
Short Stories, January 10, 1949 

HIGH 
WINDOWS 
By HENRY H. CURRAN 

 
Funny How Some People Are 

Always Suspicious of the Man Who 
leans the Windows! C

 
HARLIE THE POLACK, who 
was born in New York and had 
been to high school, came out of 
the old tenement near Tompkins 

Square, slung his tackle and pail over his 
shoulder, and set off for the cleaning of 
many windows. They would be high 
windows, ten, twenty stories up, which 
take nerve. “You got to have nerve, or you 
go to the ground,” was the saying in the 
trade. Charlie figured he had the nerve, but 
he liked the high places less each time, and 
he was not sure. He never looked down.  

 
 

 
As he turned west, he cocked his eye at 

the weather. The northeaster was coming 
cold and fast, driving the black rain clouds 
over the roof tops, turning up the coat 
collars of the men, tearing at the hair and 
hats of the women, raising all hell of a 
Monday morning. It would be windy 
today, up there on the ledges. Charlie put 
his head down, swung along toward the 
big red apartment house near Washington 
Square, then forgot about the window sills, 
for he was thinking wholly of yesterday, 
when the sun had shone. 

And that was some Sunday! All with 
Rose, church in the morning, walk in 
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Central Park in the afternoon, then even 
the movies, all with Rose who had 
unexpectedly said “Yes” to each 
invitation. In the park, with his arm around 
her shoulder and hers around his waist, 
they had not bothered about the crowds of 
strollers who elbowed them off the 
paths—another world. Charlie was 
building their own world, taking his nerve 
with him on that last day of Indian 
summer, asking the highest question of all. 
Now, in the northeaster, he saw only the 
laughing brown eyes, the round happy face 
of Rose when she said “Yes,” so low that 
he could hardly hear it, while her arm went 
tighter around his waist. He looked up 
again, laughing. A spatter of raindrops 
smote him in the face, spitefully and fast. 
They seemed personal, a shower of bullets 
into his happiness, a warning from the 
northeaster. He put his head down. The 
drops stopped.  

When he reached the door of the big 
red apartment house, he was smiling 
again. 

“Hey, Polack, what’s the joke?” The 
doorman put his head all the way out.  

“Tell you next week—when I’m 
married!” The window cleaner was 
laughing now. 

“What!”  
“And look here, big shot, don’t call me 

Polack. I’m American.”  
“Once a Polack, always a Polack,” 

pronounced the doorman. They both 
grinned. “All right, Charlie, look out for 
yourself—bad today, up in those windows. 
I mean it—look out.” The doorman 
withdrew his head. 

“Okay,” said the window cleaner, 
quickly. 

 
OWN in the basement there was 
silence. Bill the back elevator man 

was usually there, shuttling his full car 
noisily up and down, sweaty and 

important. Now there was nobody about, 
no sound. 

“Hey, Bill!” Charlie’s tentative call 
sounded through the cellar purlieus, from 
one pipe to another, waking only its own 
echo. 

“Bill!” He shouted more loudly. 
“Ah, wot the hell—where you goin’?” 

The answer was indistinct, from far off, 
with an air of finality. 

“Ten B—Miss Perkins—I’m late.”  
“G’wan, walk up—Polack—huh—wot 

a face.”  
“Okay.”  
Charlie was used to those cracks about 

his face. Even Rose sometimes laughed at 
his dusty red hair, the blue eyes peeking 
out under it, the chin that seemed to stop 
before it began. Never mind, he had the 
nerve, he guessed, even if he didn’t have 
the chin. Nor did he mind walking up the 
stairs, not very much, but he minded Bill’s 
Monday morning hangover, with nobody 
in his place. Only once had a thief got by 
the basement guard and up into the big 
house. That was ten years ago. Now there 
were more thieves about, more guns, and 
the way was open. Charlie shook his head 
as he trudged up the steep stairs. It was a 
queer Monday morning. 

“Who is it?” The woman’s voice that 
answered his push of the button at the 
kitchen door had no welcome in it. 

“Window cleaner, ma’am.”  
“Oh.” The door opened a crack, with a 

pair of bespectacled sharp eyes looking 
through. “Come in.” The door opened 
wider. 

“Sorry to be late,” said the window 
cleaner. 

“Why did you come at all?” asked 
Miss Susan Perkins acidly. “You always 
come just before it rains. It’s a sure sign.”  

Charlie looked at the little old lady 
standing up so straight, her white hair and 
gold specs, the same black dress. She was 
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always like this. “Shall I go ahead, 
ma’m?” he asked. 

“You might as well. Nobody knows 
when under the canopy you’ll be here 
again. Begin here. Maid’s gone. Left 
yesterday. No good anyhow. Do the dining 
room next and so on around. Oh—and tell 
me when you get to my bedroom—don’t 
forget now.” 

“Okay,” said Charlie, unslinging his 
tackle and pail, brush, squeegee and 
chamois. Once again that crack about her 
bedroom. Always worrying about her 
jewelry, as though he might steal it. When 
he got to the bedroom, she would come in 
and stand guard in front of her bureau, 
until he was through and got out. Always 
did it, made him mad. 

He filled the pail with water, put on the 
belt, hitched one strap to the hook on the 
wall outside, climbed out on the window 
sill, then hitched the other strap and went 
to work, as she watched him begin. He 
was standing on the window sill now, 
facing her, his body swinging out over 
space to the full length of the tight straps. 
He dipped the brush in the pail, reached up 
and began on the upper sash. Rub, rub, 
rub. The dirty water trickled down the 
small, right-angled window panes. Then 
the squeegee would come, then the 
chamois, which left no lint. Rub, rub, rub, 
never looking down. 

“Now be careful,” commanded Miss 
Susan Perkins suddenly, looking as though 
she might stamp her foot. “You might fall, 
and then—well.” She finished rather 
lamely, seeming to shiver a little. 

“Okay, ma’am okay,” said Charlie 
hurriedly; through the window. He 
watched her as she walked out, very 
straight, with short quick steps. “Not such 
a bad guy,” he said to himself, “wish she’d 
lay off that stuff about how I might go to 
the ground.” He started to look down, then 
snapped his head up. 

Window cleaning was cold that day, he 
discovered, icy for the first time since last 
winter. The northeaster tore at him in a 
savage, persistent way, as though bent on 
blowing him down to death in the cement 
yard below. The water was cold. In and 
out of the pail, changing dirty water for 
clean, his hands, already numb, would be 
chapped tonight. 

In the dining room he paused to count 
all the little window panes again. Let’s 
see, 5 windows with 8 panes apiece, that’s 
40. Then 8 windows with 12 panes apiece, 
that’s 96. And 3 with 16 panes apiece, 
that’s 48. Total for the flat, 184 panes, all 
small and rectangular, all hard to clean at 
the corners. Too small and too many. 

He began rubbing again. He had 
stopped for only a few seconds. Miss 
Perkins appeared. 

“Thought maybe you’d fallen out,” she 
said. “You weren’t working.”  

“No, I didn’t fall out,” said Charlie 
nervously. She seemed determined to have 
him do so. “Just counting the window 
panes,” he explained. “184 of ‘em, and 
hard cleaning, every one of ‘em.”  

“How do you know there are that 
many? You haven’t been around counting 
them.” 

“Mathematics,” said Charlie 
profoundly. “Multiply, add, and you’ve 
got it.”  

Miss Perkins stared. “You must be 
good at figures,” she said. “Better than you 
are at window cleaning. You ought to be 
in a better job.”  

Charlie looked at her searchingly. He 
could not decide whether she was making 
fun of him or not. He had been thinking 
about a better job, something that paid 
better, and was nearer the ground. 

“That’s what I want,” he said 
suddenly. “Then I could—” 

“Could what?” 
“Look out for Rose.” The words came 
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out as though his thoughts were just 
behind his lips and could not stay in. 
Charlie grinned. Then he blushed—what 
would the old lady care?”  

“I didn’t mean—” he stammered. 
“You did mean it, or you wouldn’t 

have said it.” The sharp eyes were 
gleaming through the specs. “Now you go 
on with your work, young man, and keep 
your mind on it.” 

Miss Perkins turned and walked stiffly 
away. Her steps were shorter than usual, 
which betokened agitation, or anger, you 
never could tell which. Charlie put it down 
to anger. 

 
N THE spare room he rubbed faster, for 
a gust of raindrops was pelting him 

from behind. They stopped in a moment, 
another warning that the northeaster was 
about to let loose. He’d like to finish the 
job, before the deluge came. Only one 
more room, and that was the bedroom. He 
would tell her, then she would stand guard 
over the jewelry again. What a mean guy 
she was, after all! And he had let go that 
silly blurting out about Rose. His face 
went hot again when he thought of it. Ah, 
to hell with her! 

As he dried the last pane in the spare 
room—number 144, he reflected—he 
climbed part way in, and on the wet 
window sill slipped, as he absent mindedly 
unhooked the last strap. He was off 
balance, with no leg hold and going down. 
For a second it was either way, grab quick 
or go to the ground. Instantly and 
desperately, he got one hand on the inside 
of the window sill, stopped the downward 
momentum with a jerk, somehow got the 
other hand up with the first, then slowly 
hauled himself up and over. He stood 
shaking, noticing casually his trousers torn 
open at one knee, bleeding where it had 
scraped on the window sill. He had never 
slipped before. 

Slowly he turned and closed the 
window, slowly emptied the pail and filled 
it again, hesitated, started to move, 
uncertainly, then stood still again. He had 
heard the bell in the kitchen ring, heard the 
door open, and the words, “Gas 
company—meter reading.”  

He heard the door close, then 
suddenly, in a snarling low voice, “Stick 
‘em up.” 

A gasp from Miss Perkins.  
“Shut up, you old fool—shut up or I’ll 

put a bullet in your head.” The voice was 
louder. “Anybody else here?”  

A pause, then, “Hurry up.”  
Miss Perkins said, “No.”  
“Sure?”  
“Yes, I’m sure.” She had raised her 

voice. 
“Quiet, damn you. If there is, he’ll be 

dead in a minute. Now take me to that 
jewelry of yours—quick—I know where it 
is—and quiet.”  

The steps came along the inside hall, 
past the spare room door, with a pause as 
though someone were looking in, then 
went around the corner to the bedroom. 

Charlie had crouched quickly and 
silently into the bathroom. And now what? 
He was still trembling from his slip at the 
window. He knew the sure suicide of 
tackling a gunman barehanded. He had 
often wondered what he’d do, if a thing 
like this came—fight and be killed, or 
surrender and live? Sense said surrender. 
And the jewelry—let the old lady lose it—
what the hell use is all that shiny stuff 
anyhow? He was thinking fast. And yet 
she had said there was nobody else 
around, lied, saved his life perhaps. That 
was pretty good. But— Rose? And it was 
only yesterday that she—. No—sit tight, 
you fool—a lot of jewelry against—life. 
Cut it. Or was it just that he hadn’t the 
nerve? The thoughts ran up and down, 
jagged, like lightning. “But I can’t just 
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hide,” he finished, “can’t tell Rose that, 
can’t tell Rose.” 

He slipped off his belt and tackle, one 
shoe, then the other. He made no sound 
that he could even hear himself. Then he 
peered out of the bathroom. He knew it 
before he looked, for he knew the room by 
heart. The only thing that might help was 
the door stop, a single heavy flatiron that 
he had always smiled to see again. Queer 
old lady, she was. It was a good door stop, 
though, heavy at the bottom, with a good 
handle, better than the light little brass 
things they had in the stores. Good for a 
door, not so good for a gunman. There was 
nothing else. 

The window cleaner waited, thinking. 
It was two seconds perhaps, but it felt like 
two hours. He came out of the bathroom, 
went swiftly and noiselessly to where the 
flatiron was, picked it up and kept on 
going, slowly and surely now, toward the 
bedroom, from which he could hear the 
rustling of tissue paper. He crossed the 
hall to the bedroom door. He made no 
noise. He stopped, tense and holding his 
breath. 

“Hurry up—I haven’t got all day.” 
There was the voice again, with anger in 
the snarl. 

At the door, as he stopped, a vision of 
Rose as he saw her yesterday, came and 
went, in a flash. He gulped, but checked it 
in time. Peeking around the door, slowly, 
just an eye, he saw the thief with back 
turned to him, gun in hand, watching Miss 
Perkins taking the little boxes and tissue 
paper wrappings out of the bureau. 

He waited again. Then he leaped in 
with a spring, hand up with the flatiron. 
The gunman turned, and the room was 
nothing but noise, a sharp, rending roar, 
savage and terrible. Charlie’s hand was 
coming down, instinctively toward the 
hand with the gun. The flatiron crashed 
down on the wrist, straight and hard. 

Again, that barking, shattering noise. He 
raised his arm, reached and brought the 
homely weapon down on the gunman’s 
forehead. As the figure lunged toward 
him, he landed another blow. The thief 
seemed to wobble in the knees, his body 
swayed, then slumped down to the floor, 
where it lay on its side, without motion, as 
though in sleep. The gun clattered off to 
one side. Charlie reached quickly, picked 
it up and stood panting, shaking, pointing 
the gun down at the quiet figure. 

“Well, what do we do now?” said Miss 
Susan Perkins. 

“For God’s—sake—” Charlie was 
breathing hard— “get the men up, house 
telephone – then – police – quick – I 
can’t—” He was swaying. 

Receivers, a dial, clicking, clicking, a 
body lying asleep on the floor with blood 
flowing about the head—all in this 
bedroom where he cleaned windows—all 
in this—and the noise—his ears—would 
they never—come? As he waited, the body 
moved a little, the eyes opened and stared 
dully. 

“Lie still, or I’ll put a bullet in your 
head,” said the window cleaner huskily. 
The body was still again. 

The handyman came first, then the 
doorman, then Miss Perkins, close after 
them. 

“Something to tie him up with—hurry 
up,” said the handyman. 

Miss Perkins opened a bureau drawer 
and whisked out a pair of long nylon 
stockings. The handyman made short work 
of it. Handymen fix anything. 

“There, you bum,” he remarked, 
surveying the job. 

The doorman had his hand on the 
window cleaner’s shoulder. “You got the 
guy!” he said with a queer loudness, then, 
“No more windows today mind now.”  
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HE police came running, two from the 
radio car with guns drawn. One of 

them bent down and frisked the thief. The 
other turned to Charlie, looking hard at 
him. 

“Better give me the gun, son,” he said. 
Charlie handed it over. 
“Hum—45.” The cop took out the clip. 

He looked at the window cleaner again, 
then suddenly laughed. 

“What are you laughing at?” 
demanded Charlie. 

“Face—your face.” The cop paused. 
“Did you do all this?” He was not 
laughing now. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Charlie. 
“What did you hit him with?”  
“Flatiron. On the floor there.”  
The cop picked it up, where Charlie 

had dropped it when he picked up the gun. 
He looked at it, felt of it, held it hanging, 
to see how heavy it was. 

“Say, what are we coming to? 
Yesterday a woman conks a guy with her 
handbag—see it, in the paper? Stopped a 
stick-up. Now it’s a flatiron.”  

The other cop had found the bullet 
holes, one in the wall, the other in the 
floor. He was measuring the angles. 
“Nearly got you,” he said, soberly. 

“Good job, son,” said the first cop, not 
laughing.  

Then there were more cops, and the 
white-jacketed young doctor from the 
ambulance. The wail of the sirens had 
been coming through the windows. The 
doctor, on his knees by the thug, feeling, 
listening, then whipping out bandages, 
took some time. At last, getting up, he 
looked suddenly bored. “He’ll live easy 
enough, young, way they all are,” he said. 
“Slight concussion, though. Scalp wounds, 
nothing. Wrist broken. Hospital.” 

They lifted up the limp body and 
carried it out. The window cleaner got his 
brush and pail and mopped up the floor, 

then stood dumbly while the doctor 
cleaned his knee. He had said nothing 
about the slip on the window sill. 

“You’ll get word where to go to 
court,” said the last cop as he departed. 

When they had gone, Miss Perkins 
took charge. “Now we’ll clean the rest of 
the windows,” she said. 

The window cleaner walked slowly to 
the nearest window. He hitched one strap, 
stood on the window sill and looked down. 
Trembling, in a sudden spasm, he looked 
quickly up again, slowly hitched the other 
strap and went to work. Rub, rub, rub, 
don’t look down, don’t. It was the hardest 
job of all.  

Miss Perkins glanced sharply at him, 
then left the room, left him alone in it, for 
the first time. She had not put her jewelry 
away. 

“I have some telephoning to do,” she 
said. Her short steps went pattering down 
the hall. 

As the window cleaner got near to the 
end of his work, sticking to it, the 
northeaster came on in earnest, blowing 
the living lights out of everything 
detachable in New York, drenching the 
city with a horizontal rain that found every 
open thing and soaked it. He finished the 
job in the storm, climbed in his wet clothes 
clinging coldly to his skin, and stood at the 
front door as Miss Perkins signed the slip. 

“I can’t do much for you, young man,” 
she said, as she returned the slip to him, 
standing straight, with a slight quaver in 
her voice. “My brother runs a bank, 
though. If you give him this note 
tomorrow—after luncheon when he 
always feels better—I think he may give 
you a job—figures—on trial—he may. 
I’ve been telephoning him.”  

She handed him a small white 
envelope. 

“Thanks,” said Charlie, blankly. He 
stood, hesitating. 
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“Now get along,” said Miss Perkins. 
“Oh—and tell me—what’s her name?”  

“Rose,” said the window cleaner 
vaguely—was there somebody named 
Rose? 

He put the envelope in his pocket, then 
turned as he went out. “Thanks,” he said 

again, coming back part way into the 
world. 

Miss Perkins closed the door. 
Charlie the Polack walked quickly 

home, not regarding the rain. “Now I can 
tell Rose,” was all he was thinking, “I can 
tell Rose.” 

 


