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Unscrupulous Gaze
Aimee Baker

Ida Rose knew a thing or two about murder, having read more than her fair share of thrillers during her retirement. Before that, it wasn't uncommon for the former writer to have dabbled in the darker side of fiction herself; a few mysteries under your belt as a writer never hurt, as they sold well enough even when the plots weren't completely up to snuff. This book wasn't anything like that, this one was a true spine-tingler of a thriller. One that gripped you by the back of the neck with icy hands in an unforgiving grip that seemed to follow you even after it ended.
Three-quarters of the way through this story titled, Over the River and Through the Dark, Ida was starting to feel that creeping tingle along the back of her neck. Like she was being watched. Shaking it off and chalking it up to the perfectly narrated suspense that was building at the climax, she slowly rose from her reading chair near the window. Old age made everything slow, and the creaking of her joints slowed her progress even further. 
That's when she saw him out of the corner of her eye, across the courtyard in his own window. A man about her age, staring straight at her. 
A chill ran from her toes to her scalp as she stood there, watching him watch her back. They stayed there, locked gaze for gaze, until the man put his head down and seemingly went back to whatever he was doing. Ida, however, stayed right where she was. 
Who was he? She'd never paid attention to her neighbors before, certainly not all the way across the courtyard from her. Regardless, it was clear that he was looking right at her, not just looking in her general direction. Her eyesight wasn't what it was, but she could tell from the burning feeling in her gut – he was studying her. Like a rat in a cage.
With shaking hands, Ida closed her blinds and turned on her reading light. A cup of tea would calm her nerves and hopefully make her forget about this whole incident. It couldn't be anything more than a strange coincidence, right?
Wrong.
One instance turned into two, into three and four until Ida no longer opened her blinds except to check if he was there. Days blurred into a week of this, feeling trapped in her own apartment, constantly scrutinized by his watchful gaze. With each day she grew more restless, more worried about herself and her own safety. Which was, admittedly to Ida, utterly ridiculous; West Creek was an established retirement community, that took the safety of their residents seriously. 
Still, Ida couldn't shake the feeling that he was up to something, plotting some dastardly plan against her. Maybe it was the intensity in which she felt his gaze, or the frequency of it all. Maybe she really was losing it to age, to the eventual degradation of her mind at the hands of old age.
Maybe it was old age, or maybe it was the constant consumption of mystery novels since she moved into West Creek Retirement Community, but Ida wasn't going to sit idly by while this man did whatever it was, he was doing in his window. Rummaging around in the corner of her studio apartment that she called her office, rooting around in drawers and file folders, Ida eventually pulled a yellowed legal pad out. It was half filled with incomprehensible notes, but it would do the job just fine. 
Sitting down at her desk, Ida began filling out everything she knew about the man; his stature, how often he was seen in the window or what she could make out that he was doing. It wasn't a lot, but it was a start. Something tangible that she could do to try and thwart whatever it was he was planning. 
"Day one;" she mumbled to herself, narrating her own notes into the empty midmorning air. "Observed him adjust his blinds to better block out the sun and lost sight of him for..." Ida checked her watch, "an hour or so."
A few more notes on the page filled it out quite nicely, and Ida found herself almost enjoying writing again. It had been a few years, close to a decade, since she could truly say she was having fun putting words onto paper. They came easily to her, and before she knew it, she'd filled up a full page of observations against her neighbor.
Someone knocked on her door and broke her out of her concentration, startled her if she was being honest, but before she could get up out of her chair there was the sound of a key in the lock. Ida froze, a million thoughts racing through her head and panic bubbling up in her throat, before the door opened and a feminine voice entered the room. 
"Ida? It's Marcy, are you in here?" A young woman in her twenties poked her head in, smiling when she found Ida at her desk. "There you are! You've almost missed lunch, honey. Are you coming?"
"Marcy, you scared the life out of me!" Ida chided, trying to gracefully pull herself together and managing only to knock a few pens back into a drawer. Marcy didn't seem phased, she just waited by the door with one hand on Ida's walker. A silent invitation to come join her, and one that Ida didn't think she could pass up without arousing suspicion. 
"Come on Miss Ida, they're serving roasted chicken downstairs and I know how much you like it when the chef roasts his meats." It was true, and Ida really was hungry, so she rose carefully from her chair and made her way to the door. 
"Say, could I ask you something, dear?" 
Marcy made a humming noise, walking slowly besides Ida as they made their way to the elevator. 
"The man who has an apartment across the courtyard from me, what's his name?"
Not seeming to be phased at all, Marcy just called the elevator up to them. "Oh, that's David Grosse. Really nice man. We'll see if he's down in the dining hall and I can introduce you two." 
David Grosse wasn't at lunch, but Ida's friends were, though they had little information on the seemingly reclusive man. Instead, she sat through the same routine; one of them brought up their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, they all cooed over each other's pictures and stories. Nothing changed, not even after Ida got done with her line of questioning. 
Lunch came and went, and Ida found herself almost reluctant to return to her studio. In public, surrounded by other residents, she didn't feel as if she were under David's microscope. She decided to attend a resident led game of bingo instead, fishing her bag of nickels from the basket of her walker and setting up a prime seat to listen for the numbers to be called.
Ida wouldn't say that she chose her seat with her back to the wall for any reason, but it felt good to have some control over who was watching her.
###
Days two and three continued much the same, and Ida gave up on the idea that he would appear at meals; he must have food in his apartment or be ordering delivery from the kitchen. Something to keep himself distanced from her, and yet she still felt so under his thumb. It became such an overwhelming feeling that Ida found herself drawing her curtains just to create some space between them. A barrier from his gaze. 
Still, she could feel his piercing stare through the fabric of her sheer curtains, as if he knew where she was without needing to see her. The feeling drove her mad, and every distraction that she had at her disposal proved to be fruitless. Especially reading – who could enjoy the thrill of a murder mystery when there was one happening in real life?
Something had to be done, and that something was getting as much information on this David Grosse as possible, before he decided to strike. Ida didn't own a computer, or one of those new smart phones that you could use to get on the internet, but she didn't need any of that to get what she needed. A true detective used what they had available to them, and that's just what she planned to do.
The following day, she waited near the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of him through the blinds. David sat at the window for nearly two hours before he got up and left, and that was her queue to strike. His absence coincided with something else noteworthy in the building, the gathering of a walking group downstairs in the courtyard. 
As fast as she could move without hurting herself, Ida found her walker and made her way down the four floors to the ground level, finding the walking group gathered near the central fountain. A mixed group of walkers, canes, and even one motorized scooter user loitered around waiting for the fitness instructor to join them. 
Not a single one was David.
A rush ran through her, the dissipating of adrenaline felt like having cold water fill her veins. If he hadn't come down for walking group, maybe he was at lunch? It wasn't the worst idea, though she'd never seen him in the dining hall, Ida had to continue in her pursuit. He had to be somewhere. It was just a matter of finding out where that somewhere was. 
Walking the short distance from the courtyard to the dining hall, Ida looked around and played it off as if she was looking for her friends. Every table had at least one diner at it, more than a few sat in familiar groups. One of those groups was waving at her, a circle of three older ladies with bright cheery smiles and excited movements. Giving up on finding David, at least for now, Ida hurried over. 
"Hello, ladies."
"Well, good afternoon, Ida." One of them replied, Mary Warner, who usually sat across from Ida at the table. "We missed you at breakfast this morning, are you feeling alright?"
Thus, the onslaught of questions commenced; everything from how she was feeling, to bringing up the weather, activities and families were discussed at the table. Nothing at all relating to her stalker, to the man she came down looking for. What if he'd taken this time to enact something truly disastrous? 
Ida cleared her throat, waited for a lull in conversation before she put on a casual tone and spoke up. "Have any of you ladies heard of a David Grosse?" They all paused, looking at her with mixed levels of confusion. "He lives here, in the west wing."
"No, can't say I have." A few nodded in agreement with Susan Hemple, and though they were polite about it, Ida felt as if she was being judged for asking. 
"I only ask because he has the apartment across the courtyard from me," she started talking before she could stop herself, "and I've found some of his behaviors to be... odd."
Mary sipped from her coffee, looking at Ida over the rim of her mug. "Odd?"
"He sits in his window all day just looking at me through mine." 
"Ida, you sound ridiculous." Alice Thompson chimed in from over her soup, not making eye contact. "Maybe that's just where he has his things set up, who knows."
"Do you feel threatened?" Susan asked. Ida wanted to say yes, that her life might be in danger, but something in Susan's tone made her think twice. 
"I'm not sure." Backpedaling, Ida looked around the table, not meeting anyone's eyes. "Sometimes, yes."
"Well, why don't you go tell someone in management, then?" Mary offered, flagging down a server. "Since playing detective yourself won't get you anywhere."
The conversation died off with time and the arrival of lunch, but the seasick sort of feeling never left Ida; she was awash with so many thoughts and emotions that part of her wondered if she was right to be trying to stop this on her own. The idea to tell management stuck with her, but not in the way that Mary might have been thinking. Management might know more about David and his movements. An easy way to track him down and stop him before he could strike. 
After lunch, and with a promise to join the others for painting later that day, Ida pushed herself through the halls towards the main reception area. It was grand and spacious, full of bustling bodies much younger than herself, all busy going wherever it was they needed to go. She made a beeline for the reception desk, waiting her turn to approach the young man working there. 
"Hello Ms. Rose, what can I help you out with?" Jason was a nice man, too nice for his own good, but Ida liked him well enough
"Hi Jason, good to see you. Say, I was wondering," Ida got in closer, moved her walker to the side, "could you tell me about another resident here?" 
"What do you mean?"
"Well, it's just that there's a man who's been looking into my window for some time now, and I wanted to go talk to him about it." Ida fiddled with her necklaces, patting them into place against her chest. "Trouble is, I've got no idea who he is.
"Ms. Ida, you're on the fourth floor, no one can look into your window!" Jason exclaimed quietly, putting a hand over his heart. "Are you feeling alright?"
No, she thought, because now she sounded like she was losing her mind
"One of the caregivers told me his name is David Grosse, could you tell me if he's going to any events today?"
Now Jason looked slightly upset, a furrow to his brow as his hand reached for a pen. 
"One of the caregivers? They're not supposed to give out resident information, so unfortunately I can't give you anything else but his name." Jason scribbled something down, setting the note aside and out of her view. "Why don't you go enjoy some sunshine while it's here, Ms. Rose, before the rain comes in?"
Ida didn't go outside to enjoy the sunshine. She went back upstairs, letting herself into her apartment and eyeing the closed drapes with as much disgust as she possibly could. Her plans were all falling through, and she wasn't any closer to stopping David before he could strike. The iron was hot, now all she could do was wait for the hammer to come down. 
###
Days passed before she finally let herself open the drapes just enough to get some sunlight to her indoor plants. It was then that she noticed the window across from her was empty. It was such a startling sight that Ida threw her drapes closed without a second thought, foregoing the plants in order to lock her front door and situate herself in her bedroom for the rest of the day. 
The next day, after a restless night of sleep, Ida let herself open the blinds once more, fully expecting to see David Grosse in the window. Instead, she was met with closed drapes and blinds, blocking her view. It was both terrifying and liberating; the object of her fixation was gone, leaving her adrift on an ocean of uncertainty and confusion. Where was he, if not at his regular post in the window? Was he coming to get her, to end her life or something worse?
A few days after the window was emptied, Ida received a knock on her door. Panic shot through her, thinking of all the possible outcomes and situations that a simple knock could mean, but before she could get up and barricade the door there was the sound of a key in her lock. Marcy was back, this time bearing a large flat parcel under one arm. 
"Hi Ida, this is for you!" 
Inside were drawings, done on large pieces of thick paper, roughly sketched in charcoal and pencil. They showed Ida on her balcony, watering plants and enjoying the sunshine. They also showed her inside her window, in her chair with a book or doing the crosswords in the morning paper. All from the same perspective, as if she were looking at snapshots of her recent life. 
"David was a talented artist, wasn't he?" There was an edge of sadness to Marcy's tone, and Ida could guess what it was from. David Grosse hadn't been plotting her life, he'd been drawing the only subject he could see from his window, and now he was gone. 
"Yes, he really was." Guilt bubbled up in Ida's stomach, made her nauseous as she flipped through the drawings with careful hands. They seemed to be in chronological order, as her time spent outside on the patio dwindled down to nothing, instead a repetitious look at herself in her chair with a book. 
Then, they changed. Suddenly she wasn't just looking down at a book or a crossword or even at the television. She was looking at him. Through scratches of pencil, she could see her own face, marred with suspicion and at times, panic. Ida had been going mad, and the only person to see that was David. 
The last picture in the stack was vastly different from the others. It showed her window, blinds closed, with a small opening at the right side where she'd been peeking out from between the slats. He'd caught her spying on him, paranoid and out of touch with reality, and it was that guilty feeling of being caught that had Ida's eyes welling up with tears. 





