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Nadine



“God, I hate dinner parties.” Nadine stretched slim legs along the sofa. “All that endless small talk with people you’ve never met or hardly know and wouldn’t normally bother with.” She brushed imaginary lint off her black Versace dress.

Her partner, Paul Kelly, lit a cigarette and stroked her smooth, tanned arm. “Nadine darling, you can’t ignore Erin Dartford. She’s one of the foremost fashion writers in the country. Upset her and Vogue will stop calling.”

Nadine let him kiss her neck and nuzzle her. She closed her eyes and could feel the familiar stirrings of desire. Normally, it would only lead one way. But not tonight. Tonight I have to go and be civil to Erin Dartford and prostitute myself for six column inches. Nadine knew which six inches she would prefer right now but she had to stop Paul going any further. They would be late and, besides, she didn’t want to ruin the Versace.

She pushed him away and stood up, noting the surprised look on his face. “Sorry Paul, but if we’re going to this thing, we’ve got to go. I’ve heard Erin doesn’t forgive latecomers lightly. You’re likely to get leftovers.”

She watched Paul check himself in the mirror as he straightened his tie and smoothed down his dark Armani suit. Nothing but the best for Paul Kelly. The best in designer wear, the trophy girlfriend on his arm … Nadine knew he wasn’t with her for her brains. If she hadn’t been a model—and one whose fine-boned face graced many a Vogue cover—she would never have landed the Internet entrepreneur.

Nadine slipped her black-stockinged feet into the Jimmy Choos that would be giving her toes grief by ten o’clock. She checked her appearance in the mirror. Good, her makeup was still immaculate and her long, black hair shimmered in the artificial light. Penelope Cruz, eat your heart out. She leaned a little closer to the mirror and examined her face. Flawless. Not a blemish. No airbrushing for her photographs, and that was more than most of them could boast.

Paul came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “We make a pretty handsome couple, don’t we?” He grinned, showing expensive white teeth.

“Ever the modest one,” she purred, wishing again that they didn’t have to go anywhere tonight. Her longing for him was almost too great to bear, and she could feel herself tingling in places she wished he could touch, or better still, kiss … right now. But he would have to wait. Erin Dartford wouldn’t.

“I wouldn’t mind,” Nadine said in the car as she checked her lip gloss for the third time, “but she’s only been around five minutes and we all dance to her tune. She appeared from nowhere with a column in Vogue and suddenly she’s the critic you have to impress.”

“She must have paid her dues somewhere,” Paul said. “Maybe she was big on the Internet, although I can’t say I had ever heard of her until a couple of years ago.”

She was thoughtful for a moment, then snapped her compact shut before replacing it in her purse. “Well, wherever she came from, or whoever she was before, she is certainly someone now. Gilly said if I upset Erin in any way, I could kiss good-bye to the rest of my career. Crazy the power some of these critics have.”

“Your manager knows what she’s talking about. You’d better listen to her.”

“I’m in the car, aren’t I? I’m going to her wretched dinner party, aren’t I?”

“OK, OK, I’m not the bad guy here.” Paul laughed.

“Sorry.” Nadine meant it. She sighed. “Gilly says I should be honored. After all, Erin’s never met me. Apparently that’s quite unusual. She’ll normally have done a feature on you before you get an invitation to the Hallowed Hall.”

“The what?”

“Hallowed Hall. It’s what people call the mansion where she lives and where we’re going tonight. It’s set in around six acres of one of the most exclusive parts of Surrey and it’s a former abbey. Its real name is St. Saviour’s but everyone calls it the Hallowed Hall. It’s supposed to be haunted.”

“Isn’t everywhere in Surrey? Everywhere that’s more than fifty years old at any rate.”

“They had that TV program there. You know, the one fronted by the woman with the piercing scream and the parapsychologist with the weird gadgets. They heard a lot of knocking and the furniture moved around quite a bit.”

“Amazing what you can do with a bit of nylon thread and a hammer, isn’t it?”

Nadine smacked his arm. “Oh Paul, you’re such a cynic!”

“You have reached your destination.”

“Thank you, GPS,” Paul said.

Nadine giggled. It always made her laugh when he talked to his SatNav. She peered out of the window. At dusk on this summer evening, the shadows were lengthening, but the dwindling sun still shed enough light to make out the detail of the mythical beasts carved on top of the stone pillars on either side of a tall pair of wrought iron gates. These slowly opened.

“Must have seen us on CCTV or something,” Paul mused and looked upward, apparently searching for the camera without success.

Nadine also looked up and shivered. Strange how fierce that stone beast looked and how realistic, as if, at any moment, it might leap down and strike. Must be the light. Still, she couldn’t wait to put some distance between them.

Ahead of them stretched a long drive and, at the end, a large illuminated house that, even from this distance, looked ecclesiastical.

Paul threw the Ferrari in gear. “OK, let’s not keep the lady waiting.”

As they approached, Nadine took in the large sandstone building with its many arched windows. Two flights of stone steps curved upward to a small terrace in front of an imposing entrance flanked by two narrow turrets. Each of these was carved with figures she couldn’t quite make out, silhouetted against the darkening sky.

He parked and, as they stepped onto the gravel, a soft breeze played around Nadine’s hair. She took Paul’s hand, taking care not to trip in her five-inch heels. Without warning, her stomach turned over and, for an instant, she thought she was going to be sick. She felt as if her body was telling her to leave. The nausea was over in a flash but it unnerved her. This is crazy. It’s just a stupid dinner party. But the inexplicable feeling of unease wouldn’t go away.

Soft music wafted toward them through the open door. They stepped over the threshold, and Nadine looked around at the scene of conspicuous wealth. The abbey showed its ancient heritage in the stone facade and the worn carvings of saints, some of whose faces had long lost their detail through the actions of wind, sun, and rain.

The interior was light and airy. Nadine recognized the entrance hall in which they were standing, from a feature in Hello magazine some months before. The room was vast, its pale lemon walls hung with old oil paintings depicting, she presumed, former abbots. A giant marble table took pride of place in the center of the black-and-white tiled floor. Three intricately carved cherubs appeared to be holding it up, and its surface was covered in orange roses, which gave off a heady scent that filled the hall. Above them, an enormous crystal chandelier glittered. Its many pendants tinkled gently in the slight breeze from outside.

Two other couples stood at opposite ends of the hall, sipping champagne. That was strange; Nadine was sure she and Paul had arrived on time. Maybe everyone else planned to be fashionably late, although that was somewhat at odds with Erin’s famed insistence on punctuality.

“You must be Nadine Cornwall. How lovely to meet you at last.” Erin looked exactly like her photographs. Tall, thin to the point of emaciation, she was one of those women whose age was impossible to guess. She could have been anywhere between thirty-five and sixty. Her hair was a helmet of black, her eyes heavy lidded, vivid blue, and chilling. Her lips were a slash of scarlet, matched by her long nails, but she was dressed from head to toe in black. Nadine had never seen Erin pictured in anything else.

Erin was waiting to shake Nadine’s hand, so she tore her eyes away from Erin’s compelling gaze. Her hands were covered in opulent rings, the most stunning of which was an enormous ruby that reminded Nadine of a Pope’s ring she had once seen in an old film. Maybe she expects me to kiss the bloody thing.
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