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The Asking Price

I took a present with me when I went to Ryhill, to fool myself as much as Lynne: if I did the opposite of what I felt, I might succeed in changing my feelings. I stopped the car when I saw the gateposts in front of me, with ‘Ryhill’ carved into the one on the left. Perhaps I don’t need to do this, I thought. Perhaps it doesn’t matter if I never find out. But Lynne was expecting me, and I had been expecting to come here since I made the arrangement. I am not a spontaneous person; the reversal of a long-established plan has always felt to me like vandalism.

Since I was last here, someone had put a giant white cylindrical plant pot at the centre of the turning circle at the bottom of the drive – presumably for visitors to admire, and perhaps feel intimidated by, as they arrived and left. White, purple and yellow flowers and plump, shiny green leaves spilled out of the centre in quantities that made me think there might be no plant life left within a ten-mile radius: Lynne had seized it all. That would be just like her.

The drive was different too: it had been uneven soil and stone the last time I was here. The new approach to Ryhill was smooth, pale grey.

I parked at the top of the hill and inhaled deeply as I stepped out of the car. It was a shining June day but the heat had a crispness about it; not the sort of heavy hot weather that made it difficult to move. And the freshness of the air . . . I shook my head. This was one of the things I’d forbidden myself to think about: Ryhill’s elevated position, lifted above the valley’s pollution.

I rang the bell and waited. Lynne opened the door with a smile on her face, but when she said ‘Come in,’ I heard only annoyance and defeat in her voice. She’d been praying I would cancel, I realised. I mumbled a few of the things I might have said if this were a normal situation, and thrust my present at her: a patterned silk cushion in several colours, some of them bright. I could see instantly that Lynne wouldn’t want it. The purple and yellow flowers had been misleading, it turned out. Inside the house, colour didn’t feature in Lynne’s decorative scheme. The interior had been comprehensively beige-ified. Tan furniture, cream walls, ruched fawn-coloured cushions. Bland abstract pictures of grey pebbles on beige sand or white surfaces, all the same size. In my mind, I saw Ryhill as it had been this time last year when I first came to look round, when the owners had been a Mr and Mrs Tuft: dark-red and blue Persian carpets, antique wood furniture, gold-patterned wallpaper. I’d particularly like a leather-topped writing desk with hand-carved legs that had been in the hall. Lynne had ditched all that in favour of the toffee-yoghurt look.

‘Thanks,’ she said, pretending to examine the cushion in great detail, then added, as if talking to it rather than to me, ‘I was surprised when you said you wanted to come round.’

‘You sent me your change of address.’

‘I know, but . . .’

She didn’t need to complete the sentence: but I sent it to everyone in my address book – including the people I hoped never to hear from again.

‘You’re divorced?’ I asked her. ‘There was only your name on the change-of-address flyer.’

‘In the process of getting divorced and soon to be married again,’ she said, sounding genuinely enthusiastic for the first time since I’d arrived. ‘You?’

‘Not getting divorced. Still with Nathan.’

‘I did you a favour then,’ Lynne said wryly. It was a reference to the past that I could have done without. I prefer the Year Zero approach: pretend nothing at all happened before. Pretend you don’t remember whose fault it was, or, if you can’t do that, pretend you no longer care.

Lynne offered to show me round the house, from which she’d banished all charm and character. Upstairs, the four bedrooms looked identical. ‘You should have seen it before,’ said Lynne. ‘Patterns everywhere – gave me a migraine!’

‘I did see it before,’ I said.

Our tour of Ryhill came to an abrupt halt on the landing. ‘What?’

‘I came for a viewing last year, when it was first for sale.’

‘But . . . That’s a coincidence.’ Anxiety tightened Lynne’s features. She must have been considering the implications for her status: the buyer of a house her ex-best-friend rejected. ‘So . . . you decided not to buy it?’

‘We wanted it,’ I said truthfully. ‘We put in an offer . . .’

‘Oh, my God.’ Lynne covered her mouth with her hands.

‘It was turned down. We came for a second viewing – we loved it so much, we thought we might offer a bit more – but the second time we got Mrs Tuft instead of Mr.’

‘Damaris,’ said Lynne, eyes wide. I could tell she wanted me to speak faster, so eager was she to hear the gossip.

‘We never got as far as first names,’ I said. ‘She barely let us inside the house. We’d not met her the first time – her husband had shown us round. John. He’d seemed perfectly normal and friendly – a really nice guy, actually. But . . .’

‘Damaris wasn’t friendly?’

‘Far from it. She left us to look round completely on our own, as if she couldn’t have been less interested, and then ambushed us on the stairs and blurted out, “I might as well tell you – my husband put the house up for sale without consulting me, and there’s no way I’m letting him sell it.” She’d obviously been crying, too.’

Lynne had started to pick at the skin on her lips. ‘That makes no sense. Damaris was as keen to sell up and move as John was.’

‘She said to us, and I quote, “My name’s on the deeds too. My husband can’t sell it without me agreeing, and there’s no way that’s going to happen.”’

‘Now I know why you were so keen to come round,’ Lynne said sharply. ‘Never could be straightforward, could you? I’m sorry I’ve got the house you wanted, but . . .’

‘I didn’t want it,’ I said. ‘Not after that encounter with Weird Damaris. We got a message from John Tuft the next day, via the estate agent: apologising, telling us that Ryhill was very definitely for sale, and he’d be interested in hearing our best offer, but there was no way I was going to buy the house after meeting his wife and hearing her take on things.’ Too much negative energy, I thought but didn’t say. And it was still there. Impossible to prove to anyone, and perhaps a figment of my imagination, but I could feel it all around me; I was breathing it in. Perhaps it was just my dislike for Lynne, or what she’d done to the house. Yes. It had to be that. That was more likely than an atmosphere of anger and sadness left behind by a previous owner who hadn’t wanted to leave but had been forced to by her husband.

Maybe John Tuft wasn’t such a nice guy after all.

Lynne shrugged. ‘You probably caught Damaris on a bad day,’ she said, seemingly bored of the conversation. ‘Ooh, you’ve not seen the house bathroom.’

Like all the other rooms, Lynne had changed everything about it. How had she had all this work done so quickly? She’d been in the house less than four months. But that was Lynne and always had been: ruthlessly efficient. And bossy, and controlling, as evidenced by her glossy new bathroom. All the tiles were plain white, but on one above the bath the word ‘Relax’ stood out in bumpy letters, and one above the loo said ‘Sit’. A bathroom full of orders.

I hovered on the landing, where there ought to have been a tile saying, ‘Dwell on what’s bothering you’, because that was what I was doing. ‘You said Damaris wanted to move as much as her husband – what gave you that impression?’

Lynne sighed. ‘She told me. She said she was fed up of being stuck out in the middle of nowhere, couldn’t wait to move back to civilisation.’

‘Were those her exact words?’

‘Probably not. I don’t remember her exact words – I’ve had a life between now and then – but that was the gist.’

‘Seems a bit strange,’ I said. ‘That she’d be unwilling to sell to us and so eager to sell to you. Are we talking about the same Damaris Tuft? What did she look like?’

‘Don’t be daft,’ said Lynne. ‘Look, whatever issues she had, it was nothing to do with you. She didn’t even know you. What’s this really about? I told you, I’m getting divorced. If you want my soon-to-be-ex-husband, you’re welcome to him. I promise you, any preference he had for me over you is well and truly in the past – these days he prefers almost anyone to me.’ She giggled.

‘How old was she?’ I repeated stubbornly. ‘Damaris Tuft.’

‘I don’t know! It’s not the sort of thing you ask, is it?’ Lynne looked at her watch. ‘Look, since it’s clear this visit has nothing to do with you wanting to catch up . . .’

‘You must have had some impression of her age. What colour was her hair?’

Lynne groaned. ‘Late fifties. Brown curly hair. Okay? Satisfied?’

‘Greying at the roots?’ I asked.

‘Yes. Long roots. I wondered what was keeping her from the hairdressers.’

‘Plump?’

‘In her dreams!’ Lynne laughed. ‘Fat.’

I thought, but didn’t say: only fat if you’re so skinny that your neck looks like the parts left swimming in the greasy tray once all the good bits of the turkey have been eaten. Lynne had been stunning when we were younger. Now . . . I wasn’t certain, but I suspected at least ninety out of a hundred people might say I was more attractive.

What she was telling me didn’t make any sense. ‘Physically it sounds like her, but . . . the Damaris Tuft I met had no intention of selling her house,’ I said stubbornly.

‘So what are you saying? That her husband bullied her into moving? Even if he did, so what?’

‘She wasn’t selling,’ I said. ‘She’d have done everything she could to stop it. Evidently that didn’t happen, because the house sold: to you. So where was she, if she couldn’t stop the sale? Where is she?’ In my head I was getting carried away, thinking up all sorts of strange scenarios.

‘People change their minds, Tanya.’ Lynne’s eyes were hard. ‘They say things they don’t mean in the heat of the moment.’

‘She meant it.’ I could still hear her saying it. It wasn’t the sound of someone expressing a mild preference.

‘Maybe John Tuft killed her,’ Lynne said in a mock-scary whisper.

‘Maybe,’ I agreed. Lynne could mock all she liked, but the fact is that people do kill other people from time to time. And murdered women were most often killed by their husbands.

‘Oh, I’ve had enough of this. I can see there’s no other way.’ Lynne turned her back on me and stomped down the stairs. By the time I caught up with her, in the kitchen, she had her diary open on the work-surface in front of her and a telephone in her hand. ‘Damaris?’ I heard her say. ‘It’s Lynne Nadin. Fine, you? No, the house is great, everything’s fine. Except . . . look, this is going to sound mad, but bear with me, all right?’

I cringed, knowing what I was about to hear, too proud to admit defeat so soon and give Lynne the ‘I surrender’ signal. I wasn’t quite sure what I was waiting for. Clearly Damaris Tuft wasn’t dead if Lynne was having a conversation with her. For goodness’ sake, of course she’s not dead. Get a grip.

Lynne was right: either Damaris changed her mind about selling, or didn’t, and was coerced by her husband.

Why was I here, really? For the gory details of Lynne’s marriage break-up?

‘I’ve got a friend visiting: Tanya Marshall – sorry, Tanya Lloyd. She looked round Ryhill when it was first for sale, and . . . you remember her? Right. Well, she also happens to be an old friend of mine. I know! Though as my other half always says, when you meet someone you’ve never clapped eyes on before, you don’t say, “Big world”, do you?’ Lynne laughed at her own joke. ‘Yeah, she’s here now. Apparently you told her you had no intention of selling, and she thinks John murdered you to get you out of the way, so . . . you wouldn’t just have a quick word with her, would you? Convince her you’re alive?’

Lynne waved the phone at me, nodding for me to take it.

I backed away, mute with embarrassment.

‘Come on, don’t be shy.’

I took another step back. Lynne took a step towards me.

I gave up trying to escape, and took the phone. I had no idea what I would say to Damaris Tuft. If I tried to explain why I’d been worried, would it make sense to her? Would she be touched by my concern, or alarmed by my intrusiveness?

‘Hello?’ I said. To nobody. ‘The line’s dead.’

‘Ring her back,’ Lynne ordered, unwilling to let me escape the humiliation she’d arranged for me. ‘Go on. Press redial.’

‘How do I know you phoned Damaris Tuft?’ I asked, suddenly suspicious. ‘You could have phoned any number.’

Apparently you told her you had no intention of selling, and she thinks John murdered you.

A shiver of dread crept down my back. Who would ring the person they bought their house from – a virtual stranger, surely – and say that?

Lynne laughed, shaking her head at my paranoia. ‘Press redial and look at the number that comes up.’

I did. Digits appeared on the screen: 609418. Lynne thrust her address book in front of my face. ‘John Tuft,’ she had written. ‘609418’. I was about to say that perhaps the Tufts were out; Lynne might have spoken to a ringing tone, but I knew she hadn’t; I’d heard a woman’s voice. Faintly, but I’d heard it. Now a recorded voice was saying something about accessing messages. I passed the phone back to Lynne.

She looked at her watch again. ‘I’d like you to leave now. We’re going out tonight and . . .’

‘We?’

‘My fiancé and I. He’ll be back any minute, and . . . God, I can’t believe I’m trying to be tactful! Just go, will you? Or stay – I don’t care.’ Lynne went upstairs, tossing her hair over her shoulder. I heard her talking on the phone again. Probably to her new man. I leaned against the front door. What should I do? I’d made enough of a fool of myself already; perhaps it was best to leave without another word, but I hate loose ends. I decided to wait until Lynne came downstairs. Then I would apologise briskly and leave.

A key turned in the lock behind me. A man was letting himself into the house. Into the hall. ‘The fiancé,’ I said under my breath. I should have taken Lynne’s advice, left when she first told me to. The last thing I wanted to do was meet her new man: Mr Beige House, Mr Appalling Taste in Women.
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