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  Introduction


He wears his scars on the outside. She keeps hers safe inside. 

Charlotte Dixon ignores her stepmother’s edict and, in an act of disobedience, attends one of the social events of the year—a masked costume ball. Charlotte’s naughtiness escalates when she dances and smooches with a sexy masked man. The night of anonymous passion that follows makes her yearn for a different life, but the next day she’s back to her dull routine of household management.

Advertising tycoon, Ash Marlborough is about to set a private investigator on the trail of his mystery princess when she waltzes right into his place of work. Charlotte is shocked to meet her masked man in the flesh and even more perturbed when he asks her out on a date. Despite craving another night of sexy loving, she doesn’t have time for a man, not when she wants to reinvent herself and grasp a new, improved life with both hands. But Ash knows what he wants, and he’s determined to win the heart of his princess. Let the dance of seduction commence.

Warning: Contains a conniving stepmother, selfish stepsisters, a grandmother with fairy godmother tendencies, and a sexy masked man who is willing to face them all for the love of a good woman.






  
  Chapter One


“Charlotte Joanna Dixon!” A shrill voice—her stepmother’s—hacked through Charlotte’s Saturday morning lie-in and intensified the boom, boom, boom of her aching head. “Of all the mornings for you to sleep late,” Elizabeth screeched. “Didn’t you set your alarm clock? I have to meet the fundraising committee in an hour.” The sharp accusations kept coming, accompanied by a thunk on her bedroom door. 
Charlotte stared up at the damp spot on her bedroom ceiling and started silently counting to ten. One. Two. Three. Snippets of music, memories of a sexy masculine form crept into her mind, and her count faltered. Last night she’d experienced the dizzy taste of freedom and now the thought of her normal routine rubbed like a raw blister. Her mouth settled into a mutinous line. Maybe she’d stay here all day.
“Charlotte!” Doors slammed. The water pipes in the old Victorian groaned as they gave up water for the shower. “Hurry up.”
Or not. Sighing, Charlotte scrambled into jeans and a T-shirt and trudged down the sweeping stairs to the kitchen. On automatic pilot, she started the coffeemaker then filled the jug to boil for Gran’s tea. While she waited, she trotted outside to grab the early morning post from the mailbox.
Soon the scent of fresh coffee flooded the kitchen, making her stomach lurch in protest. Maybe the last glass of Champagne hadn’t been the best idea. Gritting her teeth, she set the breakfast table, then swallowed down two headache tablets and assembled a tea tray for her grandmother. When she carried the tray and three letters upstairs, she found her grandmother was already awake, perusing one of the new craft magazines she’d had Charlotte purchase for her the previous day.
“Morning, Gran. How are you feeling? You have mail from your friends.”
“Charlotte.” Gran put down the magazine and peered over her glasses. Her blonde curls were already brushed into submission and a pale pink lipstick gave her face a touch of color. She cocked her head in Charlotte’s direction like an inquisitive bird. “You were late home. Tell me about the ball.”
“Shush, someone will hear.” Heat suffused Charlotte’s cheeks as memories of the previous evening rose to thump her over the head—seductive music, dancing, glasses of tickly Champagne. Many glasses of crisp, fruity Champagne. And Zorro.
Her entire evening summed up in a few words. She’d let a tall, masked man seduce her with his charisma and endless glasses of Champagne. The night of freedom had gone to her head along with the alcoholic buzz, and for one night, the mysterious and very sexy Zorro had shoved her loneliness aside. Unsteady hands poured tea for her grandmother. After adding a touch of milk, she handed over the cup and saucer.
“I danced so much my feet are sore,” she said, opting for a partial truth. She did have a blister on her little toe.
“Good. Did you see Elizabeth at the ball? What about Jenny and Rachel?”
Charlotte plopped on the end of Gran’s bed and nodded cautiously. The pain was muted now, the tablets working their magic. “They seemed to enjoy the ball. Everyone danced all night. The band was excellent.”
Gran’s faded blue eyes twinkled behind the lenses of her glasses. “Did they recognize you?”
“They didn’t glance at me twice.”
“I told you so.” Her grandmother’s gaze zeroed in on her neck.
Charlotte recalled the addictive kisses Zorro had trailed down her throat, the sensual bite and suck, and groaned inwardly. Kisses plus suction equaled one thing. Hickeys.
“Did you meet someone special?”
“No,” Charlotte said quickly. Too quickly.
“I see.”
Charlotte was glad someone saw because she didn’t understand her actions of the previous night. Yes, she’d had too much Champagne, but she’d known what she was doing. No one had forced her to kiss Zorro or to run her hands down his naked chest. Heck, no one had forced her to scream with the pleasure of her orgasm either. It was as if an alien had taken possession of her—one who enjoyed the heck out of sex.
“I think I’ll go down to breakfast this morning,” Gran said unexpectedly. “I want to hear about the ball.”
“I’ll help you dress.”
“There’s a tube of concealer in my dressing table drawer,” Gran said. “Perhaps you should apply some to your neck while I’m taking a shower. You don’t want Elizabeth asking embarrassing questions.”
No, she did not. Half an hour later, Charlotte had breakfast ready and Gran was seated at the table, eating a bowl of porridge.
Elizabeth stalked into the kitchen and sat beside her mother. “Coffee.”
“Elizabeth,” Gran said in a sharp tone. “Charlotte isn’t your maid.”
Elizabeth yawned and smoothed a hand over her neat blonde bob. “I provide her with a roof over her head and a small wage. The least she can do is make me breakfast on a Saturday morning.”
Charlotte frowned in Gran’s direction. Mother and daughter couldn’t be more different in temperament and often butted heads. She wasn’t about to get into the middle of one of their arguments. She rose from the table and her dry toast, grabbed a mug and poured coffee for Elizabeth. On hearing the clomp-clomp of footsteps on the stairs, she pulled two more mugs from the cupboard. She handed one to Jenny and the second to Rachel as they sailed past to join their grandmother and mother at the table. All four women were petite and blonde with blue eyes. Jenny and Rachel wore jeans and silky tops to highlight their curves while Elizabeth stuck with classic—black trousers and a feminine blouse in baby pink.
“What’s for breakfast?” Jenny asked. “I’ve got the munchies.”
“There’s fruit and cereal or I can make some more porridge,” Charlotte said, praying none of them noticed the love bites. The concealer hadn’t exactly lived up to its name.
“I’ll have toast,” Rachel said. “Whole wheat.”
“I’ll have fruit and cereal,” Jenny said.
Without a word, Charlotte started preparing the requested breakfasts.
“Did you enjoy the ball?” Gran chirped.
Charlotte frowned in Gran’s direction, noting the satisfied glitter in her eyes. A secret smile played on Gran’s lips as she studied her granddaughters and daughter. Then she shot a mischievous glance at Charlotte, her granddaughter by marriage.
“I want details,” Gran said. “The spicier, the better.”
“I wish they’d had an ordinary ball instead of a costume one,” Jenny said. “It was difficult guessing identities. I don’t want to waste effort playing nice with men who don’t have money.”
“That’s not a good attitude,” Gran scolded. “When I was a young girl, we accepted dances from everyone who asked us. It was good manners.”
Rachel rolled her eyes. “Times change, Gran. Women can vote now.”
“I want the girls to make good marriages,” Elizabeth said. “Money is important.”
“I don’t want a traditional relationship,” Jenny said. “I want a career plus a rich man. Did I tell you Marlborough Media is looking for a junior designer? They’re starting interviews on Tuesday.”
“Are you applying?” Rachel asked. “You’d have a good shot since you’re already working there. More coffee, please, Charlotte.”
Charlotte’s ears pricked, and she wondered if there was the slightest hope of scoring an interview. While she loved Gran and didn’t mind looking after her, she’d kill to break into the graphics field and gain more independence. No rich men for her. No marriage either. She wanted to step into Ms. Independent’s shoes and answer to no one but herself.
“I’ve already booked an interview slot.” Jenny flashed a grin, sharing her confidence with each of them in turn. “I intend to grab that spot.” She shook out her long blonde hair and picked up her coffee. “I heard they’d stopped taking applicants because they have enough.”
“Charlotte wants to go into graphic design,” Gran said casually.
“Charlotte?” Elizabeth’s plucked brows rose to new heights. “How are you going to manage a job? Who is going to look after Mum when her lupus flares up? Who will run our errands? No, it’s impossible. We need Charlotte to cook meals and run the household for us.” She reinforced her words with a glower that dared Charlotte to argue otherwise.
Charlotte picked up her toast with a trembling hand and forced herself to take another bite. It helped to still the tap-dancing in the pit of her stomach and dammed up her words of protest. She was saving every cent she could, but her bank account remained depressingly small. One day, she promised herself.
“She doesn’t have the qualifications to apply for the job,” Jenny said, her tone and pointed look running along Smug Street. “So it’s a moot point. I hope Ash Marlborough sits in on the interviews. He’s amazing. And he’s single.”
“It wouldn’t hurt to have an in with a rich bachelor,” Elizabeth said in a thoughtful manner, obviously dismissing any further thoughts of Charlotte getting a job.
“Exactly.” Jenny smirked in Charlotte’s direction again. “A job and a rich lover in one swoop.” She’d made a turn onto Complacent Drive.
“He has scars on his face,” Rachel said with distaste. “I can’t look at him for longer than a few seconds. Imagine having to kiss him.”
Jenny shrugged. “Who cares what he looks like if he has money?”
Charlotte wanted to clap her hands over her ears, or even better, go back to bed. Instead she dispensed toast, fruit and cereal and made another pot of coffee, tuning out the usual morning discussions and avarice from her stepmother and stepsisters. Her mind turned more pleasant corners, drifting to the previous night and her Zorro lover. He’d asked her for a dance early on in the night. They’d laughed and talked about the different costumes. She’d felt like a real princess in her apricot ball gown with full skirts and the beaded bodice that cupped, lifted and flattered. The best part was her invisibility to her stepmother and stepsisters. Her dark brown wig and skillful makeup, courtesy of Gran’s best friend Esther, had completed the fantasy, and Zorro’s attention made her feel extra special. Their conversation had morphed into design and different advertising promotions they’d enjoyed, and an undercurrent of lust hummed between them, growing more urgent as the evening progressed. Charlotte removed the dirty plates from the table and made Gran another pot of tea, the twinge of her muscles reminding her of their frantic lovemaking. Heat burst onto her cheeks, her hands shaking as she stacked the plates in the dishwasher.
“I need you to take my costume to the drycleaners,” Rachel said.
“Mine too,” Jenny said.
“You can take them all,” Elizabeth instructed.
Charlotte opened her mouth to object and snapped it shut again. She’d only find herself in the middle of another argument. Same old, same old.
“Charlotte, dear. Could you find me a pen and notepad please?” Gran asked. “What are you all doing today?”
“I’m going to stay with my friend at the beach,” Jenny said. “I’ll be back late Sunday afternoon.”
After handing over the requested items, Charlotte resigned herself to another evening of looking after Gran. A night alone in front of the telly since Gran went to bed around eight. At least the rugby was on and she could ogle the players to her heart’s content while working on one of her craft projects. Maybe she’d do some artist trading cards with a rugby theme. Yes, that would work.
“Can I borrow your digital camera, Elizabeth?” Gran asked.
“It’s in my room, Mum. Get Charlotte to grab it for you when she makes my bed. I must go or I’ll be late for my meeting.”
Her stepmother and stepsisters left to enjoy their weekend, and Charlotte worked her way through the house, picking up clutter and cleaning as she went. She made a mental note to ring the taxi company. Maybe the driver had handed in the apricot rose that went with her gown. Maybe. She couldn’t remember if she’d still had the rose when she left Zorro in the hotel room. You sneaked, Ms. Feisty, Charlotte’s annoying inner dragon, drawled with a heavy helping of disbelief.
“Charlotte!” Gran called.
“Did you want something?”
“I have a list of items for you to purchase for me. Here’s some money. There should be enough for you to have a quiet coffee and for a cab as well. You’ll need it to drop the dresses at the dry cleaners. Pass me the phone please, dear.”
“I can’t leave you alone for that long.” Charlotte had noticed the hectic color in Gran’s face and her labored movements this morning, despite her determination to share the family breakfast. “The dresses can wait until Monday.”
“The items on my list can’t. I’m going to ring Esther. We want to work on a scrapbooking project together.”
Charlotte found herself overruled and ousted from the house. She hurried through her chores, but even so didn’t return to the house until late afternoon. She staggered through the door with three bags of groceries.
“Where have you been?” Elizabeth narrowed her gaze. “What are those disgusting marks on your neck?”
“Charlotte?” Gran’s voice came from the nearby lounge. At least her presence would probably halt Elizabeth’s tirade.
“We’ll discuss this later,” Elizabeth snapped, and she brushed past Charlotte, leaving a lingering trace of a spicy perfume in her wake.
“You should have reapplied the concealer,” Gran said. “Come and show Esther.”
“Gran, you shouldn’t eavesdrop.” Charlotte peered in the hall mirror. She sighed at the telltale bruises and entered the lounge. “I don’t think more makeup will help, and why would Esther want to see my neck?”
“Did you get everything on my list?” Gran asked.
“I did. I’ll bring it in after I unpack the groceries.”
“Excellent.” Gran clapped her hands together and cast a conspiratorial grin at Esther. “I have news. You have an appointment at Marlborough Media on Tuesday at five-thirty. They managed to squeeze you in.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Charlotte left the house before her stepmother and stepsisters arrived home from work. Propelled by Ms. Feisty, she marched into the luxurious reception area at Marlborough Media. It was like a dream—one of those that hovered on the cusp of both excellent and disturbing, the type that could transform into a nightmare at the slightest wrong move.
Gran had pooh-poohed Charlotte’s objections when she’d asked who would look after Gran if she had one of her bad patches. Gran had told her not to worry, that they’d work it out and hire someone else to help out around the home if—when—Charlotte got the job. According to Gran, it was time for Charlotte to gain some independence instead of spending all her days with an elderly woman and her friends. She made the changes seem easy, but somehow Charlotte didn’t think the transition would gain Elizabeth’s approval.
She joined the line of people waiting to speak to the receptionist. The skinny blonde with ultra-short hair wielded her power from behind a beautiful marble counter, juggling the phone, the arriving and departing customers and prospective employees with aplomb.
Charlotte had dressed in her best business clothes—a black skirt and jacket and added a soft apricot blouse with a high collar to hide her Friday night indiscretions. She’d confined her red hair to a simple braid and kept her makeup subdued. A mistake. The other applicants were fashion-shoot ready, and she half expected a photographer to step through the door and bark orders to strike a pose. The man on her right sported a tattoo sleeve on one arm and splashes of bright red highlights contrasted with the rest of his spiky black hair. His expensive and trendy black, short-sleeve shirt and black trousers completed the look.
The two women sitting on chairs to her left were dressed in designer outfits and wore glittering jewelry and heavy but impeccable makeup. They fluttered their mascara-laden lashes and pouted lips painted with strong red and deep pink.
“What are you doing here?” a voice hissed from behind her.
Charlotte jumped at Jenny’s sharp tone. “I have an appointment.”
“How? Last I heard they were booked out for the day and weren’t taking more applicants.”
“Jennifer McDougal,” someone said in a loud voice.
“This isn’t over,” Jenny said. “Mum will hear about this.”
Charlotte watched her stepsister glide over to the woman waiting for her by the door, graceful despite her high heels. She held an elegant brown leather briefcase in her right hand and, like everyone else, appeared ready to step onto a catwalk in cream trousers and a sleeveless bronze shirt. A pained sigh escaped Charlotte. She’d told Gran this was a bad idea, that it would cause friction at home. And she didn’t have any qualifications, which worried her most of all. But then the other part of her—the feisty part who had slept with Zorro because it was something just for her—told her to grow a pair. She wanted this, didn’t she? Hell, yeah, Ms. Feisty continued. You go in there and knock their socks off. I wanna see bare feet and skin, she added slyly.
Charlotte gave an inward ahem and mentally knocked Ms. Feisty off her soapbox. Back to the job at hand. After Gran informed her about the appointment, Charlotte had done several online searches to investigate Marlborough Media and their founder Ashley Marlborough. Mr. Marlborough was in his early thirties and had built the business from scratch. He’d made his first million with inordinate ease and was worth much more now. Nicknamed The Beast in the media because of the scars on his face and upper torso, women chased him, and he was a regular feature in the local gossip magazines. She’d clicked through photos taken during social events and seen stunning blondes and gorgeous brunettes hanging on his arm as if only he could keep them standing upright.
She’d read about the way he’d lost his mother in the same fire that had left him scarred and how his father took sole care of him while he recovered. She’d studied his face until it became familiar to her. Oh, she’d heard Jenny go on about the scars and how she couldn’t look him in the eye. If he was in the interview room, Charlotte didn’t want to react in a manner to show her in a negative light. He had pretty eyes—a pale blue that contrasted with his inky-black hair and drew attention. His crooked smile contained a hint of mischief. The rascal in him had pulled a return grin from her, even though she was only studying his photo.
“Yes?” The blonde receptionist pulled her from her thoughts.
“Charlotte Dixon. I have an appointment at five thirty.”
The receptionist referred to her computer screen and tapped a few keys. “Good. They’re running a little over, so your appointment will be closer to six. Is that okay?”
“That’s no problem.” She was already in trouble with Jenny for attending the interview and had a lecture about her ungrateful manner and terrible attitude in her near future. Arriving home late wouldn’t add much to the severity of the lecture. Besides, Gran knew her appointment time and would have an idea of when she might arrive home.
The assistant called names one by one. Charlotte glanced at the blue cardboard folder on her lap, cowed by the parade of smart people with their glossy leather briefcases. She focused on her breathing and fought her escalating anxiety. Even breaths. In. Out. In. Out.
Part of her wanted to stand and leave, but Ms. Feisty forced Charlotte to remain seated. Gran had gone to a lot of trouble arranging this interview, although Charlotte still wasn’t sure how she’d managed it. In answer to questions, Gran had muttered something about special contacts, tapped the side of her nose and refused to say more. Gran and Esther had spent the weekend helping her to work on her portfolio, taking photos of some of the craft projects she’d done over the years and listing her qualifications and experience. Gran had insisted on adding a list of the craft classes they’d done together plus the partial diploma in graphic design she’d completed at night school. All practical experience, she’d insisted.
This preparation did nothing to quell the nerves galloping around the inside of her stomach. She’d bet ten dollars the other applicants possessed professional qualifications and experience stretching from the tips of their pointy shoes to their immaculately coiffured hair.
A mature woman appeared in the doorway. Her navy-blue suit skimmed her body, giving the impression of smart femininity. Her efficient gaze zeroed in on Charlotte, a pleasant smile taking her wrinkled face to pretty. “You must be Charlotte Dixon.”
“Yes.” Charlotte rose, taking a second to ascertain her knees wouldn’t fold under the strain of acute nerves. She’d watched the other applicants enter the inner office one by one and then leave again, their expressions ranging from confident to downright depressed. And now Charlotte followed the woman into another office, Jenny’s smug whisper ringing in her ears. You’re wasting your time. The job is mine.
A great exit jibe on Jenny’s part. Charlotte sighed. Maybe her stepsister was right, and she was squandering everyone’s time. Don’t listen to her! Ms. Feisty shrieked. We can do this.
“Take a seat,” the woman said, gesturing at two chairs. “They won’t be much longer.”
The door opened after five minutes and a petite blonde in a chic red trouser suit and skyscraper black heels sashayed from the inner sanctum. She exited, leaving Charlotte and the lady alone.
A phone rang inside the inner office and a husky voice answered. Another male chatted with a woman, their low murmurs discernible to Charlotte from where she sat. But it was the husky voice that grabbed her attention. Every muscle in her body tightened, the distinct twang of her lady parts signaling a warning. The man speaking in the office sounded an awful lot like Zorro.






  
  Chapter Two


Ashley Marlborough—Ash to his friends—cradled the phone under his chin and leaned back in his executive chair. He listened to the customer run through their concerns about their latest ad campaign and assured them Marlborough Media would come up with something suitable to set them apart from their competitors. He put them on hold and spoke to his secretary before transferring the call. 
As he replaced the phone on the charger, his gaze caught the artificial apricot rose sitting in a small crystal vase on the shelf to his right. The inner petals of the silk held a deeper hue—almost a blush pink. The beginnings of a smile tickled his lips as he wished he’d managed to get the woman’s name. It hadn’t seemed important when all he’d wanted was to strip off her clothes and surge inside her damp heat. His cock twitched and he castigated himself. Mind on the job. They had one last interview—the granddaughter of the persuasive elderly woman who’d caught him on Saturday. A friend of his grandmother’s, she’d said, and they corresponded on a regular basis. The conniving pair of women had finagled him, teaming up to set the perfect ambush. Once she’d caught him on the phone, the elderly woman had pressed her case in verbal bullet points, and he’d succumbed to her polite, determined charm, slotting in one final interview in a day crammed to capacity.
“This is the last one,” he said to Laura, his personal assistant, and John, his vice president.
“Lucky last,” Laura chirped.
“I hope so,” John said. “I don’t think there are more than two or three even remotely suitable for the position.”
Ash sighed. Personally, he’d put the rate of prospective applicants even lower. Maybe the guy with the red streaks in his hair. He’d had some interesting things in his portfolio and gave them an innovative answer to their design question. He buzzed his secretary to show the last applicant in and studied the rose while he waited.
Maybe he’d set a private detective on the case. The casual questions he’d put to his grandmother last night had solicited nothing but frustration. Prior to the ball, his grandmother had told him to look for the princess in the apricot gown, had acted quietly insistent about it. Now, when he wanted information, she’d become stubbornly silent.
He wanted to see Princess again. They’d conversed easily throughout the night, and for the first time in years a woman hadn’t thrown herself at him with clear dollar signs as her motive. He’d kept his mask on to screen some of his telltale scars and even though she’d noticed the ones on his torso during their lovemaking, she’d taken his casual explanation of an accident with an ease that left him relaxed and desperate for her hot pussy. So they’d kept their anonymity intact with their masks, foregone intros and gone straight for raunchy sex. A smirk curled through him at the remembered pleasure. Sex hadn’t been a bad trade off.
The redhead who entered his office stood out from the rest of the applicants. She wore a simple outfit and minimal makeup. She’d chewed off most of her lipstick and was nervous, although she didn’t hesitate to shake hands with each of them and meet their gazes. He shook hands last and was surprised when she sent him a direct look and gave a small smile in return to his welcoming words and apology for the delay. His scars threw most people, at least until they knew him better.
She sat in the upright chair, her knees pressed together in a prim manner and a large envelope folder on her lap.
The interview began with Laura and John asking the questions. Simple ones about her past work experience and qualifications, designed to set her at ease. Ash listened with half an ear, surreptitiously surveying her. Something about her was strangely familiar. It might have been the way she cocked her head or it could have been the lilting note in her voice, but she reminded him of his lost princess. She’d had dark brown hair, and while this woman’s eyes were the right color, the lashes and her brows matched her red hair. This Charlotte had the same enthusiasm for design as his princess though.
“Can we see your portfolio?” John asked.
She chewed her lip, drawing Ash’s avid attention to her mouth. “Of course.”
Ash didn’t think that was what she’d intended to say, but she pulled out several sheets of drawings and art layouts. Color and strong forms popped off the pages, and a profusion of texture and three-dimensional elements grabbed his attention. Laura and John were struck too. He heard the sharp intake of breath as they fanned the designs out on the desktop. A series of black-and-white portraits wouldn’t have looked out of place on a gallery wall while the selection of rugby-themed artist trading cards were tiny masterpieces in their own right. The girl possessed raw talent, something he hadn’t seen in ages.
“Have you done anything in video?” his assistant asked.
“No, I haven’t used the medium yet.”
Silence fell as they studied her portfolio in greater detail. Charlotte Dixon clasped her hands in her lap. Her gaze skittered around his office and he witnessed the exact moment she spotted the apricot rose in the crystal vase. She froze, her breath catching, then shot a quick glance at him, her face blanching of color when she discovered him eyeing her closely.
Well, hell.
No need to employ a private detective. Princess had walked into his parlor under her own steam.

Charlotte swallowed hard, battling the urge to bolt from the office. It was Zorro in the flesh. She’d had hot, naked jungle sex with Ashley Marlborough, the founder of Marlborough Media.
“Did you say something, Miss Dixon? Can I call you Charlotte?” the wretched man asked, maintaining his steady gaze.
Bother. All she’d wanted was a little uncomplicated fun. Now her desire for a night away from drudgery exploded in her face. Elizabeth was still asking questions about the hickeys on her neck, Jenny was furious because of the job interview situation, and now Zorro was sitting within spitting distance, looking at her in the same manner a hungry cat eyeballs a cornered mouse.
“This is very impressive,” the vice president said.
“Thank you.” Charlotte forced the words past the lumpy constriction in her throat, glad to tear her attention from Zorro.
“You’re the type of applicant we’re looking for,” Zorro said.
“Um, thank you.” Dread roared through her mind as she frantically wondered what to do. What was the etiquette when coming face-to-face with a man you’d spent the night with? A man who’d felt her naked body sliding against his?
Zorro glanced at his coworkers, and Charlotte witnessed the silent communication between them, the faint nods. “I’d like to offer you the position.”
He went on to describe the hours, the remuneration and other employee perks. Charlotte tried to concentrate, but pleasure roared through her, the noise similar to the rush of a locomotive through a tunnel. They’d liked her work. They wanted her to work with them, train with them.
“So, are you still interested in working at Marlborough Media, Charlotte?”
She nodded, thankful for once when Ms. Feisty took over and did everything necessary to secure her this job. Gran and Esther would be excited for her. Jenny—not so much. “Thank you so much for this opportunity, Mr. Marlborough.”
“We’re fairly informal here. Call me Ash.”
“Um, Ash. Thank you.”
All three stood and Charlotte followed suit. She darted a quick look at Zorro—no, Ash—and intercepted his surreptitious sweep of her body. A quick up and down. Charlotte scowled, remembered where she was and smoothed out the attitude. She didn’t want them to change their minds, which told her everything. In spite of Jenny’s probable animosity and despite enjoying bedroom acrobats with her new boss, she intended to fight to keep this job.
Finally, since Gran was adamant it was time for Charlotte to spread her wings, she had a chance for independence. With Gran’s approval and support, plus a wage coming in each week, maybe she could move into her own flat. She could make friends and still see Gran on a regular basis. Heck, she could have a life and never feel alone again. That happy thought kept her going for the entire bus ride and walk home.
“Where have you been?” Elizabeth demanded before Charlotte even had a chance to remove her shoes.
“I told you she went for a job interview at Marlborough Media,” Jenny snapped, coming up behind her mother.
Pesky midgets, Ms. Feisty muttered as she slid off her shoes. Charlotte stared down at them from her lofty five-foot-nine and withheld a chuckle. “Gran knew where I was. She made the appointment for me.”
“Mum is in the hospital,” Elizabeth snapped. “You should have been here.”
“What? What happened?” Charlotte shoved her feet back into her shoes. “Which hospital?”
“Auckland Hospital,” Elizabeth said. “Intensive care. It’s her heart, a complication from lupus.”
“Where are you going?” Jenny said. “What about dinner?”
“I’m going to see Gran,” Charlotte said, running a jerky hand over her hair. She dropped her portfolio on a side table and turned to leave.
“She’s stable. Visiting hours are over for the day, and they only allow family to visit,” Elizabeth said. “They won’t let you in to see her.”
Charlotte came to an abrupt halt, flinching at the verbal strike. She gaped at her stepmother in disbelief. “You’d do that to me, to your mother? We mightn’t be related by blood, but I’ve looked after her ever since I left high school. I love her.”
“You’re a bad influence,” Elizabeth said. “She overdoes things because you encourage her with your stupid crafts and activities. She requires bed rest.”
Hands curled to fists at Charlotte’s sides, only the bite of fingernails keeping her fury internalized. Her chest tightened under the pressure until it was hard to breathe. Somehow, she’d get into intensive care to see Gran tomorrow, no matter what Elizabeth said. Gran would want to hear the good news. Damn it, Charlotte wanted to hear the sly cunning in Gran’s voice when she slapped Charlotte with her litany of I told you so.
“What’s for dinner, Charlotte?” Rachel appeared at the top of the stairs. “Why are you all standing by the door?”
Without another word, Charlotte stomped to the kitchen. She rang the hospital, asked to be put through to the intensive care ward and requested a status report on Gran.
“She’s comfortable and resting now,” the ward nurse said. “I checked on her myself ten minutes ago. The drugs have helped with pain relief, and there’s nothing more we can do until the doctors conduct additional tests.”
Charlotte asked about visiting hours and after thanking the nurse, hung up. With her worries momentarily calmed, she strode to the fridge, stared at the contents then started preparing pasta for dinner. Once dinner was over and she’d completed the clean up, she’d slip out of the house and go to visit Esther. She’d tell Charlotte what the situation was with Gran.
The phone rang, and Charlotte didn’t bother answering, continuing with dinner preparations. As she’d expected, one of her stepsisters answered in the lounge. She chopped two onions with sharp, downward pressure of the knife. The rising fumes attacked her eyes. Tears trickled down her cheeks and kept coming even when she moved on to crushing garlic and dicing button mushrooms. Logic told her Gran would have collapsed even if she’d been here, yet guilt ballooned inside her.
Gran didn’t care about their lack of blood relationship. She treated Charlotte the same as her real grandchildren. Charlotte hadn’t minded looking after her even though it meant spending most Friday and Saturday nights at home. Gran had repaid her in other ways—her interest in crafts and design sparking the seeds of a career for Charlotte. And the interview—
“Phone for you,” Jenny snapped, temper contorting her pretty face into a caricature mask.
“Me? Who is it?” Charlotte’s fingers itched for a pencil and paper to record her stepsister’s expression.
“Answer it and you’ll find out. Don’t hog the line for too long. I’m expecting a call from Steve.”
And heaven forbid Jenny missed a call. Charlotte picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“Charlotte, it’s Ash.”
Charlotte heard a shocked gasp on the line before the phone in the lounge clattered down, shutting off the background noise from the TV. Her stomach turned a slow somersault. Answer the man, Ms. Feisty ordered. Don’t make me get out my pointy boots.
“Hi,” Charlotte said. Great conversational skills, not!
“I enjoyed meeting you at the ball.”
“I…that was a one-night thing.” Play our cards right and we could have more of that prime hunk of man. “Shush,” Charlotte snapped.
“Is someone there with you?” Ash asked, sounding amused.
Meeting him again without his Zorro costume meant she could picture him properly—the crooked, impish grin and the way it lit up his pretty blue eyes. The muscles of his chest, his bulging biceps and the corded muscles and tendons of his tanned arms. His hands, the skin callused from some sort of manual labor. The confident attitude. The underlying charm. The hard bulge of his cock and the way it felt surging into… No. No. No! Charlotte shook herself, glad he couldn’t witness the fiery heat surging into her face. Combined with her red hair, it was never a good look. She turned, her grip tightening on the receiver as she met the gazes of her stepmother and stepsisters.
“Are you there, Charlotte?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve called at an awkward time. Could we meet tomorrow for coffee?”
“I’m not sure. My Gran is in the hospital. I want to visit her.”
“I’m sorry,” Ash said, and his tone was genuine and sincere rather than someone going through the motions. “I talked to your grandmother on the phone. She’s a very determined lady. With her feisty attitude, I’m sure she’ll make a speedy recovery.”
“Yes. Thank you,” Charlotte added, remembering her manners.
“I’ll call you again about coffee, Princess. I’m not letting you go so easily.” His voice held the same determination she saw every day in her grandmother.
“You’re my boss.” She wanted freedom to do her own thing, to explore the world outside the current bubble of her life. And while she might hook up with a man, she didn’t want anything permanent. It was too risky.
“I was your lover first,” Ash said. “I’m a professional. I can keep my hands off you at work, but after hours is a different story. I’m going to run my hands across your naked body, suck your pretty apricot nipples into my mouth and fuck you blind every opportunity I get.”
“Oh.” Charlotte bit her bottom lip. Was it possible for her face to get any redder? Any hotter?
“Charlotte, pay attention. The onions are burning,” Elizabeth said. “Get off the phone. Jenny is expecting an important call.”
Surely she could use her cell phone? Charlotte grabbed the pan off the heat, wrinkling her nose at the onions. Not too bad. She’d saved them.
“Who is that?” Ash’s voice changed, letting her know he’d heard every word.
“My stepmother.”
“Not the Wicked Witch of the West?”
Charlotte giggled and slapped her hand across her mouth when she realized the sound had come from her. “No. I’d better go. I’m meant to be cooking dinner.”
“Which hospital is your Gran in?”
“She’s in intensive care at Auckland hospital.”
“Say hello for me. We’ll catch up soon,” he said. “Dream of me, Princess.”
The faint click of the phone told her he’d hung up. She hit the end button, dropped the phone on the counter.
“Who was that?” Jenny asked. “Ash who?”
Charlotte hesitated. There was no reason she shouldn’t tell the truth, but she didn’t want her stepsisters to pick apart a precious evening and soil her memories. “That was Ashley Marlborough. He offered me the job at Marlborough Media.” A streak of elation zapped her. She wanted to whoop and holler and run around in a crazy celebration. Too bad if Jenny wanted the same job. She didn’t think it was selfish of her to accept employment when she’d won it on her own merits. A doubt demon chose that moment to give her a swift kick in the conscience. She had earned the job on her artistic merits and talent, right? It hadn’t been because Ash Marlborough wanted her for sex?
“You?” Jenny’s face crumpled and guilt swept Charlotte again.
“They liked my portfolio.”
“But you have no qualifications. You didn’t even finish your tech course.”
“I’m sorry, Jenny. Maybe there will be another opportunity—”
“Mum, she stole my job,” Jenny wailed.
Uh-oh. This couldn’t end well. Charlotte turned away from mother and daughter and set the onions on the heat again. She put on a pot of hot water for the spaghetti. Tuning out the tears and accusations, she added garlic and mushrooms to the onions, cooking them until they browned. Spinach and a cupful of frozen corn kernels went in next. While the spinach wilted, she added the fresh pasta to the boiling water.
“Charlotte, I’ll speak to you after dinner. Come to the study once you’ve done the dishes and tidied the kitchen.” Elizabeth’s cool voice sent prickles of foreboding through Charlotte and robbed her of appetite.
Almost two hours later, she rubbed her clammy hands down her black skirt and knocked on the door.
“Come.”
After sucking in a fortifying breath, she opened the door and stepped inside. Elizabeth sat behind a large desk made of native kauri wood. Her cool blue gaze appraised Charlotte as she gestured her to come closer. She indicated the empty chair, but Charlotte preferred to take her punishment standing.
“I hope you’re pleased with yourself,” Elizabeth began. “Your recent behavior has bordered on despicable. You duck out on your duties and return home with disgusting marks on your neck. You arrange interviews without my permission and now you’ve snatched away a job from Jenny without a hint of remorse. And to top all that off, you weren’t here when Mum needed you most. I’m sure Richard would be disappointed in you—God, rest his soul. What do you have to say for yourself?”
Charlotte remained still, silent mutiny her sole weapon. There was no point trying to argue with Elizabeth or point out she’d won the job fair and square. And if her father were here, he’d act like a proud parent instead of playing favorites.
“You have nothing to say, no excuses for your abominable conduct?”
Charlotte swallowed, waiting for her punishment.
“If your behavior doesn’t take a swift three-sixty, I’ll be forced to make you leave.” She offered a mirthless smile when a gasp escaped Charlotte. “I thought so. I expect you to spring clean the house from top to bottom. We’re having guests next weekend. I want you to ready their rooms and prepare menus for the length of their stay. Jenny said you haven’t ironed her work clothes yet, and Mum’s room requires tidying. And as for the job, you will decline the offer. You promised me you’d look after Mum, and getting a job is going back on your word. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” Charlotte said, while Ms. Feisty muttered mutinous words, enough to make her brain want to explode. Instead she shifted her weight, spreading it evenly on both feet and clasped her shaking hands behind her.
Her soldier impersonation seemed to placate her stepmother because she nodded. “You can go now.”
Charlotte exited the office and closed the door behind her. Back in the kitchen, she rang Esther and learned the doctors suspected damage to Gran’s heart, a symptom of lupus. They intended to do tests the following day to ascertain the extent of the injury.
Charlotte remembered her portfolio and went to pick it up from the hall. The contents had been removed and stuffed back inside with no regard to creases. Someone had ripped two of her pieces in half. No prizes for guessing the culprit. Jenny’s clear spite and her stepmother’s lecture pissed her off. They might think the matter was settled but somehow she intended to take the job. Gran wanted her to live a little, and Charlotte didn’t intend to let her down.






  
  Chapter Three


Gran’s face was a horrid shade of gray when Charlotte walked into the intensive care room midmorning the next day. She bit back her concern and forced a bright smile to match Gran’s tremulous one. 
“Are they looking after you? How are you feeling?”
“I have more tests this afternoon, but it’s my stupid heart. It’s shutting down on the job.”
Fear coiled Charlotte’s gut tight. Life without Gran was unthinkable. She couldn’t lose her. “But they can fix you?”
“I don’t know. I can tell they’re worried.” Gran didn’t believe in sugarcoating the truth, but Charlotte could have done with blissful ignorance right about now.
“Oh.” Charlotte’s fixed smile wobbled.
“I hear you got the job.” A burst of excitement flared in Gran’s blue eyes, the emotion magnified by her lenses. “I’m so pleased. I told the man I spoke to about your talent. I said he’d miss an opportunity to nurture raw talent if he didn’t give you an appointment slot.”
“Elizabeth told me I have to turn down the job.”
“Over my dead body,” Gran snapped, and Charlotte winced. “I’ll talk to Elizabeth, child. You grasp this opportunity with both hands.”
“Why does she hate me so much, Gran? She hated me from the first moment Dad introduced us. Since Dad died…” She trailed off, blinking rapidly to rid herself of the prickle of tears.
“Oh, child. Elizabeth loved your father very much, and I think she was a little jealous of Richard’s first wife. It doesn’t help you’re the splitting image of your mother.”
“Or the fact it was my fault Dad was out driving in such atrocious conditions and crashed.” Elizabeth’s accusation still stung after all these years because it held truth. If it hadn’t been for her… Charlotte gulped, the sting of her eyes tipping over into tears. They welled in her eyes, and she hastily wiped them away.
“Don’t worry. We’ll work out something.” Gran winced, one hand creeping up to massage her temple.
“Should I get the nurse?”
“No, child. My headache isn’t severe. Tell me about the interview.”
Footsteps sounded behind them, the rustle of paper and cellophane. They both turned to study the new arrival.
“Hello,” Ash said, his grin broad and roguish and irresistible to any woman with a pulse. And while his scars were horrid, the man’s charisma made Charlotte forget them after a while. They were as much a part of him as her red hair. “Charlotte said you were in hospital, so I thought I’d pop in between appointments and cross my fingers I’d run into Charlotte too.” He set the flower arrangement aside—miniature roses in a delicate apricot combined with baby’s breath and greenery. “The color reminded me of you,” he said, his gaze at Charlotte direct and sizzling.
An inappropriate lick of heat speared to her sex and ricocheted back to her breasts, touching every sensitive spot between. Her nipples stiffened, rubbing against the cups of her cotton bra. She froze. Maybe if she didn’t move, the forbidden sensations would disperse in a harmless fashion.
“Are you going to introduce me to your young man?” Gran focused on his scarred face. She stared for an instant. “He has pretty eyes.”
Charlotte gave a silent groan while resisting the urge to hide her hot cheeks with her spread fingers. “This is my new boss, Ash Marlborough. Ash, this is my grandmother, Ivy McDougal.”
“Ah, I recognize the name.” Laughter rippled through his tone. “You browbeat me into giving Charlotte an interview.” As he spoke he moved closer and brushed an errant lock of hair off Charlotte’s face. “Did Charlotte tell you we met at the charity ball on Friday night? Neither of us realized it until the interview.”
Charlotte opened her mouth to protest and shut it again when she noticed the spark in Gran. She would weather the embarrassment if it helped Gran rally.
“No, she never mentioned that.” Gran squinted at him, mischief playing on her lips. “Are you the man responsible for the hickeys on her neck?”
“Gran.” Her protest did nothing to halt their shared laughter at her expense. “He’s not.”
“I am,” he countered, the twinkle in his blue eyes daring her to reinforce her fib. His gaze zoomed in on her neck, and the heat in her face intensified to excruciating levels. “We had a great time at the ball.”
She wondered if she could get away with murder and shot him a glare—lethal of course—to get herself in a killing frame of mind. She met his impish grin and wavered. It was difficult to stay mad at this man when he smothered her with charm and perked up Gran with his easy manner.
“She made a pretty princess.” He winked at Gran.
“I can’t work for you,” Charlotte blurted.
His laughter dropped away. “You can. Don’t let my teasing put you off. You have talent and a good feel for color and textures. It will be a crime if you don’t pursue a job in some form of design.”
“I agree with Ash.” Gran was rubbing her temple again, the furrow between her eyes telling Charlotte the pain had worsened.
“You won’t be working with me,” Ash said, refuting one of her mental arguments. “Not on a day-to-day basis if that’s worrying you. No one will know we’re dating.”
Charlotte gasped and tugged at the end of her braid. “You think the press members from the social pages who follow you around won’t notice this hair?”
“Ah, so you do intend to go out to dinner with me tonight then,” he said with bald-faced satisfaction.
“No, that wasn’t what I meant. Look, thank you for the job offer, but—”
“Charlotte, no,” Gran ordered. “I promise I’ll talk to Elizabeth as soon as I see her.”
“Talk to Elizabeth about what?” Elizabeth appeared at the entrance of Gran’s room. “Charlotte, what are you doing here?” Her face froze in an impassive mask, tripping foreboding in Charlotte. She knew what would come next and steeled herself.
“I came to see Gran,” Charlotte blurted after seconds of unbearable, taut silence. “I wanted to tell her about my new job.” Cripes. That wasn’t what she’d intended to say. She’d done it now. Ms. Feisty had overruled her commonsense. She darted a glance at her stepmother and saw her expression hadn’t shifted. Her stomach hollowed, waiting for the fallout because it would come.
“It was nice to meet you, Ivy. I’ll leave you with your family. Charlotte, I’ll pick you up at seven for dinner. I have your address.” And with a wave and an audacious wink, he left.
“What was Ashley Marlborough doing here?” Elizabeth demanded. “And why is he taking you to dinner?”
Charlotte swallowed, her bravery seeping through the soles of her cheap runners. She had little money and nowhere to go. She couldn’t afford to alienate Elizabeth. “I met him last week, before I went to the job interview.” She watched Elizabeth and could pinpoint the exact moment her brain fired, adding two and two and coming up with four, damn it.
“He’s responsible for those disgusting things on your neck.” Elizabeth gestured at her in disdain. “You slept your way into this job.”
“That’s enough,” Gran said, steel behind her words. “Charlotte won this job fair and square.”
“I’ll see you at home,” Elizabeth said, and Charlotte could tell she’d managed to land herself in deeper trouble.
“Charlotte is going out for dinner,” Gran said.
Charlotte frowned. Gran didn’t look well at all. “I’ll get a nurse for you.” She stooped to kiss Gran’s soft cheek and smiled, even though she wanted to cry at the way Gran appeared in the hospital bed. Her earlier bravado had faded, and she now looked pained and shrunken.
“Tell me about your date when you come to visit tomorrow,” Gran said, a trace of sly darting across her face. “I want to hear everything.”
“Charlotte can’t gallivant around town while you’re ill.”
“Hearing about Charlotte’s dinner will give me something to look forward to.” Gran closed her eyes, her breaths harsher now.
“I’ll give you a report tomorrow,” Charlotte promised. “I’ll send in a nurse on my way out.”
Worry cast a heavy weight on her shoulders for the rest of the afternoon. She couldn’t get excited about a date—the first one she’d had in months—when Gran was so sick. But she couldn’t beg off either because Gran had made it plain to both her and Elizabeth that she expected a report the following day.
She spent the unexpected free time spring cleaning the lounge and preparing dinner. After making a vegetable bake and a large salad for her stepmother and sisters’ dinner, she mixed a batch of cupcakes. Once they’d cooled, she pulled out her piping bag and decorated them, making each one unique.
Her stepsisters arrived home, and Charlotte retreated to her room to change. With limited wardrobe choices, she went with her black skirt again, adding a castoff pale blue blouse she’d remade to look modern. She decided to leave her hair loose but applied a little more makeup than she had for her interview.
The doorbell rang at two minutes to seven. Charlotte picked up her black handbag and slipped her feet into a pair of black heels.
“Ash, what are you doing here?” Jenny recovered from her shock with style. “Come in. Would you like a drink?”
“No, thanks. Ah, Charlotte. You look lovely.”
Charlotte joined them in the entrance hall, a laugh slipping free when she spied Jenny’s gaping mouth.
Ash grinned at Charlotte. He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her firmly on the mouth, despite their audience. “Are you ready?”
One kiss was all it took. The slow burn of desire simmered through her, and she realized she’d been fooling herself. The wretched man had burrowed under her skin like a nasty parasite the second she clapped eyes on him at the ball. While the feminine part of her enjoyed the attention, she knew it could only be fleeting. Their lives were too different. He had everything and she…she had nothing.
But that would change, she told herself. One day.
“You’re going out with her?” Jenny found her voice.
“I am,” Ash said. “We’re going out to dinner.”
“But what about our dinner?” Jenny asked.
Ash’s dark brows rose, and Charlotte spoke before he could voice his disbelief. “There’s a vegetable bake in the oven and I made a salad. It’s in the fridge. There are cupcakes for dessert.”
“Cupcakes?” Ash’s eyes blazed with interest. “Could I have one?”
“I thought you wanted to leave at seven?”
“I have time to get a cupcake. Maybe we could get two and have them for supper?”
“Supper?” Jenny said sharply. “How long have you two known each other?”
“Okay,” Charlotte said, accepting the inevitable. Rachel was in the kitchen or she had been. She led Ash through to the kitchen, aware of his hand at the small of her back. He smelled like a decadent treat, his spicy scent bringing back memories of their torrid lovemaking. A shiver worked through her, weakening her limbs. She stumbled and he caught her against his side.
“You okay?”
She nodded without meeting his eyes.
“Rachel, this is Ash. Ash, my other stepsister, Rachel.” As she spoke she walked to the pantry and grabbed a plastic container large enough for two cupcakes. “Here they are. Which ones would you like?” She’d gone with a steampunk theme after reading Gran an excellent steampunk romance, written by an Australian author. Small fondant cogs and top hats decorated some of the cakes. Others bore fob watches while she’d frosted another with a vampire in a billowing black cloak.
“You did the decorations?” Ash asked after inspecting the cakes.
“Yes. I…yes.” There was no need to tell him the task had filled the hours she’d normally spend looking after Gran.
“They’re amazing, Charlotte. I’ll take these two,” he said pointing.
The warmth in his tone made her all too aware of the way her clothes draped her body, pushed to mind how his tongue felt licking along the folds of her sex. But the intrigued expression on Rachel’s face and the mounting anger in Jenny now that her stepsister had regained her wits dragged Charlotte back to the present. She picked up one cake decorated with a clock face and another with a hat and cogs and closed the lid on the container.
“Are you ready to go?” Ash asked.
She jerked her head, in a hurry to leave. She’d known going out with Ash would cause tension, and Jenny was showing signs of an impending explosion.
Ash guided her outside to his sedan. It wasn’t a showy vehicle, but one intended to blend with the other cars on the road. He waited for her to settle in the passenger seat before closing the door. She set the cupcakes on the floor in the back, hoping they wouldn’t move around too much.
“I’ve picked a restaurant I haven’t visited much in the hope I won’t be recognized,” he said. “I want to enjoy our dinner without pressure from outside forces.” He backed out of the drive. “I thought of having dinner at my home, but I didn’t want to scare you. Do you enjoy Mediterranean cuisine?”
“I don’t know, but I adore trying new foods.”
“Good.” His reply held approval and counteracted some of the angst unsettling her stomach. “How long have you lived in Remuera?”
“All my life. My father remarried when I was in my teens and we moved into Elizabeth’s house. He died in a car accident a few years later.”
“I have a house in Mission Bay.”
Not surprising he lived in an exclusive part of the town. “Do you overlook the water?”
“I do,” he said. “We’ll have dinner there next time, and you can tell me what you think of my vista.”
Charlotte shot him a look, her brows rising in suspicion. His soft chuckle confirmed her thoughts. If he had his way, she’d see only one room. “Do you have a sea view from your bedroom?”
“As it happens I get a great one from my bed.”
“I’m not going to bed with you.”
“Why not? We’re good together.”
Too good. He made her dream of happy ever after, but she couldn’t let him sweep her off her feet. Nothing but hard work awaited her because she refused to ape her stepsisters, only interested in snaring a rich man to keep them in comfort. No, she wanted an independent life where she was answerable to no one. The freedom to work all night on her art projects and to eat whenever and wherever she desired.
“I agreed to dinner,” she countered, shying away from the subject of sex. A change of subject would help. “Can you tell me about the projects I might be working on?”
“John will have you helping his team of designers. You’ll do a lot of grunt-type work at first while he assesses your talents and decides what you’re capable of. As junior you’ll have to make coffee and collect lunches, run errands.”
“Pretty much what I do now,” she said drily.
“You said at the interview you look after your grandmother.” Ash pulled into a parking building in Newmarket.
“Yes.” She was caregiver, cook, and chief cleaner too. A real drudge, but not something she intended to share with Ash.
“Who will look after her while you’re working?”
The sticky question. “I’m not sure. We haven’t discussed alternatives yet.”
“Do you mind walking? There’s never any parking in this area, and I find it’s easier to park here.”
“No problem. It’s a nice night.”
Spring was giving way to summer, the blossoms on the trees starting to fall to the ground in carpets of pink, vibrant green leaves unfurling in their place.
Ash took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers in silent challenge. At first touch, tension slithered through her, but he behaved as if holding hands was natural and gradually she relaxed. It was a treat being away from the house, away from her responsibilities with someone who sought her company. The last thing she wanted was to argue and spoil the outing.
“What made you decide to start your own design company?”
“I didn’t have any experience and no one would employ me.” He gestured at his scars without discomfiture. “I knew I could do the work and do it well. I decided to back myself and did my first few jobs for free, setting up shop at my Dad’s house and targeting Mom and Pop businesses that had never advertised before. After a couple of lucky breaks, I started attracting paying clients and went from there.”
He made it sound easy when nothing in life came without effort. She wished she had the guts to move from under Elizabeth’s thumb and strike out on her own. With her it came down to a lack of support and money and the fact she didn’t feel as if she could leave Gran. Elizabeth would put Gran in a home, and Charlotte knew Gran would loathe a rigid routine and the loss of her freedom.
Their table was ready when they entered the flower-bedecked restaurant. Charlotte savored the fragrance drifting from the pots of roses at the entrance and saw the owners had placed single pink blooms in vases on every table. A man playing guitar sat in one corner, a glass of beer at his elbow to soothe his throat between songs. He sang about summer and the beach, the rough tones of his smoky voice grabbing the attention of more than one female customer.
The waiter guided them to a private table in an alcove, and after handing them menus, he bustled away to get the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc Ash ordered.
Ash reached for her hand and ran his thumb over the back with a seductive and distracting stroke. “I know you’re worried, but you won’t see much of me at work.”
“But the other employees will know you’ve taken me to dinner. Jenny is sure to mention it to her girlfriends. They’ll talk.”
“You don’t get on well with your stepsiblings?”
“We’re quite different,” Charlotte said, going for tact while removing her hand from his grasp. Jenny couldn’t keep a secret if she tried.
Ash opened his menu, glanced at it, and set it aside. “Did you enjoy the ball?” His eyes twinkled while his lips quirked upward at the corners.
Charlotte’s pulse did a bump and grind as memories rushed over her. “Are you asking about the dancing or the sex?”
He chuckled. “Both. Personally, the sex was a highlight for me. I’ve dreamed about you ever since. I especially enjoyed the tiny hitch of sound you made when I thrust inside you.”
“Are you ready to order, sir?” The waiter flicked a rapid glance at Ash before concentrating on his order pad.
Charlotte bit her lip. Had he overheard their conversation or was he responding to Ash’s scars? She peeked at the waiter and saw he wasn’t paying attention to her. It was Ash’s appearance that was throwing him.
“Charlotte, would you like me to order for you?” Ash didn’t react to the waiter’s discomfort.
“Please.” She closed her menu and caught the waiter’s expression when he glanced at her. “Everything sounds good.” Oh drat. He had heard everything and was wondering why she was with Ash. Charlotte glared at the man, and he focused on his order pad again.
“We’ll take the mixed meze, a Greek salad, the marinated leg of lamb, and the lemon chicken please.” As he spoke, he trapped her hand in his again.
“Thank you, sir.” The waiter smiled but couldn’t make himself meet Ash’s gaze.
Anger flashed through Charlotte at his rudeness, but Ash didn’t seem to notice. He’d probably dealt with much worse. Heck, the newspapers called him The Beast. As much as she wanted, Charlotte didn’t comment on the slight. Instead she grinned at him. “Gran is right. You have very pretty eyes.”
His hand tightened around hers. “Not bedroom eyes?”
“Huh! I don’t need to stroke your ego. The way I hear it you have women lining up to jump into your bed.” They’d ogled him in his Zorro costume at the ball. She frowned a little, thinking about the gossip columns and the countless women in their designer gowns. Why was he paying attention to her?
His teasing air faded as he skewered her with his sharp gaze. “I’m not a player. I used to take advantage of women throwing themselves at me when I was younger, until I realized they were after my money and five minutes of fame in a women’s magazine.”
Another thought occurred and it rankled. “Did you pick this restaurant because of me?”
“Yes.” He seemed to read her thoughts because he continued. “Don’t get me wrong, Charlotte. I’m not ashamed of being seen with you. I chose this restaurant because the food is excellent and the trendy people haven’t discovered it yet. I wanted you to myself.”
Her stomach bucked under his intense scrutiny. “I can’t go out with you again.” She shouldn’t have come out with him in the first place, but Gran… She’d do anything to make Gran happy. She averted her gaze, unable to say what she needed to say while looking at him. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to mix business and pleasure. I don’t want your other employees to resent me or accuse me of receiving favoritism.”

Ash studied her for a long moment and couldn’t fault her words. He didn’t like the idea of gossip spreading through Marlborough Media either, except now that he’d found her he couldn’t ignore his fascination. Something elusive about her called him, made him think of a future, and that had never happened before. “Let’s just enjoy the meal and let the future take care of itself. Do you like cooking?” She relaxed at the change of topic, just as he’d intended.
“I do, although my stepmother and stepsisters aren’t very adventurous. We eat a lot of salad.”
“You’re not on a diet?” He didn’t try to hide his horror.
She laughed, unwinding even more. “Thankfully neither of my stepsisters has decided to diet for summer yet, but I’m sure conversation and meals will center on bikinis soon.”
“I’ll sneak you some chocolate,” he said. “You do like chocolate?”
“What woman doesn’t?”
He leaned back in his chair, soaking in the pleasure of her grin. “It’s a pity you’ve decided we’re not going out together again. I have a jar of chocolate body paint and a selection of brushes in my pantry. The idea of licking it off your breasts is very appealing.”
Silent censure emanated from her as her fingers toyed with her wineglass. “That’s not the sort of chocolate I had in mind.”
“Oh?” Ash steepled his hands in
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