
Through a Window (April 2018) 

The painter Maud Lewis said, “A window.  How I love a window. A bird, whizzing 
by.  Bumblebee. It’s always different. The whole of life.  The whole of life already framed. Right 
there.” 

Many years ago, as a college instructor, when I was given a rare opportunity to pick from several 
rooms the one that would be my office, I chose one up several flights of stairs, far from the 
copier, far from the main office.  There were two hallway doors to my office, which could 
confuse students looking for me during conferences. I chose the room anyway. Because it had 
two windows. Two magnificently high windows. I pretended at times that I was in a tall tower, 
staring out over my castle grounds.  In reality, one window looked to the street, the other to a 
too-near sandstone wall of another campus building. I didn’t mind the reality. It was, for many 
years, the whole of life. Those windows heard my lesson preps, my worries about students. My 
face reflected in them during the semester days, they saw my smiles, saw my tears.  When I 
leaned against them, they knew my desire for the year to start, knew my fatigue at the year’s end. 
They were my friends, in reflection. 

I will blame “Street Haunting”, an essay by Virginia Woolf, for my neighborhood voyeurism, 
specifically my delight in peering, at the crepuscular hour, through many a large window to the 
privacy of a main room brightened and warmed by lamplight.  A friend some time ago sent me a 
note suggesting—justifying!—that we walk in the early evenings throughout my neighborhood, 
peering from the sidewalks into other people’s houses. This wasn’t the first invitation. Many 
women I’ve known have shared this delight of furtive study of silent scenes framed by picture 
windows, scenes that always seem peaceful, cozy.  It’s as if we ask ourselves, “How would life 
be different if I were in that moment? How might it be better?” We never ask how it might be 
worse. The rich, golden lamplight forbids that thought. I’ve nearly fallen flat on my face, 
walking home from my office, on neighborhood streets, looking to the windows on the left or the 
right, loving the good and generous and gentle souls who live within, who gesture grandly and 
seem larger than life.  No one in these window scenes ever fights. Perhaps they know better than 
to stand in the frame when life crumbles. 

Yet, Woolf’s thoughts drive me to wonder if my street haunting is some confirmation of 
unhappiness, or merely dissatisfaction?  She writes, “Is the true self that which stands on the 
pavement . . . ? Am I here, or am I there? Or is the true self . . . so varied and wandering that it is 
only when we give the rein to its wishes . . . that we are indeed ourselves?”  The wandering, she 
tells us, is the escape, and “to escape is the greatest of pleasures.” I might question my desire to 
wander, to take unnecessary turns, but it is when I return home, throw open the door on my own 
abode and possessions and lamp glow, that the “here” and the “there” blend into a feeling of 
warmth and belonging. 

Windows are, then, my escape.  Through others’ glass, I have seen puppies carried to a kitchen 
beyond.  I have witnessed a kiss. I have seen, in looking out my own window, clouds hurled by 



the wind to some fantastic destination, robins cocking their heads to hear the worms, the 
neighborhood child growing taller, his curly blonde locks growing longer.  I have seen sunsets. 

This is not to say, though, that I haven’t been haunted by dramas that have unfolded beyond the 
huge front windows of the homes in which I have lived.  When I was nine-years-old and my 
family lived on a high hill in Middletown, Rhode Island, I looked out our window one morning 
and down the hill to a house near the beach cliff.  A friend of mine lived there, and the family 
had just purchased a family pet, a little pup. That early morning, thick balls of gray smoke 
poured from the lower windows of the gray house.  I screamed for my father, who looked and 
then grabbed his coat, soaked it in water, and pulled it on as he ran down the hill. My mother 
called the fire department. I watched my father diminish in size and disappear.  Just as quickly, 
the family, in pajamas, ran out onto the lawn with my father. I heard the sirens, watched the crew 
battle the fire. I heard the story later, when I wasn’t supposed to be listening, of how the little 
dead dog was found hidden under a piece of furniture.   

The family moved away, without my getting to tell my friend goodbye.  With my sister, I walked 
to the abandoned shell of a house, and at her dare, peered through the remains of the lower 
windows to see all kinds of forms charred a bubbly, shiny black.  “The little dog’s ghost is in 
there,” Debbie whispered in my ear, and I screamed and ran up the hill, toward our own window, 
which presented a scene of golden lamp light, pictures on our wall, and our little poodle looking 
out.  It beckoned, almost harshly. 

What emanates from a window is a sense of longing.  When I stare out, the sun’s rays heating the 
pane of glass, it is often with an acute desire to be outside.  How silly that, for the landscape on 
which I gaze is all too familiar and therefore nothing enticing. It is there that I rake or sit with a 
book in hand or shake the rugs.  And then, once I am outside, I peer toward the window, imaging 
all that is inside is of a higher degree of crispness and cleanness and warmth, and therefore 
comfort. 

Windows, thus, can make me quite dissatisfied.  The dissatisfaction is heightened when winter is 
finally losing its grip to spring.  Daily, I stare out at the trees, imagine the appearance of the soft 
hue of green, watch a few little brown birds pop up and down in the melting snow slush.  I 
chance it, run outside, prance around a bit, and realize the still frigid wind, which the window hid 
from me. I look up at the glass, know that the warmth I perceive within is real, and run back 
inside, grudgingly willing to wait a few more weeks for the temperatures to rise.  I want to scold 
the window for its deception. Yet, it really never lied to me; I just forgot to connect the parts of 
the displayed reality; I lied to myself. I often do that, assuming that what I see through a single 
frame of glass may provide to me more than what I possess. 

My paternal grandmother had a window in her small, old Vermont farmhouse that did not 
deceive.  It was not double-pane, it was not thermal. It was an ancient sheet of glass fit into a 
wooden frame which fit into the wall of her attic bedroom.  The bed clothes were many-layered 
feather comforters, hand-made. They were necessary, because her house was heated solely by a 



wood-fueled cook stove in the kitchen and a small parlor stove in the front room. The steps to the 
attic were narrow and many, and the heat made no effort to climb them.  Once, I traveled to her 
house, for all intents and purposes a lone traveler, in the middle of a cold December. She worried 
that I would not be warm enough in the attic bedroom, but I assured her I would be fine. After 
we hugged good night—a crisp, New England-efficient hug—, I climbed the stairs and gasped at 
the attic’s icy air.  Taking my grandmother’s advice, I changed into my night gown under the 
comforters. I feel asleep but was soon awakened by a glow from the window. I assumed it was 
headlights coming up my grandmother’s long hill and gathered the courage to fling back the 
covers and hop quickly to the window. 

The glow was, of course, the full moon, and again I gasped.  The snow, the trees, the far lake 
were radiant, as if lit in a white wash of daylight.  Stars formed a vast diadem in the black sky. I 
had never seen anything so forbidding and stark yet so beautiful.  I wanted to run to it, this whole 
of life already framed. I shifted my posture and placed a palm against the glass that met the ridge 
of paint-peeling wood.  I yanked it back, bent, and saw, not a thin dust of ice as is depicted in 
some story books, but a thick, elongated chunk of ice, from which grew little ice spears.  The 
chunks crusted nearly the entire window. I knew not to touch again, but instead to withdraw to 
my bed and burrow my entire body under the covers until the morning, when my grandmother 
would call that the stove was roaring hot and would soon hand me towels to sop up the window’s 
melt.   The scene from the thawed window would never be as ethereal as that from the night 
window of jagged claws of ice, and I ached that it would never again be mine. 

And what do my dogs, always satisfied, see through my front window?  And my geraniums, 
snuggly winter-imprisoned for the chance at another summer? The whole of life.  The whole of 
life already framed. Right there. 

 


