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“I must want my head examined,” Sophie groaned to herself. What on earth had possessed her to open the door at this time of night? It was no excuse to say she thought it was her cousin; she should still have checked first. She felt a frisson of fear and gulped nervously, her skin prickling as she gazed up with round blue eyes at the large, rugged man filling her doorway. He wasn’t exactly good looking, and it appeared rather as though he’d been hewn out of solid rock rather than born of human parentage, but there was something pretty awesome about him. His eyes were a clear glittering grey, framed by thick black lashes, matching the hair on his head that towered so far above her, and he was giving her a very strange look. She was about to slam the door in the man’s face when he suddenly spoke, his deep rich voice making her tingle right down to her toes.

“Miss Baxter?” the man enquired politely, stepping forward, giving her no option but to step back.

“Yes,” she said, breathlessly.

“Miss Sophie Baxter?” She nodded, wordlessly, disgusted with her own feeble response as delicious shivers chased up and down her spine. “I’m Josh’s cousin,” he announced in an ominous tone.

“Oh, I see,” she said, slowly, not seeing at all. She knew Josh, all right, but why the man was announcing his relationship in such a cryptic way escaped her. Remembering her manners, she stepped back from the door. “Sorry, do come in.”

He strode past her and walked straight into the small living room, making it instantly diminish in size. His eyes did a quick scan of the room, and she knew by the disdainful look on his face that he found it wanting. What irritated her was the fact that he made no attempt to hide his disapproval.

“My name is Nathan Cantrell,” he stated, as though that should mean something to her. He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets, which only served to draw attention to his muscular thighs, and she was vexed to find herself staring at them transfixed. When she managed to tear her eyes away, Sophie found him regarding her with a faintly sardonic smile, and she blushed furiously.

Nathan felt inwardly enraged by the obvious fact that she found him attractive, and damn it, he was equally drawn to her. He hadn’t expected to feel this unwanted pull of desire, this sense of weakness, and for someone like her. How dare she even consider flirting with him?

Sophie didn’t quite know what she felt, but whatever it was, it certainly had a powerful effect on her pulse rate, and she could do nothing to hide that embarrassing fact. This was ridiculous, he was a total stranger, and yet he was creating an incredible flow of desire in her. She was appalled by her own odd behaviour and could only think that she must be extremely tired to act in such a dizzy manner. She suddenly became painfully aware of the low, skimpy costume she was wearing, his darkening eyes telling her how very tight and revealing it was as they travelled over her rather voluptuous body, and she flushed hotly. The costume belonged to her cousin, Lindsey, and Sophie had been working hard all evening to alter it for her. She had only squeezed into it out of curiosity to see how she would look, just for once wanting to wear something sexy, and now, of course, she felt at a complete disadvantage. Her cousin was at least a stone lighter than her. Lindsey worked part-time in the evenings to earn extra money, her day job not providing enough income for her small flat, and the costume, unfortunately it came with the evening job, was something that she had to put up with.

Nathan leaned forward, his lips a breath away, and ran one large finger around the low front, drawing a shocked gasp from Sophie at the feel of his rough skin touching her soft breasts.

“I hear that you do exotic things,” he said insinuatingly, as his eyes dwelt on the swelling flesh beneath his finger. Now she felt distinctly alarmed. Shouldn’t Lin be home by now? She badly needed somebody to come to the rescue. She backed away, slapping at his heavy hand, her face a mask of disgust, and tried to calm her fast-beating heart. What had possessed her to even think that this lecherous beast was attractive? Who did he think he was?

“Get your mitts off me, you pervert, and it’s the costume that’s exotic, not me.”

“Oh, I don’t know, you look very exotic to my eyes, like a delicious sweet, wrapped in all that glittery stuff. And what’s perverted about wanting to unwrap it and taste?” Nathan drawled, his head lowering as he moved even closer. Then his lips descended and touched hers, lightly, playfully. Sophie pushed frantically at his large body as he enfolded her in his arms. It was like a fly trying to attack a tree trunk and just about as effective.

Much to Nathan’s own despair, he felt his body responding to the soft fullness of hers and he groaned as his mind decided to give control to baser urges. As her soft lips parted helplessly, all he wanted was to deepen that kiss, lay her down on that comfortable bed he could see through the partially open door behind them, and lose himself in her.

Sophie was horrified not just by his utter nerve to think he had the right to do this, but by her own uninhibited response. Why was she leaning so weakly against him and allowing him to take such liberties? Where was her willpower? Non-existent, that’s where. She asserted herself, stamping so hard on his foot that she nearly twisted her ankle. Nathan didn’t seem to feel it at all, so she made a fist and thumped him on the cheekbone, and that gained his instant attention.

Nathan drew back with a look of horror that equally matched hers, and flushed darkly. What the heck had come over him, was he quite mad? He’d wanted to prove a point and had never intended to take it this far. Losing control wasn’t something he’d ever done. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He moved his cheek experimentally. That hurt!

“My apologies, I never meant that to happen,” he said abruptly, taking a couple of steps back. He cleared his throat and watched in fascination as she tried to bring some order to the top of the costume, her full breasts not helping in her futile attempts. Nathan averted his eyes as she glanced up. “Shall I inform my cousin that I called, or would you rather I kept it quiet?”

“Why would I keep it quiet?” she asked, thrown by the strange question. She stared up at him, her face pink with angry embarrassment, and another emotion that she would rather not admit to.

His face was also still flushed from their encounter, but now anger darkened it more. “It doesn’t occur to you that perhaps Josh might be hurt by your actions, your lack of care in whom you bestow your dubious favours on?”

“My dubious favours?” her voice rose angrily. This was all beyond Sophie. The cryptic conversation was giving her a headache. All she knew was that she didn’t like his increasingly odd behaviour, or her own for that matter, and she began to wonder if he was quite sane. “Look, Nathan, if that’s who you really are, I don’t know what your problem is, or why you’re acting so weirdly, but I want you to leave, and I mean now! Josh’s cousin or not, you are no longer welcome, and it was you who grabbed me, remember?”

“Were you or were you not attracted to me just now?” he demanded, abruptly.

Sophie stared at him, wondering how you described instant lust, because that was all it could be, and she hazarded a guess, not just on her part. Her blush renewed itself violently. “As a matter of fact, if I must be honest...yes! But don’t let it trouble you. It was extremely short lived.” She glared at him as he continued to gaze down at her with a grimly satisfied expression, and added, with a derisive curl of her lips, “I won’t be the one who informs your cousin about your own little lapse.”

“It’s not me who has to worry,” he snarled. “After this, you surely don’t think that I’ll allow this so-called romance to go on, do you? I’m afraid your meal ticket just dried up.”

Sophie stood looking up at him, not believing what she was hearing. She felt incredibly angry and humiliated as realisation dawned. The anger on behalf of her cousin, who he’d obviously mistaken her for, for some odd reason, and had decided wasn’t good enough for Josh. The humiliation was because she’d been mentally deranged enough to think that for one moment, he had actually wanted her. Her rage increased as she stared up at his smug face and she wanted so much to hit out at him that she had to clench her fists hard. Well, he could go on thinking that she was Lindsey, while her cousin and Josh got on with their lives. The fact that they had nearly ended up in bed together was a subject she had no wish to dwell upon, one much better forgotten.

“Get out, you loathsome man.”

“Loathsome!” he spluttered. She watched in fascination as he fought to control his temper. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been called that.”

“That’s because the sort of girlfriends you might have managed to attract probably don’t possess enough of a brain to realise how appropriate the word is for you!”

“The women I take out are always on the same intellectual level as myself,” he snapped, his vanity pricked.

“Exactly! I rest my case,” Sophie drawled.

His mouth opened and closed again, as though he thought better of continuing this verbal battle. Then he turned and stomped towards the door, giving her one baleful glare as he wrenched it open. “Give him up, because you won’t win with me,” he grated.

She slammed the door with some force as he left.

₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪

“Who is he?” Sophie folded her arms and leaned back on the kitchen counter, regarding Lin with a perplexed frown. “He acted as though he was someone I should have heard of.”

Her cousin sighed as she dried their coffee cups up, then sank down onto a chair, letting the tea towel hang loosely from her hand. Lindsey watched Sophie with troubled eyes. “He’s the head of quite a major corporation and Josh works for him. You must have heard of Cantrell Business Industries? They have a share in just about everything you can name.”

“Oh, them!” Sophie nodded her head. Of course she’d heard of Cantrell, it was a household name, but not one she thought would ever collide with her own small world. She frowned at her cousin suspiciously. “Now why would he have mistaken me for you, when our names are so completely different?”

“Ah, yes, that.” Lindsey had the grace to look shamefaced. “When Nathan interrogated Josh as to who his girlfriend was, he said the first name that came to mind, apart from mine.”

“Did he indeed!” Sophie glared at the hapless Josh, who was sitting at the other end of the table rubbing his hands anxiously together. “So, I was left to face the fallout. Thanks!”

Josh ran his hands agitatedly through his tousled brown hair, and squinted at her. “Now, don’t be mad, Soph,” he begged. “I didn’t want Nathan knowing who I was really seeing. We’ve managed to avoid him up until now. I just forgot how persistent he can be. How was I to know that he would have the gall to turn up unannounced at the flat and attempt to get rid of you?”

She pursed her lips, determined not to be taken in by that earnest, grey-eyed gaze. Josh’s eyes were a similar colour to his cousin’s, yet somehow did not have the same unnerving impact. Sophie shook her head as Nathan’s image floated into view and pushed it away determinedly. She simmered down as she looked from one to the other, and found herself weakening, especially when she saw the real anxiety in Lindsey’s amber eyes.

“Okay, I forgive you this time. Just give me due warning when he’s after your blood again.” Sophie gave a rueful smile. It changed to suspicion as Josh picked his jacket up and made for the door. “Where do you think you’re slinking off to?”

“I’m not slinking off!” Josh protested unconvincingly. “I really do have to get home. Uncle Edward has invited one of our potential clients to dinner, so he expects us all to be there. Sorry.”

After Josh had fled, Sophie turned to her cousin with a frown. “So why does this Nathan character think that you wouldn’t fit into Josh’s life?”

“Usual reason,” Lin grimaced. “I wasn’t born on the same golden plateau as they were, and worse, somehow he found out that I have been working as a so-called exotic dancer.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lin,” Sophie said crossly. “He’s probably one of those types who frequent such places and then gets all hypocritical about them to cover himself. Not that it’s anything to do with him, but can’t you just explain that it’s only temporary? What exactly does he imagine you do at the club, anyway?”

“I hate to think, but nothing that he would approve of, that’s for sure.”

“Who does that man think he is!” Sophie seethed indignantly.

“A very rich man who can buy anything and anyone, and I’m not exactly what he had in mind for Josh,” Lin said with a hollow laugh.

Sophie watched her cousin with concern, hating to see her so unhappy. They were very close, and whatever upset Lin, also affected her. Lindsey worked hard to keep her flat, and just because she’d had to take on this nightclub job, she was being condemned out of hand by that pompous cretin, Nathan Cantrell. Sophie herself had a nondescript job in a small office, where the people were very pleasant and made no great impact on her life, and that was precisely how she liked it. She was totally content, if a little bored in her mediocre existence. After her hectic upbringing, she needed to feel part of something settled and secure. Nobody at work knew that she was the daughter of a famous stage and screen star, and that was just the way she wanted it. Sophie was quite content to remain anonymous. She’d been dragged around the world for most of her childhood, never staying in one place long enough to make lasting friends, with the result that she’d been a rather solitary child. Her half-brother, who was her mother, Dorothea’s, son from her first marriage, was a little luckier and was able to get off the merry-go-round, often going to stay with his father for months, so was able to put a few roots down. She had always felt a little envious, but had always maintained a close and loving relationship with him. Her own father, Clancy Drew, had been rather a distant figure, who had apparently been a well-known stuntman. He’d died carrying out a risky car chase for a major action film when she was just two years old, so her memories of him were rather vague.

Sophie wasn’t a spoilt or precocious child, as a lot of show business offspring could be. Her saving grace had been her grandfather, his calm and loving presence a balm and anchor, keeping her grounded. Whenever he could, and no matter where they were in the world, Grandfather Balfour always made a point of visiting. She also knew that her mother took her everywhere, because she loved her and couldn’t bear to be parted from her precious daughter, not because she was some sort of trophy to be paraded around to show that, as well as a top movie star, she was also a doting mother, so Sophie learned to tolerate loneliness. Grandfather Balfour was also nearly always accompanied by her cousin, Lindsey, whom Sophie didn’t even know existed until she was eight years old. A discovery that excited and saddened her all at once. Lin was someone she could at last relate to, and she just wished they could have met sooner. So many wasted years. They’d established a rapport from day one and remained firm friends ever since. Now it seemed that she could do Lin a favour, and she was determined to get that overbearing man to back off. 
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Sophie tried to walk into her mother’s spacious hall, but first she had to suffer the onslaught of a bundle of white fur, all wagging tail and licking tongue.

“Well at least someone is glad to see me,” Sophie laughed as she fought the little dog off.

“Mr Baxter has missed you, and you know perfectly well that I am always pleased to see you too, darling,” her mother said with an admonishing smile. “And he only tolerates me because of the endless supply of food.”

“I’m sure he makes just as much fuss about you when you come home,” Sophie said, wagging her finger warningly at the dog. He sat watching her impatiently with bright button eyes and wagging tail while she took her coat off. “Down, Mr B,” she said sternly, as he went to jump up again. He subsided obediently onto the polished floor, his eyes flicking back and forth between the two women. The dog had been a gift from a well-meaning friend, but Sophie had no room for him in her tiny flat, and so he’d had to stay behind when she left home. Any guilt she felt at abandoning him was assuaged because she knew that her mother was secretly very fond of the little animal, and had caught her confiding in him more than once.

Sophie was staying with her mother for the weekend and looked forward to being waited on. She had planned her first day to visit with a few old friends in the neighbourhood, and now her last day was spent totally relaxing with a good book.

“If only you would do something about your hair, darling. It looks so wild and unkempt.”

The monotonous voice droned on as her mother busily arranged flowers, one of her more pressing chores. Most of the housekeeping was done by someone else and as for the cooking, Sophie wasn’t sure if her mother even knew where the kitchen was. Naturally, she had someone else for that. Sophie went on reading her book, only half listening to the growing list of requirements that would turn her into a raving beauty.

“Really, darling!” Her mother’s voice came nearer. “Must you sprawl about in such an undignified and slovenly manner. Just look at the mess you’ve made of my lovely cushions, they’re all crumpled.”

“I’m not sprawling, mother. I’m sitting comfortably, and don’t worry, I shall plump the cushions up and be gone long before your cronies arrive.” Sophie closed her book and gave a resigned sigh. “What are you really nagging me about now? It’s not just the way I sit.”

“Don’t use that tone with me, dear,” her mother chided gently, in the sort of tone designed to make her feel guilty. “I’m talking about breeding, darling, and you’re not making my task any easier.”

“Oh, dear,” Sophie said slowly, sitting up straight and regarding her mother with suspicious eyes. “Are you trying to fix me up with a suitable man again? If you are, forget it. I haven’t forgotten the last disastrous encounter you engineered, I don’t know who was more embarrassed, him or me.”

“Yes...well,” her mother said, making a small apologetic mou. “I have to confess that was a small miscalculation on my part. How was I to know that he was already engaged?”

“Miscalculation! More like a ghastly mistake, and I can make plenty of my own, thank you,” Sophie stated, fixing her with a stern eye.

“I only ever do what I think is best for you,” her mother protested in a hurt voice. “Let’s face it, darling, you haven’t exactly got men beating a path to your door, now have you?”

“Thank you, mother, for your vote of confidence,” Sophie laughed in amusement. “You make me feel so good about myself.”

“I can never understand your strange sense of humour,” her mother complained in a vexed tone.

“That’s because you’ve never understood me, and you’re wrinkling your brow.” Sophie smiled as she watched the perplexed expression forming on her mother’s face.

“Oh!” Her mother’s hand flew to her head in panic, her large hazel eyes widening at the thought of more lines appearing. Although her complexion was still fairly flawless, she had noticed with a feeling of dread some fine lines forming recently and was desperate to keep them at bay. 

Her mother’s role in life was to be purely decorative, and with her classically delicate features, she fitted the part to perfection. Dorothea was an aging star, still beautiful and slim, always immaculately dressed and made up. Also, still very much in demand, but much to her chagrin, in older parts. At first when she’d been offered these roles, Dorothea had been deeply offended, but was worldly wise enough not to argue the point. Many women of her age were not being offered parts at all, and she knew when to swallow her pride. She was still adored by her fans and felt that she had an obligation to keep in the public eye, not least because she loved being the centre of attention. Sophie had also done her bit to persuade Dorothea that it was a good idea to accept, appealing to her vanity as an actress by telling her mother that it would allow her to stretch her talents, and Dorothea became full of enthusiasm for this new stage in her career. Now she was coming to terms with playing someone’s mother instead of the heroine, albeit very slowly.

“Where are you going, darling?” Dorothea smiled at her sweetly, with her caring mother’s face. Sophie suppressed a smile as she saw her mother glance into the large mirror above the mantle, to see if she had got the expression right. Her mother’s vanity amused her, and sometimes Sophie wondered if she was really Dorothea’s daughter. Sophie’s own mirror saw her reflection occasionally and only when it was necessary.

“Lin has roped me in to attend a party at a friend’s house, not that I particularly want to go, but she talked me into it as usual.”

“Well, do have a nice time, dear, and give my love to Lindsey,” Dorothea said vaguely, patting her honey blonde hair into place as the door chimes sounded, and draping herself in a graceful pose by the fireplace.

Sophie looked up as two men entered the room and smiled at them fondly. It was Ambrose and Valentin, two older actors from the early days of her mother’s career who had stayed faithfully by her side down the years. She knew they had always been a little in love with her mother and still were, if the besotted expressions on both men’s faces were anything to go by. They were closely followed by Nicoletta and Harlen, another couple her mother had added to her list of admirers, although Sophie did wonder how her mother allowed the other actress to cross the threshold, because Nicoletta was still a very attractive woman, and she would have thought the competition was too much to bear, yet the two women always seemed to remain the best of friends.

Sophie often wondered what their real names were, or if they even remembered them at all. Her mother’s own name was Ethel, something that she’d tried desperately to hide for years. It didn’t have quite the same theatrical ring as Dorothea. To Sophie’s surprise, two younger men entered just behind them. The first was introduced as Tristen Marlow, an aspiring star who apparently worshipped at Dorothea’s altar, and Sophie groaned inwardly, prepared to encounter yet another inflated ego. She was pleasantly surprised therefore to find that he seemed a genuinely nice man and was sorry that she’d arranged to go out. The other was a puzzle, not the sort of person Sophie thought of as an actor. He seemed far too reserved and serious. His name was Carl Devlin, and his eyes were slightly hard as he regarded her.

“Dear girl, dishevelled as ever, I see!” Ambrose boomed, as his eyes settled on her curled-up figure, his voice matching his large portly frame.

“Oh, I don’t know! Our Sophie looks quite presentable to me,” Valentin ventured.

“Thank you for those few kind words, Val, and if you must know, Ambrose, I’ve been up in the attic sorting through some of my things, hence the mussed-up look.”

Ambrose swept towards her and gathered her up into his arms, hugging Sophie affectionately as he beamed down at her. “Why don’t you return to the land of the living, my dear?” he demanded as he released her. “Come back where you belong.”

“Because I’m quite happy wallowing in my derelict little hovel,” she grinned, sinking back down onto the couch.

“Darling!” Nicoletta gushed, as she brushed past Ambrose and blew vague kisses in the air towards Sophie’s general direction. “Glowing as ever, my dear.”

“Why thank you, Nicoletta.” Sophie hid a smile of amusement. She knew perfectly well that the older woman thought she looked a mess, by the way her eyes were assessing Sophie’s appearance.

Harlen, glued as always to Nicoletta’s side, was next to greet her. “I think you look perfectly sweet, darling,” he said softly as he took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“You’re a very nice man,” Sophie smiled up at him, wondering how someone as shy as Harlen had managed to stay in the acting profession. When they had drifted back to her mother, Tristen stepped forward, Carl following closely behind him.

“I didn’t like to intrude on the greeting ceremony.” He gave her a friendly smile. “Allow me to introduce myself properly. One good-looking up-and-coming actor at your service. Get used to me, because I shall be a household name one day.”

“Wow, and modest too, another plus,” she giggled. Her smile died as Sophie caught the intense look in the eyes of the other man.

Carl gave a tentative smile, and it was remarkable how it transformed his face. He was a pale plain man when his face was in repose, and the smile gave him life. Perhaps Carl was just shy.

“Take no notice of Tristen, he’s not all that bad,” he said lightly, speaking for the first time.

Tristen grinned down at Sophie, liking what he saw. She was nicely rounded and what he thought of as a true woman. Not one of these stick insects who seemed to be the in thing. She would be a cuddly armful in bed for some man. He flushed as he saw the knowing look in her eyes.

“Sorry, were my thoughts showing?” Tristen said with an apologetic smile.

“Please, don’t apologise. I’m flattered that a soaring star such as yourself even deigns to look at me,” Sophie quipped.

“Ouch!” He laughed. “I suspect a little sarcasm there. Actually, I have a very small part in the play your mother’s appearing in and was gratified that she even noticed me. She was kind enough to invite me to call this evening. I hope you don’t mind?”

“It’s not my place to mind,” Sophie said. “I don’t live here anymore. I just inflict myself on my mother every now and then, especially when I run out of food. I’m one of the heavier burdens in life that she has to shoulder.”

“I’m sure she doesn’t think of you in that way at all,” he said gallantly, his eyes twinkling as he caught her mischievous look.

Sophie laughed. “No, she doesn’t, but mother constantly worries about me, so I have to show my face occasionally just to assure her that I’ve not starved to death in my garret.”

As she made her farewells and gathered her things together in preparation to leave, Tristen halted her, placing his hand lightly on her arm. “Perhaps we could meet and have a drink or meal sometime,” he said hesitantly.

“I’d like that.” Sophie returned his smile warmly. She couldn’t say in all honesty that she’d felt the pull of attraction, but he was a nice enough looking man, and she was flattered by his attention, so if he did bother to phone she would take him up on it. Carl said nothing.
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“You are recruited, as of now, to my office.” Josh announced. They were seated, together with her cousin, on a long couch at the side of the room, trying to talk above the noise of the party.

“Pardon?” Sophie blinked and gazed at him as though he was slightly mad.

“You heard me,” he grinned. “You can start first thing in the morning.”

Lindsey laughed at the shocked expression on her cousin’s face. “Your mouth is hanging open,” she giggled. “Think about it, Soph, what better way to get at Nathan. Can you imagine his face when he sees you sitting in the office?”

Sophie could imagine it all too well. It was one thing to attack your enemy, but it was quite a different matter to enter the battlefield on his own territory. “That might not be such a good idea,” she, protested, although the doubling of her wages was a strong incentive. She gave Josh a resigned look. “I see that you have it all planned, bribery included. That was a low blow, and you know I can’t resist money. Do I take it that I’m still the love of your life, and does it even cross your mind that perhaps I don’t want to be?”

––––––––
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“Oh, come on, Soph,” Josh wheedled, grinning. “Think of his rage when he finds out that you’re working so close to me.”

Sophie was already visualising the scene, and there was no doubt about it, she would
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