The Window

A short story

by

Laura Graham

I can see the house through my kitchen window, neglected, standing sadly between its more elegant neighbours in the quiet, tree-lined crescent. The sight of the tangled back garden with the rockery gives me a lift on the weekends when I’m having breakfast; I like the soft colours of the shrubs and alpines, the clusters of columbine against the fence which divides it from the other houses. And the attic window; for several weeks now, I’ve dreamt I was in the garden looking up at it, almost as if someone was trying to attract my attention. But I must start from the beginning, and for that I have to go back to February of this year, when the top flat became vacant.

   I had noticed the removal van outside the house on one of my Saturday afternoon walks. Another renovation disaster on the way, I thought: two pokey bedrooms out of one, en-suit bathrooms in cupboards, beige carpets and gilt taps. I’ve seen them, don’t tell me about them. I looked round a show flat one Sunday in the area and shuddered. Whatever they do, I thought, it will sell for an extortionate sum. Probably to yuppies who have taken over this neighbourhood, which was once inhabited by ordinary, hard working folk like myself.

   In mid-July, the couple from the ground floor flat moved out. I felt like celebrating. No more of that loathsome creature lying semi-naked on his mattress every weekend. No more whining voice pleading for coco cola, sandwiches and cakes, while she, presumably the wife, poor thing, trudged in and out of the back door like a slave. He couldn’t see me watching him. If he had he’d have seen the look of contempt on my face. He was there from ten in the morning until six in the evening. 

   I cooked myself a lamb chop tonight. Ate it with creamed spinach, a spoonful of mint jelly and a glass of grape juice. I don’t drink. I have a horror of loosing control. Unlike those absurd characters at the office parties, laughing raucously, groping each other furtively and throwing up in the filing cabinets. I like my mind to be clear, my thinking precise.

   Which is why, of course, I’ve been an invaluable personal assistant to my employer for the last fifteen years. Jean, he says, how would I survive without you? You wouldn’t Mr. Skelton, I think, for I run your life, do your banking, book your flights, choose your hotels, have your car serviced, your office cleaned. All the mundane chores of every day taken care of, and more besides, for who would placate Mrs. Skelton when you wish to spend an extra evening at the club? Or make your coffee exactly the way you like it: three quarters black to one quarter white in your Mickey Mouse mug? Not forgetting the shortbread fingers I bake specially for you on Sundays and bring to work on Mondays in the red biscuit tin.

    But I say nothing. I just smile.

    I have a week off. I’ve set my laptop up on the kitchen table. The light’s better in here. And, most unlike me, for I’m not a fanciful kind of woman, I have begun a diary ha- ha. I’m not the diary type. ‘Dear diary, today I did this, tomorrow I’ll do that’. I’ve never gone in for such self-indulgences. Nevertheless, I feel it’s become necessary to keep an accurate record of the unusual goings-on in the house opposite.

‘Wednesday, August 17th.

Two men appeared at 8.15 am and dumped a barrow load of bricks in the back garden.’

   Concrete mixer, pop music, hammering and cursing, I wouldn’t normally have to witness this, being in the office all day. But here I am, in the kitchen trying to concentrate on the report I’m writing with little success. And earlier I had a worrying thought. Who would replace the man on the mattress? For a second I almost regretted his departure, for rather the devil you know than the devil you don’t. When I returned home from my walk this afternoon I saw with relief that the builders had gone. To my surprise, they had boarded up the back door of the house. Why, when the only other access to the garden is from the street past a row of dustbins?

‘Thursday, September 8th. Start of annual holiday. First week, Gilly and Herb – Ilkley.’

   I really think it will be the very last time I stay with my sister and her American husband. She’s changed so since marrying him. “Jean,” she shouted at me as I got out of the car, “I’m going to burn that dreadful woolly hat if I see you in it again. It looks like a cozy.”  

   Disparaging remarks were also made about my camelhair coat that I’ve had for twelve years and from which I refuse to be parted. “They’re old friends, these things,” I tried to explain in her new hi-tech kitchen over an undrinkable cup of scented tea. “Then it’s about time you found yourself some real friends,” she said.  “You’re too closed up within yourself. And do something with your hair, get it cut and styled. Change your image, you’re forty-eight not sixty-eight.”

    I tried to explain patiently, though, I have to say I was hurt, that I haven’t the time, I lead too busy a life. “Doing what?” she asked. “Running chores for that dreary Mr. Skeleton, what ever his name is, and going to his twice yearly office parties which you told me you hate. You know what your problem is?” she laughed, a little too raucously I thought, over her wine on my last night, “You’re too set in your ways, Jean.” Herb threatened to drop something into my tomato juice then sniggered into his grubby polo neck.

   No, I won’t return, it’s a long way to go to be insulted.

‘Thursday. September 15th.

Arrived home midnight, terrible drive through torrents of rain.’

   I immersed myself into steaming pine-scented bath water and tried to forget the previous week, eradicated Gilly and Herb from my thoughts, so to speak. I had almost forgotten about the house. But as I lay in the water it came to mind, I could see it in my imagination, cold and empty and I grew apprehensive.  What had those builders done in my absence? And the more I thought of them the angrier I became. How dare they impose themselves onto the house, tear down walls, hack out its heart, replace it with their modern half-baked ideas. Change what had been there for a century in to something it was never meant to be.

   With my face to the kitchen window I peered out into the dark. The night was particularly gloomy, no moon or stars to give a welcome light. The house could have vanished for all I could see. Nothing was visible. Then gradually, out of the nothingness, I made out the small top window, staring eye-like into the night.

   It had stopped raining. I opened my window to see better. The outline of the house became slowly visible against the sombre sky. 
‘Friday, September 16th.

Slept badly. Had disturbing dream. I was in the garden of the house looking up at the window and saw a light on glass as if someone inside was signalling to me with a mirror.’

   I shuffled lethargically in to the kitchen to make coffee. Then stopped, unable to believe what I saw through the window. Boarded up. All five windows of the house, all that is, except the small top window. The kettle boiled, I switched it off and wrote frantically: ‘6.45 am. Builders gone mad, sealing house up…’

   It was scandalous. I’d report it. But to whom? There had been no estate agent’s board outside the house when I’d last looked. I dropped bread in the toaster. I couldn’t stop staring at the house. It was like a tomb, closed up with only one means of escape through the top window. And soon they would board that up too. Perhaps by now a For Sale board had been erected; but who would want to buy a house you coudn’t enter? I would demand to know what was going on. Then complain to the Council. The toast bobbed up and made me jump.

‘7.30 am.

Going round to house to investigate.’

   I dressed quickly. Mrs. Nethercott in the top flat wasn’t about yet. She wouldn’t be until eight thirty, thumping her shopping trolley down the stairs, hobbling off to Budgins in her slippers. You’re late this morning, on holiday, are you? It’s all right for some. She wouldn’t hear me if I was quiet; wouldn’t twitch her nets to watch me slip along the street.

    I crossed Lauderdale Road and turned in to Marsden Crescent. There were fewer cars than usual parked on the street. The Crescent looked wider.  Pink geraniums and dead lobelia trailed from window boxes on the sills of the first house. Pink and white begonias in the neat front gardens of the second and third; nothing outside the fourth and straggling petunias draping sills of the fifth and sixth.

   Number seven was as I had last seen it. None of the six front windows had been boarded up and there was no signboard. It was almost as though the house was keeping up a respectable front, in spite of what may be going on round the back, or worse, inside. The L-shaped garden was overgrown with weeds, dirty nets pulled across the windows and the rendering around the sills cracked and flaking.  And yet, there was a difference. Surely, there had been weeds sprouting between the black and white tiled steps to the front door? Now they had been cleared. Not by the mattress man, he had never done anything in the five years he’d lived here. I had the strangest notion as I gazed up at the house that it seemed to be waiting – to be expecting someone.

  Open the rusty gate round the side wall, pass three empty dustbins, ease round the nettles in to the back garden. I like talking to myself; 

I find it more reassuring sometimes than talking to someone else. It’s larger then I thought, rather nice crazy paving along the wall. I hadn’t seen that from my window. Don’t like that rusty old chair by the rockery. Probably left by Mr. Universe, I’m surprised he hasn’t left any more of his rubbish. Bricks left in a horrible heap in the centre of the lawn. Why do builders just dump things anywhere? My eyes travelled up the brickwork of the house, past what was once a door and windows, to the top window, such a dark, forsaken little window, staring, staring at the glass that suddenly shone so brilliantly in the sunlight.

    There is something about seeing familiar things from an unfamiliar angle that can produce unpredictable emotions. Here I am, in the garden looking into my kitchen window. There’s the stove, the kettle, the tea caddy; how can I describe the extraordinary feeling of detachment? I could be a thousand miles way, so far removed  I  am from these objects. They are mine and yet not mine. It’s as though I’m looking at a well-remembered scene that I have long since left behind and to which I may never return. But what am I saying? What’s the matter with me? My toes are prickling, so are my fingers, I must sit, the chair – the rusty chair - please let me reach it in time.

   The experience passed as quickly as it had come, leaving me feeling slightly light-headed and still with the faint prickling sensation in my fingers and toes. In something of a dream, I made my way round the side of the house, past the dustbins to the street again. To my surprise, I noticed the front door ajar. I could have sworn that it had been closed when I arrived. I moved along the path, up the steps, before I could stop myself, and pushing the heavy door open wider, crept inside. 

   The air smelt musty. Four doors were closed on either side of the gloomy hallway. Straight ahead was a staircase. My curiosity getting the better of me, I climbed quickly, eagerly, up the first flight to the landing above. Three doors led off it; one was open allowing sunlight to filter through the gloom on the stairs. A grubby double mattress lay on the centre of the bare floor. Up I went to the next landing. It was smaller with two open doors leading off revealing a squalid bathroom and kitchen. 

   I crept up the few remaining stairs. Dust covered the bare wooden treads, I hesitated, surely that was a footprint on the top stair?  But I climbed on, past spider’s webs dangling from a nail in the wall. Only one door led off the small third landing. It was closed. In the surrounding shadow I could just make out a key in the lock. I gazed at it in fascination, I had such a longing to open that door and enter -

    From the street an ambulance siren jarred horribly, the unexpected sound alerted my befuddled brain and for a moment I stood rooted to the stair not knowing where I was. It was then, I think, but cannot be sure, that I heard a sound of the small door slowly opening. I dared not look. Breathing; swallowing, normal bodily functions became impossible.

   Blind panic seized me. With a cry I hurled myself back down those stairs to the front door. It had closed. Grasping the handle I turned it and pulled. But the door wouldn’t budge. In a frenzy, I turned it the opposite way and pulled again with all my might. Suddenly it opened and I staggered back as if from some unseen blow. Regaining my balance, I rushed down the steps, crossed Lauderdale Road and ran.

   That evening, in spite of everything I had decided, I telephoned Gilly. She would be too busy helping Herb run his new restaurant to come to London because of what she would call an absurd flight of fancy. But absurd or not it was real enough to me and I could hardly bear the thought of another night on my own. “How do you mean,” she said, “you don’t know if you’re all right or not?”

   “Something’s happened,” I hesitated.

    “What’s happened?”

    “I can’t explain exactly, it’s – er –“

   “Have you started work again?”

     I was stunned. How dare she change the subject so abruptly. My anger alarmed me; I’ve always been a calm sort of person and yet there I was shouting for no apparent reason. I slammed down the phone, immediately regretting having done so.

   Five days passed uneventfully. Each morning, to escape my flat, I took my work to the library. But once there I became distracted and watched the librarian squeak round the polished floor in her crepe-soled shoes. Or I would sit staring into space, my concentration drifting way like smoke in the wind from the work in hand. And the window would come to mind, that small window that had begun to prey on my imagination. Someone was hiding there, I felt certain of it, someone imprisoned for all I knew. I had to help whoever it was.

   Around that time is when the dreams started. I would be in the garden, sitting on the rusty chair, waiting. I would look up and although it was dark, I could see a man at the window, looking down at me. Then the whispering would start, my name whispered all around, until the trees took up the sound, softly at first, then louder, more urgently, calling, calling, creating a terrible yearning within me, a longing and a rush of excitement such as I have never known.

   On Thursday morning something happened, something so inexplicable that when I think of it I wonder if I am dreaming still. Throwing some things into a suitcase, I decided to go and stay at my sister’s. Welcome or not, I could work in the spare room, I’d be no bother to her and at least, I could get some work done. Certainly nothing was being achieved by remaining in the flat. After several attempts to telephone had failed, the line being continually engaged, I set off in the car and soon after ten was making steady progress up the motorway with a packet of freshly cut sandwiches and a flask of soup on the seat beside me. I felt in altogether better spirits, at a service station I turned off to top up with petrol and having paid the hermetically sealed cashier, continued my journey northwards.

   Not 500 yards later, I found myself on a slip road marked Bedford. I turned right across the bridge, then right again, back onto the motorway, only this time heading southwards towards London. I couldn’t understand what had happened to me. My mind had gone blank, a mental blackout from which I had a struggle to regain consciousness.

   More angry than frightened, I pulled onto the hard shoulder for a couple of minutes to sort myself out. It was as well that I did, for once again that curious prickling sensation returned, this time only in my hands but so severe I could hardly take hold of the steering wheel. As before, the feeling passed quickly and somewhat shaken, I drove on to the next exit, determined to turn off and head back in the right direction.

   I had observed the lorry approaching in the slow lane as the exit came in to view. I signalled and prepared to move in to the left lane. But as I did so, the lorry accelerated and pulled alongside me, preventing my maneuver. I braked to let him pass. The slip road was now 30 yards away and it was too late to overtake him. The lorry turned off forcing me to continue on towards London.

   At the next exit I prepared again to turn off, but saw, to my dismay, that there had been an accident and the slip road was closed. Police were everywhere, directing cars on down the motorway. What disturbed me most was seeing a black Volkswagen, the same model as mine, which had crashed into the side of a lorry. The car had apparently been trying to turn off the motorway in circumstances similar to those that I had experienced ten minutes earlier. The coincidence seemed almost uncanny. Looking into my rear view mirror, I could see nothing of any accident. No lorry, no police, no flashing blue lights.

   I was badly frightened. The car was moving fast, the needle hovering on 85, faster than I normally drive. The awesome fact was that although it was me in the driving seat, it felt as though it was some other source of energy controlling the car and making decisions regardless of my wishes. I drove the rest of the way home in a daze. 

   Once in my flat I went straight in to the kitchen and looked up at the small window across the garden. There was someone there. I’d known it all along. I could see a face through the murky glass. I waved. And I am almost certain the hand that waved back was no  trick of light.
My sister and her American husband are worried about me. They think I should see a doctor. Last night when she telephoned I patiently explained the whole situation regarding the house and its mysterious occupant. But she will keep interrupting and talking about squatters and other such nonsensical things. I told her all about the motorway incident. She was silent. So silent, in fact, that I had to ask her several times if she was still there.  I have told her what my plans are; I’m going to tack a sheet across my kitchen window so I can’t see him. Everything will be all right then, I can concentrate on my work, I have a deadline to keep, you see.

‘Sunday morning 3 am.’

   A light’s been turned on in the window.

   I knew it even before I ran to the kitchen to tear away the sheet. Now I know that my waiting is almost over.

   Rain is falling, a settled heavy rain. I sit here by the kitchen window cold and incapable of moving. The hours pass so slowly. Oh, how much longer must I wait?

   The light in the window has just gone out. 

   My heart is racing. I press my hand over it to keep it calm. I have left the door to my house on the latch, the door to my flat ajar. I can hardly breathe, my longings are soon to be fulfilled; I tremble with anticipation.

   A sound at the door. My guest has arrived.

The end
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