The Unforgotten House
By Joy Grace C.



I dream I stand in front of a house. It is old and shabby, with the white paint peeling off the sides and cobwebs masking the faces of the dark, empty windows. The grass is long and the bushes overgrown. This forgotten house sits sunken in the shadows on the shaded street.


I remember a time when the house was bright and sunlit and filled with the sound of chattering voices and pounding feet. I remember a time when there were grandchildren dashing in and out of the house with my grandfather cutting the grass and the uncles washing the car in the driveway. But now this place is deserted. Not a peep comes from behind those stone-cold walls.


I walk up to the front door, treading on the familiar mottled red porch. On the window beside me is the ancient sign that my grandfather put up long ago. It says “Never Mind the Dog. Beware of Owner.” It used to make me smile, but now its tattered and yellowed edges make me want to cry. I open the creaky screen door and step inside the house.


The place smells of must and age. For a moment, it seems like the house is warm and bright again, and my grandmother is coming forward to greet me with a gentle smile, a soft hug, and a plate of potstickers. But then the illusion disappears, and I am hit by icy reality. My grandma is dead, and the house is cold and dark. I step into the dim living room. I remember sitting on the hard, carpeted floor, looking at photo albums, or lying on the scratchy couch when I was sick. Then I see the huge, pillowed recliner in the corner covered in a decaying comforter, and the first image that comes into my mind is my grandmother, frail and sick, lowering herself stiffly into the chair. Closing my eyes, I immediately push the image of her gaunt face and stick-thin legs out of my mind. I would rather remember snuggling up with her in that recliner to read a book.


Next, I venture into the dining room. The white-topped table once held eighteen people crammed around it. Cousins, aunts, and uncles laughing and eating together. Rice, meat, and vegetables sliding around the table in bowls and disappearing in minutes. I wipe a layer of dust off the table and push past the swinging door, which moans in protest. If not for the dirt and cobwebs accumulated there, the kitchen would seem perfectly new. I scan the smooth floor, and the newly refurnished counters, on which my grandpa would often sleep. High on a shelf are the cracker boxes that supposedly held the speakers that blasted the mysterious music. We never figured that out for sure.


From the kitchen, I make my way to the back door. Through the filthy screen door, I can barely see the jungle-like backyard. The run-down back porch, where my grandma would squat to feed the old cat, Mickey. The tree in the middle of the yard. The garage, and behind it, the grapefruit tree that my father planted, which never bore fruit. All abandoned. I turn around and go down into the basement. It is empty, but I remember when the rooms were crammed with miscellaneous junk. The laundry room with the freezer always containing ice cream. The perpetually dark room, where we grandkids would wheel around in somebody's old wheelchair. Grandpa's room, with his blanket-covered bunk and computer. And . . . of course—the water bed room, hidden behind the furnace. I would pretend to swim on the bed, and then flop on my back, staring at the drop ceiling and the knitted boy and girl decorations on the wall.


When I have relived every moment in the basement, I go back upstairs. I glimpse the brightening sky out of the kitchen window and realize that I must hurry. Day is approaching, and my time here will soon be over. I pass over the bedroom where my sister and I always slept and the bathroom, where I would crouch in a tiny plastic tub to bathe. Then I pause in front of the door to my grandma's door. I force myself to open the door and peek in. It is now shadowed and gloomy, but there was a time when it was sunlit and cheery, with the wind ruffling the curtains by the windows. Once, I think I even got in my grandmother's bed. I remember the glow-in-the-dark objects on her bedside stand. One was praying hands, which represented my grandma so perfectly. But then I no longer dared to enter that room, for I couldn't bear to see that box on the shelf that held her cremated remains. Now I withdraw my head from the room.


There's the door. The door leading to the best memories I have of that house. I turn the doorknob and start up the stairs. When I reach the landing, I glance over my shoulder at my mother's room on the left. But my mission is to the right. This is the place where I will end my tour. I have saved the best for last. My hurrying feet carry me to the small wooden door, which I unlatch. I duck and enter the dark space of the attic. Around me are vacant shelves, void of the articles it used to hold, even the mousetraps. I keep going doggedly, until I reach that smaller and darker hole. Fumbling with my fingers, I find the light switch and flip it. Amazingly, the wan light blinks on. I have to bend over to get inside this tunnel. Soon, I reach the next door. Behind it lies the greatest memory room of all. I rest my head against the coarse wood, and, just for fun, whisper the old password. “FE7.”


The door swings open, and I appear in the cramped room that was our clubhouse a long time ago. The memories fly at me and smack me in the face. Seven of us squeezed in this space, dubbing ourselves “The Fearless Explorers.” We put up our flag, club mascots, and other random decorations. It was in here that we figured out how to set mousetraps and almost got our fingers caught several times. We each had our titles: president, leader, electrician, spy, etc. I was the secretary and recorded each of our escapades in a teeny notebook. “The Fearless Explorers” faded into oblivion after a while as we grew older, but it was a bonding experience for us cousins. We grew closer and even more attached to that room. I had secretly vowed that if Grandpa ever had to sell the house, I would leave a special note in this handmade clubhouse for the next owners. But things had gone too quickly, and I had never found the chance.


The memories flutter away, leaving me in the cold, dark room. A flicker outside catches my eye. Peering through a crack in the board covering the window, I see the sun coming up over the horizon. As the first warm rays fall on my skin, I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I can feel myself departing from this old house. Although I want to cling to these memories and never leave, I know it's time. Time to let go. Time to move on. The last thing I see before I wake up is my Grandma standing on the front steps of the unforgotten house, waving good-bye, like she always did.

