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Our street had a lot of little houses on either side of it where we children lived happily with our families. There were rows of lawns, like green napkins tucked under the houses’ chins, and letterboxes, apple trees and marigolds. Children played up and down the street, laughing and shouting and sometimes crying, for it’s the way of the world that things should be mixed. In the soft autumn evenings, before the winter winds began, the smoke from chimneys rose up in threads of grey and blue, stitching our houses into the autumn air.

But there was one house in our street that was different from all the rest, and that was the wizard’s house. For one thing there was a door knocker of iron in the shape of a dog’s head that barked at us as we ran by. Of course, the wizard’s house had its lawn too, but no apple trees or marigolds, only a silver tree with a golden parrot in it. But that was not the most wonderful thing about the wizard’s house.

The real wonders of the wizard’s house were its windows. They were all the colours of the world – red, blue, green, gold, purple and pink, violet and yellow, as well as the reddish-brown of autumn leaves. His house was patched all over with coloured windows. And there was not just one pink window or one green one, either, but several of each colour, each one different. No one had told us but we all knew that if you looked through the red window you saw a red world. If you looked through the blue window a blue one. The wizard could go into any of these worlds whenever he wished. He was not only the owner of many windows, but the master of many worlds.

My friend, Anthea, longed to go into the wizard’s house and spy out through his windows. Other people dreamed of racing-bikes and cameras and guitars, but Anthea dreamed of the wizard’s windows. She wanted to get into the wizard’s house and look through first one window and then another because she was sure that through one of them she must see the world she really wanted to live in. The candyfloss window would show her a world striped like circus time, the golden window would show her a city of towers and domes, dazzling in the sunlight, and every child who lived there would be a prince or a princess. The windows haunted Anthea so much that her eyes ached for magic peepholes into strange and beautiful countries.

One day, as Anthea came home from school she saw on the footpath outside the wizard’s house, sitting by his letterbox, a white cat with one blue eye and one green eye, golden whiskers and a collar of gold. It winked at her with its blue eye and scrambled through a gap in the hedge, seeming to beckon with its tail. Anthea scrambled after it with a twist and a wriggle and, when she stood up, she was on the other side of the hedge inside the wizard’s garden. Her school uniform had been changed into a long, silver dress with little glass bells all over its sleeves, and her school shoes and socks had changed into slippers of scarlet and stockings of green. In front of her stood the wizard, dressed in a white robe with a tiny green dragon crawling around his shoulders. His cat rubbed against his ankles and purred.

“So, you are the girl who dreams of looking through my windows,” said the wizard. “Your wishes are like storms, my dear – too strong, too strong. At night I am beginning to dream your dreams instead of my own and that won’t do, for wizards need their own dreams to prevent them becoming lost in their magic. Dreams are to wizards what harbour lights are to a sailor. I’ll let you look through my windows, and choose the world you like best of all, so long as you remember that when you walk out of my door you’ll walk out into the world you have chosen, and there’ll be no coming back a second time. Be sure you choose well.”

Anthea followed the wizard up the path between borders of prize-winning geraniums and in at his door.

“This is a lovely dress,” she said to the wizard. “I feel halfway to being a princess already. It’s much, much nicer than my school uniform.”

“But it is a school uniform – the uniform of my school,” the wizard replied in surprise. “I’m glad you like it. Now, here is the red window. Look well, my dear.”

Anthea looked through the red window. She was looking deep into a forest on the sun. Trees blazed up from a wide plain and over a seething hillside. Their leaves were flames, and scarlet smoke rose up from the forest, filling the sky. Out from under the trees galloped a herd of fiery horses, tossing burning manes and tails and striking sparks from the ground with their smouldering hooves.

“Well?” asked the wizard.

“It’s beautiful,” breathed Anthea, “but it’s much too hot.”

The next window was a silver one. A princess, with a young face and long white hair, rode through a valley of snow in a silver sleigh drawn by six great white bears wearing collars of frost and diamonds. All around her, mountains rose like needles of silver ice into a blue, clear sky.

“Your silver window is beautiful,” Anthea sighed, “but, oh – how cold, how cold! I couldn’t live there.”

Through a candyfloss-pink window, sure enough, she looked into a world of circuses. A pink circus tent opened like a spring tree in blossom. Clowns turned cartwheels around it, and a girl in a pink dress and pink slippers rode on a dappled horse, jumping through a hoop hung with pink ribbons.

“That’s funny!” Anthea said in a puzzled voice. “It’s happy and funny and very, very pretty, but I wouldn’t want to live with a circus every day. I don’t know why not but I just wouldn’t.”

That’s how it was with all the windows. The blue one looked under the sea, and the green one into a world of treetops. There was a world of deserts and a world of diamonds, a world of caves and glow-worms, and a world of sky with floating cloud-castles, but Anthea did not want to live in any of them. She began to run from one window to another, the glass bells on her sleeves jingling and tinkling, her feet in the scarlet slippers sliding under her.

“Where is a window for me?” cried Anthea. She peered through windows into lavender worlds full of mist, worlds where grass grew up to the sky and spiders spun bridges with rainbow-coloured silk, into worlds where nothing grew and where great stones lay like a city of abandoned castles reaching from one horizon to another.

At last there were no windows left. The wizard’s house had many, many windows, but Anthea had looked through them all and there was no world in which she wanted to live. She didn’t want a hot one or a cold one, a wet one or a dry one. She didn’t want a world of trees or a world of stones. The wizard shrugged his shoulders.

“You’re hard to please,” he said.

“But I wanted the very best one. I know I’d know the best one if only you’d let me see it. Isn’t there one window left? One little window?”

“Funnily enough there is one window, but I didn’t think you’d be interested,” the wizard said. “You see…”

“Please show it to me,” begged Anthea.

“I ought to explain…” began the wizard.

“Please!” cried Anthea.

The wizard pointed at a little blue-and-white checked curtain. “Behind there,” he said.

Anthea ran to pull it aside and found herself looking through a window as clear as a drop of rain water. She saw a little street with little houses on either side of it. Smoke went up, up, up, stitching the street into the autumn sky, and up and down the footpath children ran, shouting and laughing, though some were also crying. There was a woman very like Anthea’s own mother, looking for someone very like Anthea, because dinner was ready and there were sausages and mashed potatoes waiting to be eaten.

“That’s the one!” cried Anthea, delighted. “Why did you keep it until last? I’ve wasted a lot of time on other windows when this one was the best all the time.”

Without waiting another moment, she ran out of the wizard’s door, squeezed through the hedge and found herself in the street wearing her own school uniform again.

“Well, that’s funny!” said the wizard to his cat. “Did you see that? She went back to the world she came out of in the first place. That’s her mother taking her home for dinner. I must say they do look very happy.”

Ten minutes later the white cat with the gold collar brought him a tray with his dinner on it. The wizard looked pleased.

“Oh boy!” he said, because he was having sausages and mashed potatoes, too.

And that night the wizard dreamed his own dreams once more, while Anthea dreamed of a racing-bike. And in the darkness, the wizard’s house of many windows twinkled like a good spell amid the street lights that marched like bright soldiers down our street.
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