Plumbers cost money. And why does the water tank hiss into life on a Sunday night, and not a day before, she wanted to know. Madam!  My rules, I told her, I’m not made of money I said and some of us don’t need that much hot water.
 I’ve had words about those nylons, it’s not nice for the gentlemen of the house I’ve said. What gentlemen would that be Mrs Paradise? she’d asked, saucy as you like. I’ll have to put my foot down. And about those magazine pictures she’s pinned onto my walls.  Young men in tight trousers and greased back hair all without a by your leave. Pop stars I think she calls them. Look more like pimps, staring down at me when I’m pushing the Ewbank around the bed she never makes.
 I’ve been through her chest of drawers and wardrobe. Nothing.
Miss Dixon, room 1 downstairs front, leaves next, usually just after twelve, off for her daily constitution.  The fog in the front garden soon swallows her up. She’s a creature of habit, that one. It’s Monday so she’s had a boiled egg for breakfast and later at three there’ll be a cup of tea and a currant bun.  She’ll take this seated in the window of a High Street tea- room to watch the world go by. Making judgements no doubt. She’s that sort.
 I know because most days I follow her. Like to see what she does with her days, seeing as she keeps her room tidy herself. If you don’t mind Mrs Paradise she’d said I like to ensure my independence. I said Of course, Miss Dixon that will be quite alright, I understand completely. But then she started locking her door when she went out. Oh, so it’s like that, is it? I thought. So that’s when I started following her. Monday and Wednesday tea shop, Tuesday the hairdresser’s for a wash and set, Thursday the Library, Friday it’s a seat in a shelter on the prom. Staring out to sea.
 Weekends, I can’t be bothered.
Rooms 2 and 4 are empty.
I had to tell him to leave, the young man in room 2. Banging and crashing all day and most evenings on that typewriter. Said to him, I’ve got my other guests to consider Mr Jones, they don’t want to be hearing that din all day long I said. Called himself a writer. Never saw any sign of making any money from it. It takes up to three years to get a book published Mrs Paradise, he told me. Three years I said. I can’t wait three years for my rent. You won’t have to, I have an advance he said. He advanced a month’s rent my way.
 I thought, you want to get yourself a proper job young man.
 He was out a lot, seeing his editor he said. Something about re-writing. Over my dead body I thought. I found his notes. Well he left them all lying around on his bed. Took me a while, but then lots of descriptions about a woman, middle aged, kept a boarding house, looking for a man, lists of words judgmental, snobby, frustrated, brassy. There were some sketches labelled ‘front cover’, a terraced house set back on a road facing out across a seafront. Oh, so it’s like that is it? I thought.
 He was out. I made up some story about a long- lost cousin coming back from Canada needing somewhere to stay. 
Stick that in your novel Mr Writer, I said to myself.
Best do a bit of tidying, do the dishes, get rid of breakfast kipper hanging around. This isn’t what I signed up for you know. Oh no. He sounded promising, Mr Paradise did. Soon fell short of his name. Where’s my garden of Eden? I asked him more than once. My land of milk and honey?  I didn’t sign up to look out over a backyard surrounded by the skeletons of bombed out buildings.  I want a bit of class I said. A small dry sherry on a Friday night just doesn’t cut it. 
He’d looked…bewildered.
I wanted to call the property Shangri-La, but he’d said Paradise House had more weight to it. Had the sign painted in gold on the glass above the door, just before he expired at the dog track with a winning ticket in his hand. 
He never could stand excitement. 
Well the money came in handy. I got one of those new television sets, keep it in my private parlour where guests are not invited. I don’t put it on all that often, have to be careful with the electricity and I’ve heard that it sends out energy waves that interfere with your workings, if you know what I mean. Mind you, I did watch the new Queen’s coronation, invited Miss Dixon to join me. She remembers the last female monarch and offered up her opinions as freely as she helped herself to the garibaldis.
 The rest of the money is in a biscuit tin under the floorboards in my room. Saving it for a rainy day or for when someone more interesting comes up the path to Paradise House.
Funny how things turn out because last Monday I heard him on the radio. Mr Jones, room 2. One of those local interest stories in between recipes and boring political nonsense telling us we’ve never had it so good. He was being interviewed about a book signing at the book shop in town. Book signing! Well, I said to myself, that didn’t take three years, what was he on about? Can’t have been more than a few months. He always did look shifty, something around his eyes, those narrow lips. 
Runaway success apparently, copies flying off the shelves. I think that’s what I heard, the rest was a load of claptrap. I only wanted to find out when I could go along. Tell him his old room was available again if he wanted, or he could have room 4 at the front. Bigger, lovely view of the sea if there’s not too much traffic parked across the road. More expensive, but that shouldn’t be a problem now. Yes, I thought, this could just be what Paradise House deserves, a little touch of celebrity.
So day before yesterday I went along, bought a copy to show willing. Waited in line, mostly women I noticed. Looked at the front cover thought that looks just like Paradise House. And that woman in the window’s got on a blouse just like one of mine and her hair’s the same colour. Burnished copper I call it. Got to the front of the queue, right there in front of him. Same thin lips, eyes too far up his forehead, and before I get the chance, he asks who shall I sign it for? Well, Mrs Paradise of course I said feeling a bit annoyed. 
And then the strangest thing. He wrote my name, then his, handed me back the book and looked straight through me. Straight through.
These nets need a good wash. Tomorrow I’ll take them down and soak them in some Omo. Only if it’s a good drying day. Don’t like to have bare windows for too long.
 Like to keep myself to myself. Like to keep an eye.




