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			Chapter One

			“What the hell am I doing here?”

			Alli Sinclair slammed the door of her red Micra. She stared around at the immaculately groomed lawns that seemed to stretch forever along both sides of the gravel drive. The weather was perfect. Almost too perfect. Five minutes ago, a hailstorm had battered her small car, threatening to smash the windows, then, as soon as she turned down the lane to reach the house, the storm stopped and the sun came out. Now not a cloud troubled the pristine azure sky. “Bloody typical British weather. Four seasons in one day.” Had she really said that out loud?

			Her mother’s voice sounded in her head. “If you keep talking to yourself, the men in white coats will come to get you.” How far away was Tuscany anyway? It didn’t matter. Jessica Marconi Sinclair’s words knew no border controls.

			The sunshine should have cheered Alli up. Instead, it was having the opposite effect. She tried to shake off the bad mood that had hung around her for days, not even knowing why she felt like this. For some reason, that made it all much worse. Oh well, she was here now. Might as well make the best of it. Alli tossed back her long dark hair over her shoulders and started off toward the house.

			Ahead, a recently built or – at the least – restored stone wall was fringed by box hedges trimmed within an inch of their existence. The house itself seemed to bask luxuriously in the warm June sunshine. As Alli’s sandaled feet crunched gravel, she took in the light reflecting off the golden stone walls. The building had once been an abbey and monks had strolled around these grounds in centuries past. Closing her eyes for a second, Alli half-imagined she heard their voices, unified in plainsong as they chanted their psalms and proceeded to the various offices of the day.

			So, this was Nancy Harper’s place. Who would have guessed the girl Alli hadn’t thought about in years would turn up with such a mansion? But then, who would have guessed she would even have remembered Alli’s existence, much less invited her for a long weekend after all these years? The wonders of Facebook. Not just any weekend either. This one was to be Sixties themed. All guests were to channel their inner hippy and think Summer of Love. Well, 1968–69 anyway. Alli hummed a tune to herself. ‘Mr. Tambourine Man’. That ought to get her in the mood.

			On she trudged. I should have parked closer to the house.

			Finally, she was within fifty yards or so of the front steps and could see an area clearly meant for parking. If only she had turned down that nondescript, overgrown track she had sailed past, she would have been sitting down with a glass of something chilled by now. That’s what happened when you weren’t concentrating properly. The rigors of her journey had been too fresh, and her hackles still raised at the sheer lunacy of the succession of trucks and cars packed to the rafters with so much holiday luggage the driver had no chance of seeing what was behind them. Judging by the appalling standard of driving, few of them knew how to use wing mirrors either. Alli had lost track of the times she had needed to slam on her brakes and swerve to avoid being hit by a car wandering over while she was overtaking it. Bloody weekend drivers.

			I really don’t need this. Not right now. She had lost count of the number of times that thought had flashed through her mind. More than once she had been tempted to turn off at a service station and go right back home.

			Of course, she didn’t have to accept Nancy Harper’s friendship request, but the woman had caught her on a bad day. A day – and there were rather too many right now – when Alli was feeling alone and vulnerable. Losing a job you loved and which had been part of your life for a decade and more was never easy. It would have been so much less difficult if she had received any real warning. It seemed one minute everything was fine. The company she worked for was apparently on the up, with business booming. She was certainly making a great salary and, thank goodness, had saved much of it. She would need it all now, that was for sure. Four weeks ago, she was delivering a weeklong series of seminars on marketing for groups of executives in Dubai. Then, an email. A stupid email, for Christ’s sake!

			‘Sorry, Alli, the company has gone into liquidation.’

			It had been signed by her boss, Lincoln Wardrow. Alli’s lip curled as she thought of when she had last seen him – sitting in his bespoke black leather chair, owning all the space it occupied. Practically owning her until they had decided to stop their personal relationship and keep things strictly business. That had been three years earlier. Now, all she merited was eight words. Eight lousy, stinking words. It took a day or two, but she finally made contact with Lincoln’s secretary, whose wavering voice carried the weight of a thousand tears drowning a broken heart.

			“He’s gone,” the distraught woman – Laurie – managed after a few false starts. “The tax men are chasing him, and he’s skipped the country. You’d better come home. There’s no money to pay you. Or any of us. I’m clearing out my stuff and then I’m off. I’m sorry, Alli. I know you were here much longer than me.”

			Only eleven years longer. “You’ll be fine, Laurie. I’ll write you a good reference. You’ll soon get fixed up.”

			“Oh, it’s not that. Well, it is, but….” Out it all came, in one almighty flood. “He told me he loved me, Alli. He told me he wanted to marry me.”

			Didn’t he always? “Lincoln says a lot of things. Don’t waste your tears on him. Take it from someone who knows. He’s not worth it.”

			Maybe it was the bitterness Alli couldn’t keep out of her voice. Or maybe Laurie simply didn’t know about the two of them. Wardrow Associates was the kind of setup where physical interaction didn’t take place most of the time. Alli could count the number of days she had spent in the office over the last six months on the fingers of two hands and still have two to spare. She and the other consultants were not paid to sit around socializing with work colleagues. They barely knew each other. Each had their own portfolio of business clients they worked with to help them improve their market share. Training and developing the key staff. That was her role, along with six others like her, working on contracts from China to the USA, Australia and South Africa, not to mention most of the countries in Europe. Except Liechtenstein. Alli had always wanted to win a client in Liechtenstein, for no other reason than no one else in the company ever had. It never happened and now it never would.

			Coming home to an empty apartment in the heart of London – surely the loneliest city in the world when you had no one in your life – proved hard. She had never even considered that before. Home was always merely a place to sleep, catch up on washing, do a bit of shopping, before packing and jetting off to the next assignment.

			Within two weeks, the walls seemed to have encroached at least two feet all round her, penning her in. Claustrophobia was setting in big time. She had to get away. It came as a shock to realize she had no friends in London. The only people she had known there had been attached to Wardrow Associates. With a sudden start, she realized she didn’t have any home contact details for any of them. Not even Laurie.

			And that was why, at around seven one evening, Alli booted up her laptop and logged in to her barely used Facebook account. She ignored most of the notifications and messages, which were mainly of the spam variety anyway, but one caught her eye. A message request from Nancy Harper.

			The name rang a vague bell from the past. School days. But which school? Alli had led a peripatetic childhood and changing schools had been a regular event. She clicked on Nancy’s profile, and the memories flooded back.

			She looked a world away from the gawky schoolgirl with the mousy plaits Alli remembered from those far-off days. Staring back at her was a confident, striking woman with long, immaculately coiffed blonde hair, bright red lipstick, exquisitely styled eyebrows and long eyelashes.

			Whatever she’s done, it’s worked out well for her. I’ll bet that look cost her a small fortune.

			Alli leaned back in her chair and let her recollections wash over her. St. Margaret’s High School. First day of the new term and, for Alli, yet another first day at a new school.

			Alli did as always on such occasions. She sat at the back of the class, kept her head down and got on with her work, trying to assimilate as soon as possible into the new regime’s way of doing things. Friendships, she hoped would follow, but this school felt different from others she had attended. The pupils here seemed more sophisticated somehow. Older, even though they were all her age. And, of course, they already had their own groups of friends. Hard to break in when you were the new girl in class.

			“Will you be my friend?”

			Alli had been lost in her own thoughts when the girl with the mousy plaits and reedy voice approached her.

			“I’m Nancy. Nancy Harper. I haven’t been here all that long either. My father’s in the Army and we only came back from Germany last year.”

			“I’m Alli Sinclair. Thank you. I’d like to be your friend very much.”

			So had begun a friendship that lasted the three years she spent there. When the inevitable happened and her parents took her on the move again, she had promised to keep in touch with Nancy and had done so. For a couple of months. Then it fizzled out. New friends came and went. Alli felt a pang of guilt as she remembered how, on her last day at St. Margaret’s, there had been tears in Nancy’s eyes as she said goodbye.

			Alli had experienced bullying from some of the other girls who insisted on calling her by her full list of forenames – Allegra Carmen Isolde – knowing she hated it. Nancy always stood up for her, even though that frequently meant the bullies turned on her as well. As she recalled this, Alli felt more than a little ashamed of herself. When she left, did the bullies turn their full attention to Nancy? She hoped not.

			Anyway, here she was, messaging her on Facebook and looking as if she had spent a fortune on hair, makeup and a gorgeous dress. Surely that was a Versace, wasn’t it?

			Alli opened Nancy’s message. It was dated a week earlier.

			‘Hi, Alli. Long time, no see. Wondered if you fancy a get-together? I’ve recently bought an old abbey in Wiltshire – Canonbury Manor on the outskirts of the lovely little village of Canonbury Ducis. Not far from the M4. It’s like stepping back in time. The house is mostly around five hundred years old and its last owner was Caroline Rand. Have you heard of her? She was a folk/rock star in the late Sixties. She had a massive hit with that psychedelic song, ‘Lady Gossamer’. Then she went to the States and flopped, so she came back here and bought my house. I’m planning on having a hippy late-Sixties-themed weekend for a few friends – a sort of combined housewarming and tribute to her. I would love for you to come. Message me or ring me so we can sort out dates and so on. Longing to hear all your news. You’ve obviously done well for yourself. Nancy.’

			Not half as well as you have, Nancy.

			The name Caroline Rand stirred a distant memory. Not Alli’s generation though. Her parents’. Alli’s talented musician parents had been much in demand for their prowess with piano and keyboards (her mother) and guitar, or any other instrument possessed of strings (her father).

			Alli hesitated, fingers hovering over the keyboard. Oh, why the hell not? After all, it wasn’t as if she had anything else planned and everything about Nancy’s message intrigued her. Where had she accumulated such wealth? Her family certainly wasn’t wealthy. At least not when she and Nancy had been at school together. Curiosity, tinged with that remaining thread of guilt, won her over. Alli dashed off a quick acceptance and now she was here.

			As she looked across at it now, Canonbury Manor was exactly the sort of house she had dreamed of living in one day. Set in acres of its own grounds and with a few ghosts for good measure, no doubt. Exquisite. Alli carried on strolling up the path.

			To either side, clumps of vivid blue columbine rustled in the light breeze. Their bonnet-shaped flowers seemed to nod at her. Bidding her welcome perhaps? Alli smiled. What was it about columbines that always made her do that? They seemed a cheerful flower, although she couldn’t explain why.

			Alli ascended the handful of steps up to the stone entrance porch. It must have been part of the original building. The sandstone was weathered and pockmarked with age. Alli looked around for a bell and found an old-fashioned iron pull. She tugged it and was rewarded with a reassuring echoing ring coming from inside the building.

			A smell of incense wafted toward her and she located the source. On both sides of the porch, small bushes of pinky-red roses gave off a heady aroma. What a fitting smell for a former abbey.

			Footsteps approached, heels clattering on a stone floor. The scrape of a bolt being drawn back, a slight creak and the heavy wooden door opened. A smiling face greeted her.

			“Allegra Sinclair, how lovely to see you.”

			“Hello, Nancy. And it’s Alli. Please.”

			“Oh yes, sorry, I remember. Those nasty girls, what were their names?”

			“Clarissa Davenport, Maryella Whittard and Natalie something-or-other.”

			“Ah yes, I remember now. They used to tease you a bit, didn’t they?”

			“Only every day. You stuck up for me and earned yourself a bellyful of sarcasm from Clarissa. She was a prize number one cow, wasn’t she? I don’t know if I ever thanked you, by the way, so I’m thanking you now.”

			Nancy made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “That’s all forgotten now and consigned to ancient history. It’s wonderful to see you. Do come in. You’re the first here.”

			Alli felt underdressed in her jeans, sandals and white t-shirt. Nancy had already dressed the part in a long flowing gypsy skirt, with swirls of purple, red, orange and green. A chain belt glinted and tinkled at her waist and her black velvet top sparkled with tiny mirrors among the intricate beading and embroidery. Around her neck, a selection of chains of differing lengths added to the authentic hippy chic. She wore her hair long and straight, a beaded headband around her forehead. As she moved, waves of patchouli hung in the air. Alli felt as if she had just stepped into a different world.

			She followed Nancy down the long, wide hallway, resplendent on either wall with oil paintings of serious-looking men in robes. They looked like senior members of the Catholic church of a bygone era.

			Nancy caught her looking at them and smiled. “They came with the house. Previous abbots, I believe. I almost got rid of them, but they seem to suit it here, don’t you think?”

			Alli smiled and nodded, hoping this was an appropriate reaction. Personally, she wouldn’t have given any of the grim-faced characters house room. Especially that one. She shivered and hurried past one especially piercing gaze preserved in oils.

			Nancy started up the stairs. “Have you left your suitcase in your car?”

			“Yes, I thought I’d announce myself first. Rather stupidly I missed the first entrance and left my car at the end of the drive beyond the lawn.”

			Nancy gave a light laugh. “Oh, everyone does that the first time. I’ll get a proper sign put up one of these days. There’s still a lot to do here. You wouldn’t believe the state it was in when I arrived. I can’t imagine how Caroline Rand managed to live here as long as she did. Nothing worked. Not the plumbing, heating, electrics…. And talk about overgrown…. It was like a forest out there. Anyway, I’ll show you your room and get you a drink. I’ll bet you could do with one after that drive. I heard on the radio that the roads are a nightmare today. All the holidaymakers going to the South West.”

			“It wasn’t a barrel of laughs, and you’re right. I could certainly do with a long cold drink. It’s just what I need right now.”

			At the top of the carpeted stairs, Nancy turned to her right and opened a beautifully polished wooden door.

			The distinctive scent of honeysuckle tickled Alli’s nose, and the room, with its theme of lemon and white chintz, suited it.

			“I hope you’ll be comfortable in here.”

			“It’s beautiful. Thank you.” Alli took in the double bed, covered in a pretty, floral coverlet. It was a little too girly for her taste but suited the room. The curtains matched; the small bedside lamps, made of chrome and glass, sat neatly on top of white cabinets. A selection of novels lay ready for her to dive into, and the floor-to-ceiling windows were slightly open, allowing the gentlest of breezes to flutter the drapes.

			Along one wall, a mirrored set of fitted wardrobes added extra depth to the already quite spacious room.

			Nancy proceeded to open another door in an adjoining wall. “Your bathroom’s in there. If you need any more towels, let me know. I’ve put out some toiletries, so I hope you have all you need.”

			“I’m sure I will. Thank you, Nancy.”

			“My pleasure. I’m so happy you could come.”

			“I’ll bring my car out to the front here, get my case and unpack now, if that’s okay.”

			“And I’ll fix that drink. Iced tea okay for you?”

			“Perfect, thanks.”

			Alli followed Nancy back downstairs and her host indicated where she would be when Alli was ready to join her.

			So far, so good. Alli’s earlier dark mood had evaporated, and she felt more lighthearted than she had for days as she hurried back to her car.

			Alli swung the Micra back onto the road and took the turning she had missed previously. It was well concealed – even more so when approached from this direction – and hardly surprising she had gone past it before she spotted it. This was even more like a track than the turning she had taken previously. It appeared disused, with not much more than a hint that vehicles had ever come up and down here. Only the odd tire-shaped rut at the verges. The car bounced valiantly over potholes and small rocks, past overgrown hedges and brambles that scraped the bodywork of the Micra and made her wince. My car’s going to need a new paint job if this goes on much longer. Finally, the lane opened up into the immaculately tended and empty parking area at the side of the house. Hers was the only car there.

			Unpacking didn’t take long. After all, Alli had only come for three nights and the theme was to be hippy-style dress throughout. She quickly changed into her own gypsy skirt. Hers wasn’t the artist’s palette of colors that Nancy was sporting. Alli had opted for more muted shades of mauve, blue and gray. Her loose white cotton top was embroidered in shades of blue. She braided her hair into two plaits that reached halfway down her back and added the obligatory headband before accentuating her eyes with black kohl. Large gold hoop earrings completed her look and, having satisfied herself that she had channeled her inner hippy-chick Cher-wannabe, she dabbed some Shalimar behind her ears and thrust the contents of her usual handbag into a dark brown suede tote she had found in a vintage clothes store. Its fringes were so long they threatened to trip her up on the stairs as she made her way down to join Nancy.

			Having descended the final step, she glanced along the wall of portraits in the hall, unable to resist taking a closer look at that one.

			Abbot Hippolytus Weaver, his name emblazoned on the gold plaque beneath his portrait, stared out at her and Alli shivered. That look…. No wonder it had disturbed her earlier. You would spend a long time searching that face for the pious grace of a man of God. In the flesh, this priest wouldn’t have consoled, he would have intimidated. Maybe worse than that.

			For heaven’s sake, where was her imagination wandering off to now? She tore her gaze away and brushed aside the impression that, even though she had turned her back on them, the eyes in the picture were watching her every move. And disapproved of every inch of it.

			The door to the living room was ajar, allowing the gentle sounds of a late-Sixties song to drift toward her. She listened for a moment before recognizing it. ‘Summer in the City’. The group’s name eluded her.

			“The Lovin’ Spoonful,” Nancy said as Alli joined her. “To get us in the mood.” She wafted a spliff around before offering it to her guest. Alli had never smoked and wasn’t about to start now. She politely declined.

			“Oh, that’s a shame. It’s great stuff. The best quality. All the more for me then. And Ric I expect. Ric Vargas, do you know him?”

			Alli shook her head and accepted the highball glass filled with ice and tea, sprigs of fresh mint and a glass straw. “Thanks,” she said.

			“My pleasure. Listen, we’re probably all going to be getting high this weekend. You’ll be out of it if you don’t try this stuff.”

			“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I just don’t do drugs, unless my doctor prescribes them. It doesn’t mean I don’t know how to enjoy myself.”

			“I can respect that.”

			“Good.” Alli wanted to withdraw that. It sounded judgmental. She hadn’t intended it to be. Suddenly she didn’t feel quite so happy anymore and, once again, the question flashed into her mind, more heartfelt this time. What the fuck am I doing here? And, she had to admit that if she didn’t know this was Nancy from school, she would never have guessed. Apart from the cosmetic changes, this woman seemed to have undergone a total personality change. We were only twelve years old at the time. People change. Life intervenes. It certainly had in her case.

			The doorbell rang and broke the awkward moment. Nancy rested her joint in a nearby porcelain ashtray where it sent a lazy, aromatic curl of smoke upward. Alli moved away from the sickly-sweet scent.

			“I expect that’s Ric. Actually, there won’t be many of us. Only you, me, Ric and Mike. The others I invited couldn’t make it.” Nancy excused herself and Alli decided to inspect the room while her host settled her next guest in. From the hall, she heard a pleasant male voice and Nancy’s girlish laughter, retreating as she took the man upstairs to show him his room.

			The music changed to The Beach Boys. ‘Do It Again’. An old favorite of her mother’s and Alli remembered dancing around the living room to it when she couldn’t have been more than six or seven. In a rash moment, her mother had confessed to having a schoolgirl crush on the drummer, Dennis Wilson. She said that Alli’s father reminded her of him and that was what had first attracted her to him. That and Christian Sinclair’s bad-boy reputation.

			With Nancy gone, Alli took the opportunity to survey the large rectangular room. It was traditionally furnished with comfortable-looking sofas, small tables, and an original-looking stone fireplace along one wall. Above it, a painting, of a very different kind to those in the hall, drew Alli in.

			The subject was a young woman, her long blonde hair draped over one shoulder, a wistful expression in her vivid blue eyes, which were fringed with long dark lashes. The artist had chosen to paint her languishing in a chair, the detail of which was largely lost under her voluminous silk shawls in rich purple and scarlet. These fell away to reveal a slender arm culminating in a hand with long sensitive fingers and perfectly manicured, shell-like nails.

			The subject in the portrait dominated that part of the room and, as a sound behind her announced the arrival of her hostess, Alli found it hard to drag her eyes away.

			“She’s almost real, isn’t she?” Nancy said, at her elbow.

			“Who is she?”

			“The lady herself. Caroline Rand. Back in her day everyone wanted to photograph her. Most of the greats did. David Bailey, Lord Lichfield, Lord Snowdon. She sat for all of them. Cecil Beaton even. Then came the portrait artists but, one by one, she turned them down. All except Lucius.”

			“Lucius?”

			“Lucius Hartmann. He’s largely forgotten now. His heyday came in the late Sixties and early Seventies when he was the darling of the King’s Road. All the Chelsea set loved him and none more than Caroline Rand. She adored him. They had this wild affair, or so the story goes. She’s supposed to have been pregnant by him when he painted that portrait, hence the shawls. They could cover up a multitude of sins, couldn’t they? I mean, look at that arm and those cheekbones. She wasn’t a chubby girl. In fact, if you look at the photographs, she was as thin as Twiggy.”

			“Do you have any? Photographs of her, I mean?”

			“Loads. Albums full of them. When I bought the house, I went into the attic and there were boxes and boxes of her stuff. I’m wearing her clothes.” She performed a perfect pirouette. “I love the way this skirt flows. It’s like gossamer. Pure silk, you see.”

			“It’s lovely. May I borrow the albums to look at? Just while I’m here, of course.”

			“Sure. Help yourself. I brought them downstairs and put them over there.” Nancy indicated a bookcase built into a wall near the window. “I left everything else up in the attic. It’s a bit creepy up there, especially…. Well, you know what attics are like. Attics and cellars.” She gave a mock shiver. “Be back in a minute. Need the loo.”

			Alli wandered over to the bookcase and selected an album at random. It weighed heavy. There must be well over a hundred photographs in there.

			She took it over to a central circular table and laid it down, opened it and let the pages fall where they settled.

			The photograph was in black and white. It was autographed – ‘Lichfield’ – and dated 6th September 1967. Caroline Rand wore a simple white trouser suit and matching patent leather boots with a low, chunky heel. Mary Quant probably. A white slouch hat partially obscured one eye and her stark makeup, with heavily kohl-rimmed eyes and frosted lips, contrasted sharply with the ivory paleness of her skin. Her cheekbones had been contoured with blusher to give her an almost gaunt appearance. She posed with one knee bent, her foot resting on a wooden chair, and a hand draped over it. Her lips were slightly parted and she looked as if she were about to speak.

			“Stunning, isn’t she?”

			Alli jumped. She turned to see a man with a bushy chestnut beard and matching long curly hair.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He touched her arm lightly, then withdrew his hand. “I’m Ric Vargas. You must be Allegra Sinclair.”

			Alli cringed inwardly at the sound of the hated name. “Alli,” she said. “Please, do me a favor. Never use the other name.”

			“I hear you. I’m Ricardo Pasqual Montoya Vargas by birth and the only person in the entire universe who is allowed to call me Ricardo is my mother.”

			He smiled, and Alli warmed to him. She felt her muscles relax and her nerves untangle for the first time since the awkward moment with Nancy. “Good to meet you, Ric. That look suits you by the way.”

			It was no lie. Ric looked at home in his bell-bottomed denims, tie-dye t-shirt and denim sleeveless jacket festooned with sewn-on badges celebrating the Grateful Dead, The Doors and Jimi Hendrix. “I bought it like this. Local street market. It’s the real deal apparently and it certainly smelt like it. Took two runs of the washing machine to get the whiff of grass and sweat out.” He sniffed the lapel. “Smells all right now though. Lenor. Can’t beat it.”

			Alli laughed.

			Nancy joined them. “I see you two are getting along. That’s great. Love your jacket by the way, Ric. Reminds me of one I saw in a photo of Caroline. She was standing next to her then manager, Arthur something.”

			“That would be Arthur Sedgemoor,” Ric said. “He managed all sorts of bands and artists at that time. I don’t think Caroline was with him very long. Now that was a strange business. Do you remember, Nan? He was killed by a train, wasn’t he?”

			“Yes. The London express. Not far from here actually. The poor driver never stood a chance. He had a nervous breakdown afterward. He said Arthur dashed out from the bushes at the side of the track, straight in front of him. He spread his arms out as if he was nailed to a cross. They gave a verdict of suicide owing to Arthur’s state of mind at the time.”

			“He must have been under a terrible amount of strain to do that,” Alli said. “I mean, if you’re going to be so desperate as to commit suicide there are a lot less painful ways to do it.”

			Ric sighed. “The speed that train was going I would say death was pretty much instantaneous, but I get what you’re saying. There was one other factor that made it really odd though.”

			“Oh?” Alli asked.

			“I saw Arthur literally hours before he did it. He was over the moon. He’d proposed to his girlfriend and she’d said yes, he’d just landed a massive contract for a top band he was managing and, to cap it all, he’d been paid a healthy advance for his autobiography. Life had never been sweeter. He told me so himself. Twelve hours later, I heard the news. The thing was, there never was anything wrong with his state of mind. Not that I knew of anyway. He didn’t do drugs either. Not even weed. He rarely even took an aspirin.”

			Nancy coughed. “Can we change the subject? I’m sure Alli doesn’t want to hear all the sordid details about the suicide of someone she never even met.”

			“Oh, not at all,” Alli said. “This is fascinating. Carry on, Ric.”

			Ric clearly didn’t need much encouragement. “I always wondered if someone didn’t want him to reveal some deep dark secret in his tell-all autobiography. Mind you, if he did, we shall never know because it never saw the light of day. He knew Caroline of course, although there was no record of him coming here that day, nothing in his diary, and his girlfriend had no knowledge of it. It was rather odd he should die so close when he had no other business being within miles of here. I do wonder if he had threatened to expose some murky details from her past and….”

			“You mean he was murdered?” Alli asked.

			Ric took a swig of the Scotch Nancy handed him. “Maybe,” he said. “But he literally ran out onto the track. The driver was adamant he didn’t see anyone push him.”

			“Could he have got it wrong?” Alli asked. “I mean he must have been in shock.”

			“It’s possible, I suppose,” Ric said. “Anything’s possible when you come down to it.”

			A cold breeze made Alli jump. Iced tea slopped over the side of her glass.

			“You okay?” Ric asked.

			“Yes. Yes, I’m fine.” Alli forced a smile. She couldn’t shift the sensation that someone was standing right behind her, watching her every move. She jerked her head around. Nothing. This was different than her experience in the hall. This felt more…tangible.

			“Are you sure you’re all right?” Ric’s concern, directed at Alli, was unexpected and welcome. It had been a long time since a man had paid her that sort of attention. It was usually business, business and business again.

			“I felt a bit of a chill suddenly. Didn’t you feel it?”

			He shook his head. “Can’t say I did.” He glanced up at Caroline’s portrait. “Maybe she doesn’t approve of all this. What we’re doing here.”

			Alli wondered why she felt so reluctant to follow Ric’s gaze when, only a few minutes ago, she had barely been able to tear herself away from those clear blue eyes. Now she had to force herself. But she didn’t expect the sight that met her. “She’s not the same. Her expression. It’s changed.”

			Nancy gave a light laugh. “What are you talking about, Allegra? It’s a painting.”

			“It’s Alli, Nancy. My name is Alli. Please try to remember that. You always used to…. And I know it’s a painting. I’m not entirely stupid. I’m telling you, her expression has changed. She looked calm and serene before. Now….” She stared in disbelief at the beautiful face whose expression showed fear in those amazing eyes. Fear and something Alli couldn’t define. Some sort of…emptiness. “It’s as if someone has switched portraits.”

			“That’s crazy. It looks exactly the same to me. Oh, come on, let’s stop this nonsense and have another drink. I have champagne chilling in the kitchen.” Nancy swept out of the room, her skirt billowing behind her. Ric stared out of the window. Alli continued to gaze at the portrait. She felt at any moment the figure would move, blink its eyes….

			Nancy returned, bearing a Georgian silver champagne bucket containing a bottle of Bollinger in one hand and three champagne flutes, which she held by their stems, in the other.

			“Now we can really get started.” She set the bucket and glasses down on a table and proceeded to pour. When they all had a glass, she sat on another chair.

			“Mike’s been held up in London, so he’ll be joining us tomorrow if he can get away. For tonight, at least, we’re all met. Let’s raise our glasses to our real hostess. Caroline Rand.”

			They faced the portrait and Alli was relieved to see the original expression she had first seen on the face of the beautiful dead singer.

			“Caroline Rand,” they echoed as they raised their glasses.

			A familiar intro started up and Alli realized Nancy had pressed a button on a remote control she had fished out of her pocket. The acoustic guitars and gentle rhythm accompanied Caroline Rand on her most famous song, ‘Lady Gossamer’.

			Nancy sighed. “She had a voice that could span three octaves – some said four on a good day.”

			Alli settled herself on a nearby sofa and drained her glass, letting the music wash over her.

			She flies through the heavens on gossamer wings,

			Flies free and open and lets her heart sing,

			The earth is her canvas and on it she’ll paint

			Her portraits of pleasure – of sinner and saint….

			No one spoke a word through the entire three minutes plus. As the song faded, Nancy picked up the remote and pressed the stop button. “I always think there’s a touch of Joni Mitchell in her voice,” she said. “The same kind of wistful innocence.”

			Alli nodded. “It’s a pure voice. Judy Collins had that too. And Joan Baez.”

			“More champagne.” Nancy was issuing an order, not a suggestion.

			Alli wasn’t about to argue. She handed over her glass.

			“So, what’s the plan this weekend then?” Ric asked.

			Nancy paused in the act of pouring. “Tonight, we’ll have a typically Sixties-style buffet. The caterers will come at around six and set it up in the dining room across the hall. After that, we can just chill, drink, get high, while we listen to Caroline and other music from the era.”

			“And as I’m the only guy, we’re channeling the era of free love and I believe you two are straight, there will be sex,” Ric said, rubbing his hands together and smiling. “Looks like I’m in for one hell of a night. I hope I can keep up with you. No, strike that. I hope you can keep up with me.”

			Alli stared at him. Could he really be so crass? In this day and age?

			Nancy laughed. That sound was beginning to grate on Alli. She was a thirty-five-year-old woman for heaven’s sake, not some giggling schoolgirl. Hell, Alli couldn’t remember her giggling like that when she was a schoolgirl.

			“Oh, Ric,” Nancy said between bouts of the girlish laughter. “You never change, do you?”

			“I sincerely hope not.”

			Ric sat next to Alli. “I hope you didn’t think I was serious,” he said.

			“About the sex? Well, this is meant to be 1969 so I suppose…. Yes, I did, actually. Until you did that thing of rubbing your hands together.” Alli felt herself relax once more. She hadn’t realized how her muscles had tensed in the past few minutes.

			“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Ric said, “I wouldn’t say ‘no’, but I’m not going to leap on you either. I hope we’re a bit more enlightened these days.”

			“I’m sure I am,” Nancy said.

			Alli sipped her champagne. It had been so long since she had even been on a date. Were men more enlightened these days? All the ones she had known had seemed preoccupied in parting her from her clothing in the shortest possible time, resulting in awkward maneuvers and some swift exits.

			Alli’s eyes drifted upward to the painting. She was aware of Ric’s gaze following her.

			“What is it about that picture?” he asked.

			“Yes, I was wondering that too,” Nancy said.

			Alli set her glass down. “What do you mean?”

			“You said it wasn’t the same,” Ric said. “That it had changed somehow, even though we know that’s impossible. I mean, you know it’s impossible, right?”

			Alli nodded. “It’s hard to explain. It was her expression. Everything else was the same, her dress, the pose. It was her eyes. How the portrait is now, she’s looking out at us, her gaze is wistful and a bit faraway, but she’s at peace and seems happy.”

			“She was probably high when it was painted,” Nancy said.

			“Maybe so, but you can see what I mean when you look at it now. What I saw was a different expression. As if her eyes had come alive and she was terrified. It was so real I could actually feel her fear. Only for a few seconds…. It felt as if she was reaching out to me.” Alli shivered at the memory. It seemed strange putting into words what she had previously only felt. “What I don’t understand is why I was the only one who could see it.”

			Nancy stood, wielding the empty champagne bottle. “I’ll go and get another.” She swept out of the room.

			Ric was silent. He seemed to be processing what she had said. Or maybe he was wondering how he could excuse himself from the company of a madwoman without appearing rude. Either way, Alli wished he would speak because, for the life of her, she hadn’t a clue what else to say.

			When he finally did, it wasn’t what she had expected.

			“Have you ever been to Laurel Canyon?”

			“What? Where? Laurel Canyon? No.” She nodded up at the picture. “That was the place to be in her day, wasn’t it? I don’t think it’s like that now though, is it? I mean, these days, it’s full of expensive houses and that whole music scene is long gone.”

			“I take it you’re a fan of late-Sixties music then?”

			“I grew up listening to my parents’ record collection, and that was pretty extensive, I can tell you. They’re both professional musicians and that was their favorite time, when they were just starting out. I didn’t spend much time with them when I was growing up because they were away on tour so much, or else recording, but I did spend a lot of time with their music collection. So, yes, I suppose I am quite a fan. It was music of its time, wasn’t it? I used to listen and let my mind drift away, imagining what it must have been like living there in Laurel Canyon in its heyday. Everyone who was anyone in music lived there or visited there. The Mamas and the Papas, The Doors, The Beach Boys, Hendrix, Joni Mitchell….”

			“And that’s why you came here this weekend. Hoping to soak up a bit of Sixties nostalgia.”

			“Oh no, this is the result of a rash moment. Nancy friended me on Facebook and invited me to come down for this long weekend. I was at a loose end, you see. I’d lost my job, totally out of the blue, and I accepted her invitation. The only thing of Caroline Rand’s I really know is ‘Lady Gossamer’ – the track Nancy just played. And I think the last time I heard that I was probably around thirteen. You never hear her stuff these days, do you? I struggled to even remember her when Nancy said she’d bought her house. Then it started to come back to me. My parents used to talk about her, years ago.”

			“Would I have heard of them? Your parents, I mean.”

			“Probably not. My father was – still is – Christian Sinclair, and my mother’s professional name is Jessica Marconi, her maiden name.”

			Ric looked thoughtful. “The names are familiar. Christian Sinclair…. Got it! Guitarist, right?”

			“Yes. Mum plays keyboards.”

			“That’s right. I remember. When I was first starting out, she played on that hit by The Village Queens. I used to manage them. I was ridiculously young and inexperienced and they were my first major band.”

			“Mum talked about those sessions, and she didn’t do that often, so they must have been memorable. The lead singer was a bit of a diva, I seem to remember.”

			Ric raised his eyes and took a deep breath. He exhaled slowly. “Tell me about it. Angel Dovronevsky. She went as Angel Dove. More like a bloody vulture. Prone to hissy fits if she thought her voice was mixed wrong.” He struck a diva-esque pose. “‘No one can hear me, Ric. No one can hear me.’ God, she went on. Happiest day of my life when I waved goodbye to Angel Dovronevsky. Last I heard she was driving an HGV.”

			Alli laughed. “She’s probably causing havoc at every truck stop along the motorways and main roads of Britain.”

			“Oh, nothing so mundane. Angel moved to the States. She’s a long-distance truck driver there these days. Probably goes down a storm in Texas and Oklahoma.”

			“So, what do you do now, Ric?”

			“Public relations at Largos Creative. You won’t have heard of them. Small, boutique company with an exclusive roster of clients. Business by personal recommendation only. That’s how I came across Nancy. We both worked for the same company for a while.”

			Nancy swept back into the room, bottle in hand. “Fresh supplies,” she announced, brandishing it and topping up glasses.

			Alli pulled out her phone from her bag to check any messages. Not that she expected any. Since her job had finished, the calls had all dried up.

			“I wouldn’t bother. It won’t work,” Nancy said. “No signal. We’re in a dip…a bad reception area. They’re supposed to be installing a new mast somewhere. It’s so annoying because if you go into my bedroom, and it’s a clear day like today, you can look across and just about see the existing mast, but you have to walk around a hundred yards down toward the village before you get any bars on your phone.”

			Alli put her phone away. “That must be awkward.”

			“Oh, I have a landline and broadband, so I’m still connected. To be honest, I haven’t missed not being disturbed at all hours by junk text messages and calls, but if you need to call anyone, feel free to use my phone.” She grimaced. “You’ll have to excuse me. What goes in, must come out. I need the loo.” She left them.

			Ric nudged Alli’s arm. “I’ll bet Nancy didn’t tell you she had bought Caroline Rand’s house with Caroline Rand still in it, did she?”

			Alli stared at him. He tapped the side of his nose with his right forefinger. “Come with me, before Nancy gets back. She’ll assume I’ve whisked you off to have my wicked way with you. After all, it is 1969.”

			Ric led her up the staircase. “Not a word now,” he said as they reached the top landing. “I’m not sure exactly where it is. Like you, this is my first time here, but Nancy can be very loose-lipped when she’s either drunk or high.” He stopped in front of a door at the far end of the hallway. “I believe this is Nancy’s room. It used to be Caroline’s. If I’m right, there’s another door in here, and it leads to a rather interesting little attic room.” He turned the handle and the door opened smoothly.

			Once inside, Alli admired the peaceful coloring of soft gray walls.

			Ric beckoned to her. “Over here.” Two doors stood side by side. One would lead to the bathroom, no doubt, the other….

			He opened it and Alli joined him. A slight fusty smell greeted them as of an unaired space. They had entered a small anteroom, clearly part of the original abbey. An ancient, narrow and steep spiral stone staircase wound its way upward to the left of them.

			“It’s up here.”

			With a knot of fear clenching her insides, Alli followed Ric up the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The door at the top of the stairs creaked and seemed reluctant to open. Ric put his shoulder to it and it shuddered ajar. A rush of cold air hit Alli, taking her by surprise.

			“Must be a window open,” Ric said, crossing the threshold.

			The room was pitch black. There didn’t appear to be any windows. Alli followed Ric and waited as he felt around the wall for a light switch. A sudden burst of light illuminated the room from a central fitment; a striking black cast-iron candelabra with a dozen flickering bulbs cast shadows into corners yet burned bright enough to reveal walls painted in swirls of psychedelic color, now faded, either through the passage of time or, as no natural light penetrated here, the poor quality of the paint.

			“This is the place all right.” Ric spoke in an almost reverential whisper.

			Alli hugged herself. The sudden rush of cold air had come as an unwelcome surprise, especially as, looking around the room, she could see no sign of a window or orifice capable of allowing any kind of atmosphere in. The place smelled musty, damp, unused and unloved. An overwhelming feeling of sadness and loss enveloped her, and she wanted to get out of there. “What are you looking for?”

			Ric moved around the room, examining a few cheap paperbacks that seemed to have no real place here. He waved one at her. “Valley of the Dolls. The ultimate sex, drugs and Hollywood novel. We used to have it at home. Mum caught me reading it when I was about eight. It disappeared after that.” He grinned.

			Alli smiled. “I always meant to read that. Maybe I’ll have time now…. You know, this place looks like a shrine of some sort.”

			Ric paused in rummaging under some cushions on a dilapidated sofa that seemed to be missing a leg. “If it’s the place Nancy told me about, it is a shrine.”

			Despite her initial reaction, Alli’s heartbeat was settling down a little and she took in her surroundings. She picked up old teen and fan magazines that lay scattered on the floor. They were all dated 1968 and 1969. The paper, aged brown at the edges, felt as if it might disintegrate under her touch. As she was always a lover of nostalgia, this was a fascinating collection for Alli. She flicked through each one, noting titles such as 16, Tiger Beat, Jackie, Fabulous 208. Photographs of long-dead rock stars smiled from their pinup pages. She could have spent hours going through those, immersing herself in a bygone and more innocent age, but there was no time now. Alli sighed and stacked them carefully in a pile on the floor away from the door.
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VENDISH

At a party in the ancient manor, the death of a famous singer
‘clings to the shadows, bringing the sinister past into the present.






