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‘But it is going for a remarkably low figure,” said the young agent winningly.

‘It’ s certainly the lowest on your list.’

‘Oh, it’s an absolute bargain. We shan’t have it on our hands long, I can tell you,
madam. The air in this part of London is so good.” His firm, it appeared, had the air
on their books as well. ‘And the quiet.’

He skipped to the window and opened it.

‘Yes, the street seems very quiet.’

‘At night nothing passes.” He frowned sternly. ‘You might be in the country.’

She agreed that the laburnums were very pleasant. But the house oppressed her
strangely. She told herself that this was because she was tired. Tapping her upper
lio with her finger, she tried to bring the rooms to life by imagining her curtains at
the windows and her furniture against the walls. She tried to picture tired people
sleeping here, hungry people eating, and people in a hurry running up and down the
stair. It was in vain. She knew that she could never live here. Perhaps it was the
fault of the day, which was gray; but the upper rooms seemed as dark as the rooms
downstairs that were shadowed by the verandah. She felt the most acute
depression and a longing to get out in the open air. The place smelled stale and
muggy—the sort of atmosphere you get in a crowded room where the windows are
all closed, the fire roars, and the flowers in the vases are not fresh. But there was
no one here and the grates were all cold.

This feeling seemed to crystallize in the big bedroom, a fine room with two
windows. She felt as though she were swimming through something warm and heavy.
She could hardly move, she was so languid.

‘How trying this spring weather is,” she murmured.

‘Yes, it is close—very close,” the young man agreed eagerly.

He led the way to the top landing. Preparing to follow him, she paused in the
doorway and looked back. A sharp pain shot suddenly through her head, producing
a slight sensation of dizziness. As though it were a tableau revealed in a spurt of
magnesium ribbon, she saw that the empty room was now occupied by two people.
Pale curtains were looped from the wall over a bed on which lay a young woman.
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Beside her a man knelt and choked her to death. Intent and speechless, almost like
lovers helpless with fascination, they gazed in each other’ s faces. Her eyes stared,
her face was dark and convulsed. He was a big man with hair of a peculiarly vivid
shade of red. He was in his shirtsleeves, and his brawny wrists, seeming to shoot
out of their cuffs, were covered with curling hairs of gold and red.

But of course the room was perfectly empty. On the sweet pea-covered wallpaper
were patches of brighter sweet peas where other people’s pictures had hung.

On the top landing the young man glanced out of a window and saw a tennis court
where two girls in bright sweaters ran. He thought swiftly of tennis, of his young
lady, of warm summer nights, long kisses, dimmed headlights of cars parked on the
crunching red grit of new side roads. Sighing, he turned to his client. She was not
there. Leaning over the banisters, he saw her standing on the lower landing. She
called up to him.

‘I don’t think it is any use going on.’

He ran down the stairs. He was considerably crestfallen.

‘But you haven’t seen it all, madam. There are several excellent rooms—’

‘I have seen quite enough. It won’t do at all. It is not what I want.’

And she hastened downstairs, past the red-and-blue window, with the young man
trotting in his beautiful brogues after her. She was pale and shaken; her head was
splitting with pain. She felt convinced that what she had just seen had been a
terrible episode called up out of the past. Although she had had no experience of
the kind before, the peasants in Ireland, where she had spent her childhood, had
told her that she had the seeing eye. It never occurred to her that her tired brain
might have played her tricks. The two faces, the man’s and the woman’s, were so
clear in her mind. She had been right to feel that this was a sad, exhausted house.

As they went through the hall she asked, ‘Who lived here before, do you know?’

(Mollie Panter-Downes, The House of the Laburnums &)
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