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Аннотация
A Rule Worth Breaking by Maggie CoxWorld-class music

producer Jake never gives into temptation when it comes to work. But
Caitlin is an irresistible force… and the ultimate test of his golden
rule.The Man She Can't Forget Maggie CoxWhen Gabriel swoops
back into Lara’s life he brings with him a whirlwind of emotion.
Gabriel knows he should walk away… but Lara is breaking down the
walls around his heart.Billionaire Boss M.D. by Olivia GatesDr Liliana
Accardi has a new boss, billionaire Antonio Balducci and from their
first encounter she’s mesmerised by him! It’s only after their passionate
affair has begun that she discovers his plan was always revenge!



 
 
 

The day MAGGIE COX saw the film version of Wuthering
Heights, with a beautiful Merle Oberon and a very handsome
Laurence Olivier, was the day she became hooked on romance.
From that day onwards she spent a lot of time dreaming up her
own romances, secretly hoping that one day she might become
published and get paid for doing what she loved most!

Now that her dream is being realised she wakes up every
morning and counts her blessings. She is married to a gorgeous
man and is the mother of two wonderful sons. Her two other
great passions in life—besides her family and reading/writing—
are music and films.

USA TODAY bestselling author OLIVIA GATES has
written over forty books in action/adventure, thriller, medical,
paranormal and contemporary romance.

Her signature is her uber-alpha male heroes. Whether they’re
gods, black-ops agents, virtuoso surgeons or ruthless billionaires,
they all fall in love once and for life with the only women
who can match them and bring them to their knees. She loves
to hear from readers always, so don’t hesitate to email her at
oliviagates@gmail.com.
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CHAPTER ONE
‘WHAT DO YOU THINK?’ Unable to suppress the

disagreeable sense of disappointment that was churning in his
gut, Jake Sorenson glanced up at the stage at Rick—his ‘partner
in crime’—who was all but wearing out the floor, pacing back
and forth in his worn Cuban-heeled boots. The auditions weren’t
exactly going well.

Rick abruptly stopped pacing to spear an exasperated hand
through his dull gold hair. Studying Jake, he snapped, ‘What do
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I think? I think that Rosie Rhys-Jones, or whatever her name is,
just isn’t good enough. God knows Marcie is a hard act to follow,
but Rosie…’

‘Josie.’
‘Josie. Whatever…’ Scowling, Rick folded his muscular arms

across his leather waistcoat and continued. ‘The woman would
be fine on a cruise ship, entertaining folk with more money than
taste, but she’s not lead vocalist material and that’s a fact. Bottom
line is, Jake, I can’t see any of the singers we’ve heard so far
fronting a potentially great band like Blue Sky—can you?’

In answer, Jake stared off into the distance. Mentally
reviewing the past few auditions, he couldn’t help but agree.
He returned his arresting blue gaze to his friend and the
characteristic dimple that highlighted a rare smile appeared at
the side of his mouth.

‘You’re right, of course. We’ll just have to keep on looking.’
Jake rarely elaborated. Not unless he absolutely had to. But

he knew that when it came to making a decision ultimately the
final say would be his. Although Rick had been in the music
business even longer than he had—at the height of his career
Jake had been one of the most successful record producers in the
business—he knew that the other man valued his expertise and
judgement.

‘Is there anyone left outside to see?’ Yawning as he rose to his
feet, Jake stretched his arms high above his head. The movement
made his shirt ride up several inches to reveal a taut flat stomach



 
 
 

tapering into lean hips and long-boned thighs, currently encased
in faded dark blue denim.

At the same time Rick expertly jumped off the stage and
ambled across the dusty wooden floor to join him. ‘Not unless
they’re lurking in the graveyard out there’ he joked.

He feigned an exaggerated shiver, his bemused expression
conveying exactly what he thought about conducting auditions in
an obscure village hall deep in the heart of rural England. But
Jake knew that doing things this way at least afforded them a
certain amount of privacy that wasn’t always possible in London.

The music press and tabloids were always keen to know what
he was up to. He was the man who had famously brought several
acts from the UK to prominence. But at the height of his career
he’d been caught up in a destructive scandal that had cut short his
seemingly unstoppable rise to the top when it hit the headlines.
After that Jake had dropped out of producing and promoting
bands to lick his wounds, reassess his life and reflect on what he
might do instead.

For a few years following his very public fall from grace he’d
become a perpetual nomad, travelling the world. And while he’d
thought he would never entertain the idea of working in the music
industry again, when he’d been travelling he’d begun to listen to
and study the ethnic music of other cultures and realised that
he couldn’t leave music alone. It had always been and still was
his abiding interest—the thing that made life worth living. And
when he’d finally brought his explorative sojourn to an end he’d



 
 
 

returned to the UK and made the decision to go back to his roots.
He’d started out managing a band long before he’d become a

producer and now, after fifteen years in the business, had come
full circle to manage Blue Sky.

Glancing down at his watch, he grimaced. ‘Anyway, I think
I’ve heard enough to know that we haven’t found our singer yet.
Want to call it a day?’

Dropping his hands to his hips, Jake glanced across at the
three band members who were waiting expectantly for him to
make a decision about what they were going to do next.

‘No doubt these guys have had enough, too. So let’s go get a
hot pie and a beer. We can make an early start in the morning.
There’s a girl from Birmingham that might be a possibility. She’s
lead vocalist in a band that have attracted quite a following in her
home town’

Despite trying to sound hopeful, Jake knew his downbeat tone
conveyed that the girl from Birmingham was more than likely
another no. What he was looking for—what they were all looking
for—was someone extraordinary, a girl who stood out from the
crowd, who could hold her own fronting a band that had been
on the brink of major success before Marcie’s sudden and abrupt
departure.

It was a crying shame that the woman should have decided
at the eleventh hour that she’d rather marry her childhood
sweetheart and go and cultivate grapes in the Dordogne than front
a rock band. But that, as they said, was showbiz. Still, if anyone



 
 
 

could work a miracle Jake knew that he could. All he needed to
prove it was to find an amazing singer.

A door slammed loud and hard and the shock in the room
was tangible. The sound reverberated round the vaulted high-
ceilinged hall like a cannon exploding. What the hell…?

Jake was taken aback when he saw the perpetrator. Tall, slim
and dark-haired, she was struggling with the belt of her raincoat,
which he could see had become trapped between the hall’s back
doors when they’d slammed shut. His transfixed gaze worked
its way up from long black suede boots to slim toned legs clad
in sheer black hosiery. For a long moment he was fixated by a
shapely knee, where its smooth flesh peeped intriguingly through
a frayed tear the size of a small coin. As she struggled to free
her belt the girl emitted a breathy little sound that might have
been a curse.

Briefly turning his head, Jake found Rick grinning. He knew
it wasn’t just because the girl had got herself in a fix. When
she finally extricated the belt and lifted her head to murmur
a blushing apology he felt as though all the air had just been
punched out of his lungs. She was absolutely stunning. Even at
a distance he could see that her eyes were the most dazzling
emerald-green he’d ever seen in his life. Add to that apple cheeks,
and full, luscious lips stained the colour of ripe cherries, and Jake
sensed all the testosterone in the room heave a collective sigh—
his own included.

Rick was the first to recover. ‘Hi. Can I help you?’ he called



 
 
 

out cheerfully.
‘This is where the auditions are being held, isn’t it?’
Glancing nervously round her, the girl took in the five men

standing there, as well as the stacked plastic chairs lining the
walls, the dusty floor and the lofty ceiling with its yellowing
cracked plasterwork. Her expression was definitely bemused, as
if she couldn’t quite believe where she’d landed. She still hadn’t
moved any further away from the door.

‘Am I too late? I’m sorry I couldn’t get here a bit earlier but
I’ve been stocktaking’ Swiping a hand down her short black skirt,
she tugged the edges of her raincoat together in front of it, as if
she might have inadvertently displayed more than she wanted to.

‘Stocktaking, you say?’ Rick’s wolfish grin grew even wider.
‘You can check my stock any time you want to, honey.’

Time to take charge, Jake thought with a flash of irritation.
The girl might be easy on the eye, but she was more than
likely another time-waster or wannabe—and God knew he’d
auditioned enough of them in the past four days to be honestly
weary of hearing any more.

To make matters worse, he’d lived with a girl just like that and
she’d all but broken him with her relentless desire for fame and
fortune. Not to mention what she’d been prepared to do to get
it. In any case, the girl in front of him probably couldn’t sing for
toffee.

But even as his cynical gaze surveyed her he felt a hot flash of
desire throb through him. He was almost dizzy with the power of



 
 
 

it, and in that moment he saw it as a warning to steer well clear
—because something told him that, given the chance, the allure
of this incredible beauty would be too hard to resist.

The realisation that he might be tempted honestly scared him.
Temptation was never a simple option. In Jake’s book it equalled
weakness, and he was a man who liked to be in control. From
a young age he’d quickly intuited that if he didn’t take care of
himself and instigate boundaries then he was damn sure no one
else would.

‘Actually, you’re too late.’
But even as the words left his lips he immediately belied

them. Helplessly drawn, he found himself moving towards the
bewitching woman, and somehow the necessity to get her to
leave…and quick…melted clean away. All his instincts told him
to take the chance to admire her beauty while he could. After
all, it wasn’t every day that a veritable angel presented herself in
front of him…

‘What I mean to say is’ he went on ‘is that you’re too late for
the auditions today but you can come back tomorrow if you’re
serious. If not, then all I can do is thank you for your interest and
wish you well.’

‘You’re questioning if I’m serious or not? If I’m not serious
about auditioning then why do you think I’m here?’

Surprised that she would come back at him like that, Jake
sighed. His innate instinct was for self-preservation, and his mind
scrambled to give her a legitimate reason why he couldn’t let her



 
 
 

audition today.
‘Well, if that’s the case, then you won’t mind coming back

tomorrow, will you? We’ve been auditioning since early this
morning and we could all use a break,’

Watching her wrestle with the emotion his words must have
wrought, he saw her hand tuck her hair behind her ear, then free
it again as if she wasn’t quite sure what to do next.

‘I was really hoping you could hear me tonight. The thing is,
I won’t be able to make it tomorrow’

‘Then you can’t be that serious about auditioning, can you?’
Hot colour suffused her apple cheeks—but not because

of embarrassment, Jake guessed. His cutting rejoinder had
infuriated her.

Not wanting to be swayed by her angelic face and big green
eyes, he told himself to stand firm. Nonetheless, he heard himself
ask, ‘What’s your name?’

‘It’s Caitlin. Caitlin Ryan.’
‘Well, Caitlin…’ Folding his arms across his chest, he let his

light-coloured gaze flick an interested glance up and down her
figure, simply because it was too irresistible to ignore. ‘Like I
said, if you’re serious about auditioning then you’ll come back
tomorrow, when it’s more convenient for us to hear you. Shall
we say around eleven-thirty?’

‘I’m sorry…’ The woman’s incandescent emerald gaze was
immediately perturbed. ‘I don’t want to be a nuisance, but I
honestly can’t make it tomorrow. A close friend—the manager



 
 
 

of the shop where I work—is having her wisdom teeth removed,
and I’m the only one who can stand in for her while she’s away’

Jake fought down a compelling urge to laugh out loud. Of all
the answers he might have expected her to furnish him with, the
imminent removal of a friend’s wisdom teeth hadn’t been one of
them!

He could almost sense Rick’s laughter bubbling up behind
him. Damn. It was going to be pretty hard to refuse this beauty
anything when she was staring back at him like some little girl
lost, those big green eyes of hers reflecting equal measures of
hope and disappointment.

‘Give the girl a break, man.’ As he planted himself beside
Jake Rick’s amiable features creased into a persuasive smile. ‘The
band is still set up, so what have we got to lose?’

My sanity, for one thing, thought Jake, with grave misgiving.
If Caitlin Ryan looked like a little lost puppy now, before he had
even heard her sing a note, God only knew what she was going
to look like when he told her Sorry…don’t give up the day job.

Expelling an aggrieved sigh, he dragged his fingers
impatiently through his mane of dark hair and stared at her.

‘Okay,’ he drawled, his tone painfully resigned, ‘I’ll give you
ten minutes to show me what you can do.’ Or, more to the point,
what you can’t. He couldn’t pretend he was expecting very much.

* * *
Caitlin’s heart beat double-time. Okay, I can do this, she told

herself. Singing is second nature to me.



 
 
 

But her morale-boosting self-talk didn’t seem to be having
a great deal of effect as she nervously made her way across to
the stage. The three young men already there ambled casually
back to their instruments and she wondered how many singers
they’d already auditioned—because frankly they weren’t looking
too impressed.

Registering the band’s name on the large bass drum in front of
the drum kit, and privately acknowledging that she’d never heard
of it, she somehow made her lips shape a smile. The lead guitarist
introduced himself first. Telling Caitlin that his name was Mike,
he extended his hand to help her as she negotiated the final step
of the wooden staircase that led onto the stage. He had an open,
friendly face she noted, unlike Captain Ahab down there, who
looked as if he’d just as soon as take a bite out of her rather than
throw away a smile on someone who was clearly a time-waster.

Why, oh, why had she thought this was a good idea? Just
because she loved to sing, it didn’t mean that she had anywhere
near enough talent to make it her career…

‘By the way, I’m Rick. The man who told you to come back
tomorrow is the head honcho. Aren’t you going to take off your
coat?’

At the foot of the stage the fair-haired man who’d persuaded
his boss to give her a chance grinned up at her, with a teasing
twinkle in his dancing hazel eyes that was in complete contrast
to the reception Caitlin had received from his stony-faced
colleague.



 
 
 

As his dark, brooding friend stayed ominously at the back of
the hall she noticed he was staring back at her, as if to say, Your
performance is going to have to be exceptional if you’re going to
impress me. He was regarding her as if he fully expected her
to disappoint him. Who was he anyway? Caitlin wondered? He
might be the man in charge of the auditions, but although he’d
asked for her name he hadn’t volunteered his own.

In answer to Rick’s comment about removing her coat, she
answered, ‘I’d rather keep it on, if you don’t mind. I’m feeling a
little bit chilly.’

Her hand curved round the mike stand as if to anchor her to
something solid. Oh, why had she worn this stupid short skirt?
Because her friend Lia had told her she should make an effort
to ‘look nice’ for the audition, that was why. Caitlin should have
stuck to her preference of wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

Raising his voice so that she could hear him clearly, Rick
asked, ‘So what are you going to sing for us?’

Caitlin told him. It was a song that was regarded as a classic
in the annals of rock culture. Although it had a driving, pulsing
beat, there was also great passion and pathos in the lyrics and
she loved it.

‘Good song choice.’
She couldn’t help colouring at the approval in his voice and

turned her head towards the band so that he wouldn’t see he’d
unsettled her. ‘Is that okay with you?’ she asked them.

The blond bearded drummer, who’d introduced himself as



 
 
 

Steve Bridges, answered her with a precise drumroll, and to
Caitlin’s right the stocky Scottish bass player, whose name was
Keith Ferguson, played a couple of chords on his guitar.

‘Let’s rock and roll, then, shall we?’ Rick gave her a mock
salute. ‘It’s all yours, honey. Take it away.’

I can do this, Caitlin told herself dry-mouthed as she waited
for the band to play her in.

For a couple of seconds she squeezed her eyes shut tight. If
she wanted to stay strong she wouldn’t glance at Mr Tall, Dark
and Foreboding, lest one disapproving look from those strangely
light blue eyes of his smothered the small vestige of courage she
had left. But as the music struck up around her fear helpfully
receded, replaced by her desire to sing.

She knew this particular number inside out. What she wouldn’t
admit to the present company was that she’d only sung it in the
bath or in the privacy of her bedroom. Oh, and once to Lia. Her
lack of experience would really freak them out if they knew about
it before they heard her. Suppressing a suddenly uncharacteristic
urge to grin, she listened for her cue, then opened her mouth and
launched into the vocal.

* * *
Electricity shot through Jake’s system with all the power of a

lightning bolt. His stomach muscles clenched hard as excitement
and shock suffused him. As he listened to the honeyed, sexy
vocal emanating from the raven-haired beauty onstage he knew
they’d struck gold. He didn’t even have to let her finish the song



 
 
 

to know it, but of course he would.
Caitlin’s classy vocals melded with the rich, tight sound the

band had worked so hard to attain as though they’d been made
for each other. Her performance was stand-out amazing…knee-
buckling.

Catching sight of the exchanged grins between the band
members, he also saw Rick’s silently mouthed ‘Eureka’ as he
turned round to give Jake the thumbs-up. There wasn’t one girl
Jake had heard sing in the past four days who came even remotely
close to the talent of Caitlin Ryan. Hell…there wasn’t one girl
he’d heard sing in the past couple of years who was even in her
league. The woman delivered a song as if she was born to it.
Damn.

He moved his head in wonder as he watched her, her body
moving in a naturally sexy sway to the beat of the music, her
shapely legs drawing his appreciative gaze despite her strange
insistence on keeping her coat on. With the right clothes and
make-up this girl would be sit up and beg gorgeous. As good a
singer as Marcie had been, she couldn’t hold a candle to Caitlin
Ryan in the looks department. He didn’t wholly go along with the
idea that a singer needed to be attractive, but good looks certainly
didn’t hurt in this business.

Suddenly his desire for sustenance at the local pub dissipated
like snow in the desert. Jake was excited again. Enthused. When
the mood was on him he could work twenty-four hours a day
without a break if he wanted to, and he would willingly do so to



 
 
 

get this band on the road again, expecting nothing less than the
same commitment from everyone else.

* * *
As the last chords of the music died away Caitlin inhaled a

relieved breath to steady herself. Then she reluctantly released
the microphone.

Behind her, Steve Bridges blew an appreciative whistle. ‘That
was incredible. You absolutely killed it.’

Feeling her face grow warm at the compliment, she was taken
aback when the two men who had been watching her vaulted
onto the stage.

‘What other bands have you been in?’ Jake demanded.
Glancing back into his mesmerising eyes—eyes the colour of

blue ice melting under steam—Caitlin’s heart bungee-jumped to
her toes. ‘I—I haven’t been in any other bands,’ she admitted
softly.

‘You’re kidding me.’ Rick looked completely nonplussed.
Startled that he didn’t believe her, she widened her eyes in

surprise.
‘I wouldn’t pretend about something like that. The truth is

I’ve only ever sung for my own amusement and because I’m
compelled to. I just love music. I’m passionate about it.’

The rock-hard muscles in Jake’s stomach compressed tightly.
He could tell she had passion…had it in spades, he thought.
That was the major difference between her and the instantly
forgettable wannabes he’d recently auditioned.



 
 
 

‘So you’ve never sung professionally before?’ he queried.
‘No. I haven’t.’ Her huge green eyes were absolutely guileless.

Gazing back into their depths was like looking down to the
bottom of a clear unsullied lake on a hot summer’s day.

‘So, what do you do to keep body and soul together?’
‘You mean for a living?’ Caitlin sighed. ‘I’m a shop assistant.

Remember I told you I had to stand in for the manager earlier
today?’

‘And where is the shop?’
‘It’s here in the village, of course.’
Jake was honestly stunned. They’d been auditioning girls from

as far afield as Scotland, and this girl—this incredible find of
theirs—came from the very village they were auditioning in. It
was altogether ludicrous.

Laughing out loud, Rick slapped his leather-clad thigh. ‘Well,
if that doesn’t beat it all! You mean for the past four days now
we’ve been tearing our hair out trying to find a singer and you’ve
been here all the time?’

‘I only found out about the auditions when I saw the ad in
the post office. I couldn’t believe it. Nothing as exciting as that
ever happens in the village. It seemed…’ she flushed a little
‘…it seemed like a sign.’ Tucking some silky strands of ebony
hair behind an ear, Caitlin smiled self-consciously. ‘Anyway…
thanks for hearing me and giving me the chance to sing for you.
Whatever happens, I really enjoyed it.’

She turned away to climb back down from the stage and leave,



 
 
 

but was taken aback when Jake held up his hand, a distinctly
puzzled crease straining his handsome brow.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’
‘I’ve got to get back to work. I—I told you…we’re stocktaking.

I don’t suppose we’ll finish until late tonight.’
‘Do you want to sing with this band or not?’ he demanded,

hardly able to believe what he was hearing.
‘Do you mean…? Are you saying…?’
The stunned look on her face would be almost comical if Jake

had a mind to laugh—which he absolutely didn’t.
‘On the strength of the performance we’ve just heard, I think

I’d be a fool not to offer you the chance of singing with the band.
I think we’re all in agreement that you’re just what we’re looking
for.’

Even though he directed a meaningful glance towards Rick
and the others, Jake barely needed confirmation of his decision.
Not when the final say categorically rested with him.

Eyes narrowing, he continued, ‘But if we take you on you do
realise that there’s a hell of a lot of work ahead of you? You may
be able to sing, Miss Ryan, but there’s a lot to learn before we
let you loose onstage in public. Have you honestly never sung
professionally before?’

He didn’t believe her. As exciting as the prospect of singing
with the band was, Caitlin knew instinctively that if she accepted
the job her relationship with this man was never going to be one
made in heaven.



 
 
 

She nervously cleared her throat. ‘I was in a school band from
fifteen to eighteen, but I’ve done nothing since then. We only
played local functions. Events like Christmas parties, special
birthdays and anniversaries…stuff like that’

‘And you were the lead singer?’
‘No. That is…we all sang. There were six of us altogether. But

I occasionally played piano and guitar.’
Rick’s eyebrows flew up to his hairline. ‘You’re a musician as

well?’
‘Yes. That is, I read music and play a little. I practise whenever

I can…at least on my guitar. I no longer have a piano.’
No wonder she knew instinctively exactly where to come in

with the vocal, Jake mused. Only someone who was a competent
musician or had a natural ear for music could pull that off without
rehearsal.

He saw his astonishment reflected back at him when his
glance collided with Rick’s.

‘Sweetheart, as far as I’m concerned there’s not the slightest
doubt in my mind that you’re the right singer for this band.’ The
American smiled, his hand enthusiastically shaking Caitlin’s. ‘By
the way, my full name is Rick Young—I’m Blue Sky’s official
dogsbody and general “helper-outer”. That means I organise the
gigs, make sure the band shows up on time, and most importantly
collect the fee at the end of the show. The man standing beside
you with the poker face is Jake Sorenson—well-known record
producer and the band’s manager. You must have heard of him?



 
 
 

Anyway, he’s going to make us all rich one day, like him. You
can count on it. If anyone can work miracles round here, Jake
can. He’s been in the business so long he’s probably due for a
plaque in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.’

‘Very funny.’
Jake didn’t put out his hand for Caitlin to shake. Right then

he had the strangest feeling that if he did he wouldn’t want to let
it go. If this venture was going to work at all then he needed to
maintain the requisite professionalism at all times. The last thing
he needed was to get personally involved with Little Miss Hole
in her Stocking. The band had been through enough upheaval
and disappointment with Marcie walking out. No… If they were
going to work together then he was going to play strictly by the
rules. He had to, no matter how irresistible the temptation. And
if he should at any time forget that vow then all he had to do was
remember the scandal that had near crushed him and killed his
career.

Taking a sidelong glance at Rick, and seeing that his friend’s
avidly appreciative gaze was all but glued to Caitlin, as if only
a madman would want to look anywhere else, Jake firmed his
resolve. ‘Strictly by the rules’ went for Rick and the guys, too.
And, by God, he’d make sure that they knew it.

As the band welcomed Caitlin he saw that their pleasure was
absolutely sincere. He also saw how her lovely face lit up at
their enthusiastic welcome, how a faint flush of pink stained her
cheeks as she strove to handle it, and something told Jake she



 
 
 

was definitely an innocent compared to the rest of them. That too
could be a sticking point, he reflected…especially in the dog-eat-
dog world that was the music business. But, that said, it made a
refreshing change to meet someone with hope and enthusiasm in
their eyes—someone who wasn’t old and jaded before their time
as he probably was…

‘Come into my office, Miss Ryan,’ he invited her. ‘We need
to talk in private.’

Vaulting off the stage, Jake strode to the end of the hall, the
sound of his boot heels echoing loudly in his wake.

After eagerly helping Caitlin down from the stage, Rick
hurried to catch up to his enigmatic boss. ‘Hey, don’t you want
me there too?’ he called.

Turning, Jake shook his head, a muscle flexing in the side of
his hollowed cheek. ‘Not at the moment, my friend. There’ll be
time enough to go over the timetable for rehearsals when we talk
later. We’ll have a group meeting tomorrow afternoon so that we
can discuss everything. Right now I just want to have a private
chat with Miss Ryan’

‘Miss Ryan?’ Rick frowned. ‘What’s wrong with Caitlin?’
Ignoring the comment, Jake turned and opened his office

door.
Her trepidation mingling with excitement, Caitlin followed

him. The whole experience felt strangely surreal to her. The
office that Blue Sky’s charismatic manager was using was a room
not much bigger than a generously-sized broom cupboard, she



 
 
 

saw. All it contained were two grey plastic chairs and an upturned
orange box masquerading as a table. One small window allowed
just a paltry glimpse of sky.

Moistening her lips, Caitlin sucked in a breath. Somehow
being in such close proximity to Jake Sorenson was ten times
more testing than any audition she could imagine. He had the
kind of highly charged aura round him that would stir the senses
of a blind woman, she mused nervously.

‘Take a seat,’ he instructed.
Feeling undeniably overwhelmed, she complied. When she

sat, her knees unavoidably pressed up against the rough wood of
the orange box as she strove to make herself more comfortable.
Adjusting her coat as she waited for Jake to carry on speaking,
she felt her anxiety definitely intensify.

‘You’ve already told me that you have a job. I presume that’s
full-time?’ Flipping open the black notebook on top of the box,
he started writing inside it.

‘That’s right.’
‘You said you work in a shop? What kind of shop?’ Lifting his

head, Jake pinned her to the seat with his pale blue eyes.
‘It’s a shop called Morgana,’ she told him. ‘It specialises in

esoteric and personal development books, but we also sell things
like incense, Native American jewellery, ambient music and
crystals.’

And I love working there, she silently reflected. She shifted in
the hard plastic chair. It would be a real wrench to leave that job,



 
 
 

but what was the point in having a passion in life if you weren’t
planning on doing anything about it? Her friend Lia knew just
how much Caitlin loved music, how she loved to sing. And then
Caitlin had told her that she’d seen an ad in the post office:

Versatile female singer aged twenty to thirty wanted to front
established band specialising in soft rock.

Auditions were being held in St Joseph’s church hall, in the
very village where they lived, and Lia had encouraged her to go
for it.

‘It must be clear to you that if you want to sing with this band
you can’t work full-time in a shop as well?’

Jake didn’t take his eyes off of her as he addressed Caitlin,
and the blatant directness of his unsettling blue gaze made her
feel as if someone had just curtailed her oxygen supply.

‘Rehearsals start tomorrow afternoon and will continue every
day after that for the next three weeks before the band performs
in public. After that we’ll be all over the country for an initial
three-week tour. Are you ready to commit to such a schedule,
Miss Ryan?’

‘I hadn’t really thought about much beyond the audition,’ she
confessed honestly, ‘but I realise whoever gets the job will have
to be prepared to do regular gigs and eventually tour. So, yes, I
am ready to commit, Mr Sorenson. I’ve never wanted anything
more.’



 
 
 

‘And you know that means giving up your present job to do
so?’

‘Of course.’
Although she hadn’t hesitated to answer in the affirmative

Jake didn’t miss the slightly perturbed frown between her elegant
brows, and once again he had the distinct impression that Caitlin
was a relative innocent when it came to the type of worldly
experience that the rest of them had.

‘Does that worry you?’ he asked.
Lifting her chin, she was intent on holding his gaze and not

shying away from it, he saw.
‘I’d be a liar if I said it wasn’t daunting to leave something

I’m so familiar with for something much more challenging, but I
want to rise to that challenge. Especially if it’s going to help me
realise my dream of becoming a professional singer. Besides…
change is inevitable, isn’t it? Nothing stays the same.’

‘You don’t have to make it sound like it’s something to fear.
There’s many a singer who’d give their eye-teeth to have the
opportunity I’m offering you. Blue Sky may have lost their lead
vocalist but they’re still an established band. Just before Marcie
left they were invited to play on one of the top music shows on
television.’

And the guys had been gutted when they’d had to cancel the
engagement. It might have been the big break they’d been praying
for…

‘Please don’t think that I’m ungrateful.’



 
 
 

Shifting self-consciously in her seat, Caitlin snagged her
stocking on a splinter from the orange box. As she picked at
it to free herself she blushed scarlet, because Jake’s gaze was
suddenly focused on her knee instead of on her face. The very air
between them seemed to throb with heat and a disturbing prickle
of perspiration slid worryingly down her spine.

‘I think I’m still in shock,’ she admitted, ‘I didn’t expect to get
as far as this. I’m still trying to take it all in.’

‘Well…’ Reluctantly withdrawing his glance from her knee,
Jake strove to remain businesslike. ‘I’m not asking you to sign
on the dotted line tonight. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving you
the chance to change your mind. When I’ve decided that I want
something, Caitlin, I won’t rest until I get it. So be here tomorrow
at five. We’ll be rehearsing until late in the evening. Do we have
a deal?’

She bit down on her lip. ‘Yes—yes, we do. But can I make it
five-forty-five instead? I have to close the shop at five-thirty. I
won’t be any later. I can be here in just ten minutes if I drive.’

‘Five-forty-five it is, then. And before you leave you’d better
give me your address and mobile phone number, just in case.’

Caitlin gave him the information and watched warily as Jake
scribbled it down in his black notebook. Then he threw down his
pen and got to his feet. She followed suit, her heart racing as he
towered over her. She was five foot seven in her bare feet, but
his physical domination of the tiny space seemed to make the
already diminutive room even smaller.



 
 
 

Her fingers shaking, she fastened a couple of her coat buttons
and managed a tentative smile. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then,
Mr…?’ She had a moment of panic because she’d somehow
forgotten his surname.

‘You can call me Jake.’
To her utter surprise and secret delight a dimple appeared as

if by magic at the corner of his very sexy mouth. Caitlin’s insides
knotted painfully.

‘Right.’
‘There’s just one more thing before you go.’
‘What’s that?’
‘I’d better explain one of the most important house rules, and

that is there’s to be no fraternising after hours with members of
the band—and I’m not talking about a few drinks backstage after
a gig. Am I making myself clear?’

Now Caitlin’s face really did burn. She tried to look anywhere
but straight at Jake. If he seriously thought she would—that she
might— Of course he could have no idea that she’d sworn off
men for good, she realised. But after what she’d been through
with her ex-boyfriend Sean she’d rather trek through the Sahara
Desert with a fur coat on than risk another soul-destroying
relationship with a man…however brief.

‘All I want to do is sing. I’m not interested in anything else. I
can positively assure you of that.’

Jake couldn’t help wondering why. He’d glimpsed pain and
fury in those pretty green eyes of hers just now, as if even the



 
 
 

suggestion that she might find herself attracted to a member of
the opposite sex was tantamount to contemplating suicide.

He sighed. ‘Okay, then. There’s just one other thing.’
‘What’s that?’
This time Caitlin’s wary gaze met his in pure defiance, as

though she dared him to transgress one more inch into her private
life.

Jake ventured a teasing smile. ‘I’d seriously think about
investing in a new pair of stockings, if I were you’

‘How did you know they were—?’
‘How did I know that they were stockings and not tights?’ He

gave her a shameless grin. ‘Put it down to long experience…’
he drawled, pretty sure that if he told her he’d had a tantalising
glimpse of her stocking-tops when she’d first sat down she’d exit
so fast he wouldn’t see her for dust. ‘You can’t beat the genuine
article.’

‘Is that so? Well, anyway…I didn’t know you could tell.’ With
a disturbed frown Caitlin tried to remember to breathe. Sheer
embarrassment made her babble. ‘The trouble is I seem to have
an unhappy knack of snagging them whenever I wear them.
They’re not really practical. I normally wear jeans.’

‘Take it from me…’ Jake’s voice dropped down a discernible
notch or two, making his tone arrestingly smoky ‘…stockings are
better…’

CHAPTER TWO
THE DOORBELL JANGLED and the wind chimes that hung
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liberally from the lilac-painted ceiling tinkled prettily in the
ensuing draught. As far as Caitlin knew, Nicky, their part-time
help, was around somewhere, and should have registered the fact
that they had customers, but she must have absented herself to
go to the bathroom.

Sighing softly, she didn’t look round, in the belief that the
other girl would appear any minute now, and instead continued
to scrub at the particularly stubborn patch of dirt she’d found on
the lowest shelf of the temporarily emptied bookshelf. When the
stain didn’t respond to her increased scrubbing with a damp cloth
Caitlin scratched at it with her fingernail, a spurt of annoyance
shooting through her when she realised it was the horrid remains
of someone’s chewing gum.

Of all the… She was immediately affronted on Lia’s behalf.
How dared someone come into this beautiful space and foul it
with chewing gum? Some people just didn’t have any respect.
Some people just—

‘Hi, there.’
Caitlin froze at the sound of that smoky bass voice. Still tense,

she turned her head and glanced up to meet Jake Sorenson’s
indisputably amused glance. Had it really been just a day since
she’d last seen him? Was it possible she could have so easily
forgotten how dangerously attractive the man was, or that his
mere presence had the power to erase anything else from her
mind?

Irritated by her purely female response to his tall, dark good



 
 
 

looks, she realised she was gaping up at him. What was even
worse, he’d caught her wearing an old and tatty pair of jeans
that had shrunk in the wash and now adhered to her thighs like
a second skin. Caitlin had opted to wear them because she knew
she’d be undertaking some general cleaning that day and hadn’t
wanted to risk ruining any of her good clothes. What made things
worse was that she’d also elected to don a favourite old red T-
shirt that had also seen better days, and it clung where it didn’t
ought to cling, possibly inviting too much unwanted attention…
like now, when Jake’s disturbing light blue eyes were making a
slow and deliberate inventory of her body.

Heat crawled up her spine…sexual heat. It completely undid
her. Just what was he doing here? Couldn’t he have telephoned if
he’d needed to speak to her? He had an unfair advantage, taking
her by surprise like this.

Leaving her cloth on the bookshelf, she abruptly turned and
got to her feet. Long strands of glossy black hair escaped her
loosely tied ponytail to drift down gently over her flushed cheeks,
and there was a smudge of dust on her nose. She struggled to get
her greeting past her lips.

‘Hi. I’m sorry, but you’ve caught me at a rather awkward
moment. I was…’

‘Let me guess…stocktaking?’ Jake drawled softly.
She swallowed hard. The man could read a technical pamphlet

on assembling flat-pack furniture out loud and it would still
make her hot. ‘Cleaning. I was just cleaning. Stocktaking was



 
 
 

yesterday.’
‘It’s nice to see such dedication to the task. You looked like

you were giving it your all.’ Smiling faintly, he glanced round
him. ‘Interesting shop,’ he remarked, sliding his hands into the
back pockets of his jeans and nodding to himself as his gaze
made another leisurely reconnaissance.

The heady scent of sandalwood incense perfumed the air and
Caitlin wondered for the first time ever if it wasn’t just a tad
overpowering. Why she should suddenly be concerned about
such an inconsequential thing, she didn’t know. All she knew was
that she wanted Jake to get a good impression of her workplace
and not judge it adversely.

Jake’s interested glance narrowed as he examined some of the
titles on the bookshelves either side of the ones Caitlin had been
cleaning. He glimpsed. Living Your Destiny and other esoteric
titles and permitted himself a smile. He’d known many hippies
in his time, who had loved this kind of stuff. He looked up. From
the painted ceiling dangled a myriad of wind chimes and crystals,
and the music of some Native American drums pulsed gently.
But, as eye-catching and diverting as the room furnishings were,
he had no trouble bringing his gaze straight back to Caitlin.

He hadn’t forgotten how pretty she was, and he was certain
that the shape that had been intriguingly hidden behind her coat
yesterday would be equally arresting…especially as he’d already
been treated to the sight of her long slim legs in those tantalising
black stockings. But nothing had quite prepared him for the



 
 
 

mouth-wateringly feminine curves that he was looking at now.
Her scarlet T-shirt was at least one size smaller than she

needed and it clung sexily to her voluptuous breasts, with the
light stretchy fabric hugging her delectable shape like a second
skin. Hell, he was on fire—uncharacteristically caught off-guard
by his acute reaction to the green-eyed temptress in front of him.
There was a tense knot in the pit of his stomach as he tried to
tamp down the forceful desire that gripped him.

As he stared helplessly he registered the distinct outline
of Caitlin’s nipples beneath her bra—and was it his fevered
imagination or had they just puckered a little tighter? He’d
already been treated to the tempting sight of her delightful
derriere as she’d crouched down, cleaning the bookshelf, and
God help him, why did he have the distinct feeling that Christmas
had arrived early? Because it wasn’t just Caitlin’s vocal talent that
would put Blue Sky on the map. The woman’s stunning beauty
would put some serious icing on the Christmas cake too.

‘My friend Lia owns the shop.’
Folding her arms protectively across her chest, because she’d

mortifyingly caught Jake’s gaze straying there, Caitlin silently
berated herself for wearing that particular shirt today of all days.
But then how was she to have known that Jake would pay an
impromptu visit?

‘As I told you, she’s at the dental hospital today, otherwise I’d
introduce you.’ Her gaze automatically gravitated to the counter,
missing the familiar sight of a diminutive slim blonde with elfin



 
 
 

features and soft brown eyes.
Nicky must be taking a bathroom break. Caitlin couldn’t help

wishing that the girl’s timing had been better. Just my luck, she
thought. If Nicky had been around she could have somehow
diverted Jake’s attention. But he surely hadn’t visited the shop to
browse…

‘Anyway, what can I do for you?’ she asked.
Jake stared at her in bemusement. You wouldn’t believe how

creative I could get about that, he thought, and then gave himself
a harsh mental shake. Where were his brains, for goodness’ sake?
He had a perfectly legitimate reason for seeking out their new
vocalist and yet he was standing there gawping at her like some
horny teenager hoping to get laid. The realisation was sobering.

‘About the rehearsals this afternoon,’ he started, ‘I just wanted
to let you know that we’ll be working quite late tonight—perhaps
into the early hours of the morning. If you have a boyfriend I
hope he’s the understanding type. If not, we’re all in trouble.’

‘There’s no boyfriend.’
‘Good.’
Caitlin frowned. Rubbing her hands briefly up and down her

bare arms, she glanced back into Jake’s arresting blue gaze. The
man had the kind of reined-in sexuality and physicality that
couldn’t help but put her on her guard. It didn’t help matters that
he had a ‘bad boy’ smile that was surely reserved for a woman’s
wildest fantasy…if she was in the market for such a fantasy—
which she most definitely wasn’t.



 
 
 

Still, the hard honed body outlined by his black T-shirt, jeans
and fashionably battered leather jacket would surely be a thing
of beauty without clothes. There was not so much as a hint
of surplus flesh on that taut, streamlined physique. The man
clearly kept himself in good shape. She couldn’t prevent the small
shiver of appreciation that ran up her spine. But it wasn’t just
the commanding, easy-on-the-eye physique that made Caitlin so
intimately aware of him. Something told her that Jake Sorenson
didn’t take any prisoners. When he told her that they would be
working late tonight she was certain he meant it in the fullest
sense of the word.

What if I’ve made a terrible mistake? she fretted. It’s the thing
I want to do more than anything else in the world, but what if I’m
really not cut out to be a singer in a band?

Her mind slipped into panic mode, as it was apt to do when
she was hit by a sudden attack of self-doubt.

He must have read her mind just then. ‘Don’t look so terrified,’
he cautioned, amusement lurking in the steamy blue depths of his
mesmerising eyes. ‘I promise not to drive you too hard on your
first night. But after that I’m afraid you’ll just have to roll with
the punches like everybody else. Anyone who wants to pursue a
dream has to make sacrifices, and the music business is a hard
game, Caitlin. It’s notoriously competitive and cut-throat, and
that’s an almost conservative description. If you want to be a
success in this game you have to grow a fairly thick skin. Blue Sky
have played all over the country in the past two years, trying to



 
 
 

establish themselves, and they’ve gained a loyal following. When
their lead singer Marcie walked out it was a huge shock. More
than that it was a betrayal. But I owe it to the rest of the band to
make good on my promise to take them to the top—and, trust
me, I’m going to do exactly that. Failure is just not an option in
my book. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Caitlin did. Signing up for commando training with the SAS
would probably be easier. She tried for a smile but couldn’t help
the nervous little quiver that hijacked her lips instead. Was the
man always so serious, she wondered?

‘I’ll try my best not to let you down…Jake.’ She added his
name because she reasoned she should start being less formal,
and couldn’t help savouring the taste of it on her tongue—like an
enticing new flavour she’d never sampled before.

He scowled.
‘That’s not good enough. Say, I won’t let you down, Jake. Not,

I’ll try.’
Flustered, Caitlin pushed a stray strand of hair away from her

suddenly burning cheek. ‘I won’t let you down, Jake.’
‘That’s better. Now, come here.’
Before she’d gleaned what he intended he firmly drew

her towards himthen gently erased the smudge of dust
she’d inadvertently acquired on her nose. Her senses were
immediately bombarded by the warm sexy tang of leather mixing
provocatively with the alluring masculine scent of the man
himself.



 
 
 

If someone could bottle it, they’d make a fortune, Caitlin
thought. She felt more than a little off-centre as she stepped away,
especially when she saw that he was smiling. A deep, sensual tug
registered low in her belly.

‘Thanks. I’m probably covered in dust and looking a right
mess, aren’t I?’ she remarked nervously.

The words were out before she could check them. She
could have kicked herself, because now Jake would think she
was fishing for a compliment—which was absurd when she
did honestly believe she must resemble something the cat had
dragged in.

But with a charismatic quirk at a corner of his lips Jake elected
not to comment. Instead he walked to the door, opened it and
gave her a brief salute. ‘I’ll see you tonight. Five-forty-five. Don’t
be late.’

As he stepped out onto the pavement Caitlin had a distinct
sense of being dismissed. More to the point, she felt bereft, as if
he’d somehow taken a part of her with him. The bell jangled as
the door swung back on its hinges and she released a long slow
breath, as though she’d been holding on to it for nothing less than
a lifetime.

* * *
The realisation that she was late, even though she had a

perfectly legitimate reason, made Caitlin furious with herself.
Parking her car on the gravel drive that led up to the sombre-
looking Victorian church hall, she bit back a ripe curse, fumbling



 
 
 

to organise her car keys and purse as she shut the car door behind
her. To add insult to injury, a light rain had started to fall.

She glanced down at her watch and her anxious gaze once
more registered the time. Six-fifteen… She wasn’t just late—she
was very late. But how was she to have known that a customer
would walk in the door at exactly a minute before five-thirty? She
could hardly turn the girl away—especially when she’d tearfully
told Caitlin that she’d just broken up with her boyfriend and
someone had recommended she get some rose quartz to help her.

Lia had often teased her friend that she was a magnet
for the heartsick, but Caitlin’s naturally compassionate nature
wouldn’t allow her to stand back and do nothing when someone
was hurting. When push came to shove, though, however she
explained her tardiness to Jake Sorenson something told her it
wasn’t going to cut any ice.

Summoning every scrap of courage she could muster, she
pushed open the creaky wooden door that led into the porch,
wrinkling her nose at the pall of mustiness and damp that clung
to the air, her heart bumping against her ribs at the sound of
instruments tuning up.

Behind the door that led into the cavernous hall Jake was
testing the microphone in the familiar time-honoured way of
performers the world over: ‘One two, one two…’

Murmuring a briefly fervent prayer, Caitlin pushed open the
door. The overhead lights were dimmed, she noticed, and the
three members of the band on stage continued to play as Rick



 
 
 

Young melted out of the shadows to position himself in front of
her. Despite his serious expression, at least his hazel eyes were
twinkling, she saw.

‘You’re late, pretty lady. Not a good start, just thought I’d warn
you.’

He jerked his chin towards Jake as Blue Sky’s enigmatic
manager jumped off the stage, his long jeans-clad legs carrying
him purposefully towards Caitlin. It didn’t take a genius to
deduce that he wasn’t happy. Blast!

Her chilled fingers curled over the car keys in her pocket
and held them tight. It wasn’t as if she was late deliberately.
She honestly wanted to take this amazing opportunity they were
offering her. But right now, judging by the fierce scowl on Jake’s
handsome face, it might just be about to be taken away from her.

‘I’m sorry I’m late. I just—’
‘What was the last thing I said to you?’ he barked.
Startled, Caitlin glanced across at Rick. His expression

conveyed that he’d witnessed similar scenarios too many times
before to be at all perturbed.

‘Don’t be late?’ she ventured, her teeth anxiously clamping
down on her lip.

‘And didn’t I also tell you to be here at five-forty-five? It’s
now twenty past six. You’re thirty-five minutes late. That’s not
acceptable, Miss Ryan. It’s not acceptable at all.’

Jake was shifting restlessly from one black-booted foot to
the other, a muscle ominously flinching in the side of his lean,



 
 
 

unshaven jaw. Caitlin didn’t dare quip that his watch must be fast,
even though it clearly was. The fact that he was unshaven made
him look edgy and dangerous—as if anything could happen and
probably would.

‘A customer came into the shop just as I was getting ready to
leave—’ the words came out in a heated rush as she gripped even
more tightly onto her car keys.

‘Couldn’t you have turned whoever it was away and told them
to come back tomorrow?’ he snapped.

Affronted, Caitlin widened her eyes.
‘I never turn customers away. People don’t just come into

our shop to buy things, Mr Sorenson. Many of them come in
for healing of one kind or another. The girl that I saw was
distraught. She’d just broken up with her long-term boyfriend
and was looking for something that might help ease her distress.
I’m not so cold-hearted that I would tell her in her hour of need
to come back tomorrow.’

Jake was so taken aback by this answer that the red mist
of anger that had threatened when Caitlin had walked in late
dissipated like ice beneath the sun. Sucking in his cheeks, he blew
out a long, slow breath, shaking his head and taking a moment to
compose himself. I must be losing my grip, he thought irritably.

Caitlin proffered a hesitant smile. Jake’s bemused glance
collided with hers just as one corner of her pretty mouth nudged
a very sexy dimple. Something hitched in his heart…not to
mention below his navel.



 
 
 

‘Well, we’ve wasted enough time as it is,’ he growled. ‘Take
off your coat and get yourself up on stage. We’ve got a hell of a
lot to get through tonight and we may well be here until breakfast
—so be warned.’

After making her apologies to the other band members, seeing
that Jake’s attention had suddenly been claimed by Rick, Caitlin
fell into animated conversation with them about music. Did they
write all their own songs? Did they ever do any covers? And,
finally, did they have a playlist for tonight’s rehearsals that she
could look at?

The young men were only too pleased to answer her
questions, interspersing their answers with jokes and anecdotes
and generally going out of their way to help put her at ease. Mike
Casey, the lead guitarist, with his tousled dark hair and rather
serious brown eyes, explained that he added the harmonies to
several of the songs and he and Caitlin would need to spend some
time together working on them. Then he told her that he and the
others had rented a house in the village for the duration of their
stay and she’d be more than welcome to come over and work on
them there.

‘Caitlin?’
She spun round at the sound of her name, folding her arms

across the blue chambray man’s shirt that she’d thrown over the
too-revealing red T-shirt she’d been wearing earlier. The long
shirt-tails skimmed her bottom in her tight jeans and helped her
feel a little less vulnerable than she had done in the shop, when



 
 
 

Jake’s toe-curling glance had all but consumed her with its frank
and hungry intensity.

She was staring into the same hauntingly blue depths now
as he looked up at her from the foot of the stage. Her mouth
dried. He handed her a sheet of paper with music and lyrics on.
Accepting it without comment, she let her gaze fall eagerly on the
title. It was another great rock standard that she knew by heart.

The lyrics were passionate and heart-rending, and she’d sung
it with genuine feeling when she’d first learned it because she’d
empathised with the sentiment of the song only too well. It
was about a girl whose dreams had been cruelly shattered when
the man she loved had used her and ill-treated her and had
consequently robbed her of every bit of self-confidence she
had…

But now… Her glance quickly perused the musical
arrangement and her heart skipped a nervous beat, because the
time had come for her to really prove to both the band and their
enigmatic manager that she could deliver what they hoped she
could. It was one thing to conquer her fear of an audition—quite
another to front a band for the first time ever and do it well. This
was where things started to get serious.

‘You know the tune? We can choose something more
contemporary if you prefer?’

Jake’s blue eyes honed in on the roomy chambray shirt Caitlin
had donned over the sexy red T-shirt and once again he sensed
that she wasn’t at all at ease with her body. Why else had she



 
 
 

covered up? And how would she cope when she had to perform
on stage in front of a crowd he wondered?Would she be self-
conscious then?

She was a naturally beautiful woman, and the sensual aura
she exuded when she walked into a room was a killer. It
was a given that her looks would be a big asset to the band,
and he didn’t want her to try and hide that sensational body
behind oversized clothing. Still, there was plenty of time for that
particular discussion. Right now Caitlin had to prove to them that
she was a worthy replacement for Marcie.

‘The song is fine’ she told him. ‘I know it well.’
‘Good. Take it away, guys.’
As the band started to play the introduction Caitlin listened

carefully, curving her hands round the microphone stand in
readiness and staring towards the back of the hall rather than at
Jake. Her body was tense as a sprinter’s at the start of the most
important race of her life, but she didn’t need to glance at the
lyrics as she waited for her cue to come in. The words were etched
on her soul.

There was no need for her to imagine that she was the woman
she was singing about because she was. She’d been used, hurt
and scorned by a man she’d once loved and trusted, and the
devastating experience had taught her to keep her guard up.
Adversity had taught her a huge lesson and, hard as it was, it had
helped her to grow stronger.



 
 
 

I’ll put steel round my heart that your poison arrows can’t dent
And I’ll be the phoenix rising that you never saw coming…
Those were the lyrics.
Suddenly her eyes flew open and Caitlin’s glance fell on Jake.

He was attired from head to toe in black, and his concentrated
expression was utterly serious as he watched her performance.
Minutes later, when she came to the end of the song, she was
glad, because she desperately needed to suck in a steadying
breath. Her heart was thumping hard at the painful memories the
words had evoked. Yet, meeting Jake’s gaze once again, she didn’t
immediately withdraw when it hit her that he had seriously begun
to fascinate her.

It was probably just hormones, she thought irritably. She
certainly wasn’t looking to take things further than a working
relationship. Apart from it being against the rules, she wasn’t
looking for a man. Just like in the song, Caitlin had had the
relationship from hell with one particular man and it had nearly
destroyed her. She certainly wasn’t going to entertain the idea
of being with someone who could twist her insides into knots
merely by looking at her.

‘Not bad,’ he said grudgingly.
Her fervent hope had been that she’d done much better than

just ‘not bad’, and Caitlin’s heart plummeted. Still, Jake was
the boss, and she wasn’t there simply in search of praise. Her
ambition was to earn her living as a bona fide singer—never to
be dependent on anyone either for love, self-esteem or security.



 
 
 

That was why seeing the ad for the auditions had excited her.
It really had seemed like a sign that she should step up to the plate
and start to fulfil her destiny. Staying at the shop and ‘playing
safe’ just didn’t feel like the right option any more. Her family
had moved on and so should she. It wasn’t the possibility of fame
that interested her…far from it. Her passion was the music itself
—the potential to experience joy in doing what she loved to do
and to share it with anyone who cared to listen.

So she would bow to the man’s far greater experience in such
matters and give her all to improve. She prayed her efforts would
be enough.

‘Wow! Honey, you’ll never be poor with a voice like that,’ Rick
told her as he went to stand next to his friend.

The contrast between the two men was striking. Rick’s longish
tousled hair was tinted a sun-kissed blond, while Jake’s was
a dark chestnut-brown, and their physiques were markedly
different too. Jake was broad-shouldered and lean, his body
supremely fit and toned, while Rick was shorter and more
muscular. But, whatever the contrast in appearance, Caitlin
sensed the two men were firm friends. There was a definite
camaraderie between them that suggested their association had
been born out of knowing each other for a very long time.

‘She was fantastic,’ Rick commented, turning towards Jake. ‘I
felt every ounce of emotion she put into the song…she made it
her own.’

‘That may be true,’ Jake responded, his cool glance



 
 
 

deliberately sliding away from Caitlin’s. ‘But it won’t belong to
her until she knows it intimately, inside and out. Let’s do it again,
guys. Then you can do some of your own material.’

* * *
It was three hours later when Caitlin was finally able to take

a breather. Perched on the edge of the stage, with her long
slender legs dangling over the side, she was attempting to eat
her portion of the Chinese take-away that Rick had ordered. Her
throat ached, her head throbbed and she could have fallen asleep
standing up.

The band’s charismatic manager hadn’t let up for one minute
in his efforts to get the best out of her vocal performance and she
felt as if she’d done twelve rounds with a prize fighter. Whilst she
was perfectly aware that singing was a very physical occupation,
even if a person was blessed with a good voice, nothing could
have prepared Caitlin for the sheer effort that Jake demanded.

During the past three hours she’d survived admonition after
admonition to, ‘Try again!’ ‘Put your heart into it, woman!’
‘Hold back a little on that note…drop down a key…’ ‘Damn it,
Caitlin! You’re just not trying hard enough!’ Now she could barely
summon up the energy to eat, despite the fact that the shrimp
chop suey and bamboo shoots with Chinese mushrooms looked
and smelled delicious.

‘Not hungry?’
Her tired glance fell on Jake’s long jeans-clad legs as he

dropped down beside her. Her heart skipped a beat. Lifting



 
 
 

her gaze, she looked up into the hauntingly misty depths of
his soulful blue eyes. It struck her as unfair that a man should
possess such enviably long black lashes, but then she mused
that Jake must have been at the head of the line when God
was dishing out extraordinary good looks…not to mention sheer
animal magnetism.

Caitlin sucked in a less than steady breath when the scent of
his cologne forged another assault on her beleaguered senses.
In answer to his question, she responded, ‘I thought I was.’
Shrugging, she put her carton of food aside and touched a
paper napkin delicately to her lips. ‘I only had a sandwich at
lunchtime…it wasn’t very nice either.’

‘You must have known this wasn’t going to be easy. Still sure
you want to go through with it?’ Jake challenged. ‘You need more
than just talent in this game, Caitlin. You need equal measures
of grit and stamina too.’

‘I can summon up plenty of grit and stamina when I need it.
Just try me.’

A flash of defiance lit up her defensive green eyes and Jake
chuckled softly. She’d freed her lustrous long hair from its
ponytail and now it flowed down her back like shining black
silk. Examining it more closely, he detected flashes of mahogany
within the darker strands. His fingers were itching to touch it and
he closed his hands into fists to stop himself from reaching out
to do just that.

‘It’s obviously going to take me a little while to learn all the



 
 
 

new songs,’ she breathed, ‘but I’ll take a copy of the music and
lyrics home with me and practise them on my guitar.’

Jake had almost forgotten that Caitlin was a guitarist as well.
How good he didn’t yet know, but judging by her vocal talent he
guessed it wouldn’t be far behind.

‘Good move,’ he commented, ‘but the first thing you’re going
to have to do is to hand in your notice at the shop. There’s no
way you can have a full-time job there outside of singing with
the band. In just three weeks’ time we’ll be on the road and you’ll
have to kiss this sleepy little village goodbye.’

The words sounded so final that Caitlin couldn’t help
shivering. But she immediately reminded herself that the most
amazing opportunity had come her way, and she should take it
with open arms and think herself blessed. No one got anywhere
in life without taking risks. God knew she should have absorbed
that fact by now, with all the New Age reading she’d done since
working for Lia.

She’d lived in the village for most of her life, having moved
from London with her family when she was just a toddler. When
her parents had decided to join her brother Phil and his wife
in California three years ago Caitlin had opted to stay put. She
wasn’t ready to leave the country, she’d argued. There was still a
lot to experience living in the UK.

But most of all she’d stayed because she’d needed time to
forge her own identity—the chance to bring her own dreams into
fruition, not just tag along on someone else’s. She’d even needed



 
 
 

to make colossal mistakes, like her relationship with Sean. None
of those things would have been possible surrounded by her well-
meaning but highly controlling family.

She swallowed hard.
‘So…does that mean you’re offering me a full-time position

with the band?’ she asked.
Her stomach churned as she waited for Jake’s reply.
‘Looks that way doesn’t it?’ He smiled. Then, agile as a cat, he

leapt to his feet and crossed the stage to join Rick and the others.
CHAPTER THREE
‘WE’RE ALL GOING BACK to the Pilgrim’s Inn for a few

drinks—want to join us?’
Mike Casey stood waiting as Caitlin shrugged into her

raincoat. Everyone else was outside. Steve and Keith were
loading the van with the equipment and Jake and Rick were
deep in discussion. Rick had extended the same invitation to her
earlier, and Caitlin had told him she’d think about it. But the
very idea of going into that particular pub again, after what had
happened between her and Sean on her last visit, made her feel
faintly ill.

Sean had been so bad that night—out of his head on a cocktail
of drink and drugs—and she’d feared the worst. She had been
right to. The cruel words and jibes that he’d taunted her with
had just got worse and worse as the evening progressed. The
sharpest knife couldn’t have cut her more deeply. Add to that the
humiliation of his verbal attack being witnessed by a pub full
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of people before the landlord threw him out—well, it had been
enough to make her want to give the place a wide berth for ever.

Lifting her gaze to Mike’s, she said, ‘It’s kind of you to ask
me, but I think I’ll have to say no. It’s already quite late.’

Stealing a quick glance at her watch, she saw that it was ten-
thirty-five, and they’d been rehearsing since three o’clock that
afternoon. Her throat was parched and her body ached from the
sheer effort that Jake had demanded. The man apparently had
endless reserves of energy that made Caitlin feel as if she was
the slowest runner on the track in comparison. No. She’d much
prefer to go home, shower, get into her pyjamas and put her feet
up with a glass of wine and a bowl of crisps at her elbow.

‘You call ten-thirty in the evening late? We’re talking Saturday
night, here. Don’t tell me the whole village goes to bed early?’
Mike’s dark eyebrows flew up to the tips of his tousled fringe.
‘You must have led a sheltered life, if that’s normal for you.’

At his disbelieving grin, Caitlin conceded a shy smile. ‘You
must think I’m pretty boring, right? No way could I ever claim
to be a typical rock chick, that’s for sure. But I realise my early
nights will have to come to an end when the band goes on the
road.’

‘You two ready?’ Rick appeared at the door, his hazel eyes
appraising Caitlin and Mike with interest. ‘I have to lock up.
Caitlin? Jake would like a word.’

What now? Caitlin groaned inwardly at the prospect.
Jake hadn’t lied when he’d said he would go easy with her on



 
 
 

the first night but that after that she’d have to roll with punches
like everyone else. He’d been harder on her than on any of the
guys in the band. Maybe that was because they already knew what
was required and she didn’t? But somehow Caitlin didn’t think
that was the only reason Jake had been yelling at her all night.

Maybe he didn’t like her. Maybe he was already regretting
taking her on due to her lack of experience. She could speculate
until night turned into day but she’d be none the wiser until they
had a conversation.

Wearing his familiar black leather jacket over a sweatshirt
and jeans, Jake was leaning against his Jeep. He straightened
as Caitlin walked towards him, and even at the distance that
separated them she sensed an undeniable magnetic charge that
put her on her guard. It had started to rain, and the sound of the
other band members’ voices floated on the air as they huddled
round the big white transit van they transported their equipment
in.

As Jake continued to hold her gaze Caitlin sensed something
register low in her belly—a combination of fear, apprehension
and irrefutable sexual attraction. She didn’t know whether to
smile or run.

A fierce gust of wind just then almost tore her open raincoat
from her shoulders, revealing her curvaceous figure in perhaps
more detail than she wanted him to see. She felt alternately hot
and cold all over as her boots crunched across the gravel.

‘Rick said you wanted to speak to me?’ She was slightly



 
 
 

breathless as she presented herself, her long black hair lashing
across her face in the wind and rain.

Straight away Jake noticed Caitlin shiver in her insubstantial
raincoat. He knew a way to warm her up. Another place, another
time, he might have given into such an urge. God knew Caitlin
Ryan had been testing all his powers of self-control from the very
first moment he’d set eyes on her.

‘So, are you going to join us for a drink or what?’ he asked
tersely.

‘That’s what you wanted to talk to me about?’
Catching the ends of her raincoat belt, she twisted it tightly

round her waist. In vain she tried to shove her long hair out of her
eyes and noticed her hands were trembling. What was it about
this man that could unravel her so easily?

‘I already told Mike that I wasn’t coming. I’m going home to
get an early night.’ she said. ‘Don’t worry I’ll make sure I’m here
at three o’clock on the dot for rehearsals tomorrow.’

‘I want you to come for a drink.’
The pupils of Jake’s eyes had turned unsettlingly dark…so

dark that there was just the palest blue circle ringed round them.
‘It’s a good opportunity for us to get to know each other.

Tomorrow’s Sunday. You can have a lie-in.’
Caitlin could hardly argue with his reasoning, even if her heart

was fluttering madly at the very idea of spending the rest of the
evening in the company of the charismatic band manager. But
there was also the not exactly small matter of her showing up



 
 
 

at the Pilgrim’s Inn. There was always a small influx of visitors
from outside the village, but generally customers were mostly
a local crowd, and there were bound to be people there who
remembered how Sean had humiliated her.

‘I—I’d rather not come, if you don’t mind.’
‘The invitation was an order, not a choice. You’re going to have

to get used to late nights if you’re going to sing with this band.
Get in the car. You can ride with me and Rick’

So that was how Caitlin found herself squeezed into a worn
red velvet corner seat in the pub, with Rick on one side and Jake
on the other, as the band members stood round the cosy fire in
the iron grate, hogging the heat and nursing their pints of beer.

From the jukebox Sting’s voice boomed out: something about
not standing so close… Caitlin could easily have echoed the
sentiment. Rick had hung her raincoat over the back of a chair
but she wasn’t bereft of warmth—not when Jake’s hard-muscled
thigh was pressed against hers. A full-on radiator couldn’t have
made her hotter. Every time he shifted even slightly the renewed
contact made Caitlin’s heart miss a beat.

‘So tell me, Cait. What music do you like to listen to?’
Rick had been shortening her name ever since they’d arrived

at the pub and she tried not to flinch, because her ex, Sean, had
always called her that. Her gaze anxiously swept the room. There
were several groups of young people seated around the tables,
clearly enjoying themselves. Thankfully nobody had paid her any
particular attention. Behind the bar two barmaids were busily



 
 
 

serving customers, and one of them, a voluptuous blonde named
Tina Stevens, was wearing a neckline so low that if she wasn’t
careful she’d be arrested for indecency.

Bringing her attention back to Rick, Caitlin answered. ‘Oh, I
have such a wide taste you wouldn’t believe it. If I had to sum
it up I’d say I love music with a good beat and great songs with
good lyrics. How about you? What do you enjoy listening to?’

Shrugging, Rick took a sip of his beer then put it carefully
back down on the cork beer mat. ‘My taste is very similar to
yours, honey. It’s clear that you and I have a lot in common, a
hell of a lot in common, in fact.’

‘That’s the beer talking,’ Jake observed wryly.
The gravelled intonation of his deep voice made all the hairs

stand up at the back of Caitlin’s neck. Was it her imagination or
had his thigh moved even closer to hers?

‘He’s just trying to get into your good books.’
‘That’s unfair. A man like me doesn’t have to try to get into

any woman’s good books. They naturally gravitate towards me.
I’m gifted like that. Talking of which…’

Suddenly getting to his feet, Rick carefully eased his way
round the table so as not to dislodge their drinks. Caitlin saw
that his avid glance was focused determinedly on a smiling Tina
Stevens behind the bar, who at that very moment was leaning
dangerously across the counter in her figure-hugging red top,
chatting to yet another appreciative male customer.

‘Excuse me, guys, but I can see a maiden’s honour is at stake



 
 
 

if I don’t go and rescue her…’ Rick headed purposefully towards
the bar.

Breathing out a relieved sigh, Caitlin was glad to have a little
more room to manoeuvre, but she was still dizzy at the thought
of having to deal with Jake on her own. As discreetly as she was
able, she moved her leg away from the hot press of his jean-clad
thigh.

‘She’ll have him for breakfast,’ he said, and grinned.
The shock of suddenly meeting his steamy blue glance at such

close quarters trapped Caitlin’s breath somewhere between her
throat and her mouth. She found herself a little too intimately
aware of the faint shadow of beard across his top lip and jaw,
his long straight nose and the sexy indentation in his sculpted
chin. Most of all she was aware of the provocative message
his hypnotic blue gaze seemed to be conveying to her. It was
indisputably sexual. And it made every muscle in her body
tighten and clench.

The whole room diminished down to just that look.
‘He looks like he can take care of himself,’ she murmured,

hardly aware of moving her lips.
‘So…’ Taking a leisurely sip of his beer and studying her at

the same time, Jake asked casually, ‘Why no boyfriend?’
Hypnotised by the long fingers that curled round his glass,

Caitlin found herself envying it his touch, wondering what it
would be like to feel those same long fingers intimately touching
her. The very notion made her burn, and she took a hurried sip of



 
 
 

her dry white wine, deliberately focusing her gaze on the drink
instead of him.

‘I didn’t know it was compulsory.’
‘Did I imply it was?’
She didn’t answer. Thinking about Sean and how she had let

him come that close to wrecking her life was not something she
wanted to revisit…certainly not in casual conversation.

The flash of pain he witnessed in Caitlin’s eyes just then took
Jake by surprise. As defensive as she undoubtedly was, she hadn’t
been quick enough to hide it. There were also faint lines of hurt
round her mouth that betrayed her. Clearly she had let someone
get too close and got herself burned in the process.

Even though he’d experienced a similar painful scenario in a
relationship, something inside him said he should be careful not
to let empathy lower his defences. Relationships by their nature
were always going to be challenging, no matter what the situation.
But Jake wasn’t such a bastard that he couldn’t find it in him to
be concerned.

‘So, what happened?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You got hurt by a man,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Who was he?’
‘Do you mind if we don’t talk about this?’
Jake’s question was definitely too close for comfort. Taking

another sip of wine, she felt her cheeks burn as she sensed the
alcohol take effect.

‘We’re going to be spending a lot of time together over the



 
 
 

next few weeks—the next few months, even. Things are bound
to come out. Why not tell me now and get it over with?’

Inadvertently glancing down at her purple T-shirt, at the
scooped neckline that revealed a tantalising glimpse of her
cleavage, Jake felt the muscles in the pit of his belly clench. He
shifted in his seat.

‘That might be the case, but my personal life is not up for
discussion. Please don’t press me on this.’

There was a tremulous hitch in her voice that made Jake feel
like the most insensitive oaf on earth. On impulse, he reached
across and covered her hand with his own—even if he did risk
going up in flames at the contact.

‘I’m sorry…’ he murmured.
Caitlin didn’t know whether he meant he was sorry for putting

pressure on her or whether he was sorry for what he guessed
might have happened in her relationship. Either way, she didn’t
welcome his sympathy. It was easier to deal with his irritation. At
least it stopped her feeling sorry for herself. In any case, she’d
done enough wallowing in despair to last a lifetime.

But it was impossible not to stare down at the strong, capable
hand covering hers. As she did so, she examined the unique silver
and jet ring that he wore. It comprised two black stones in a
figure of eight setting and didn’t detract from his masculinity one
iota… In fact it enhanced it. She found herself strangely reluctant
to extricate herself.

Speaking her thoughts out loud, she commented, ‘That’s a



 
 
 

beautiful ring.’
‘Yes, it is. It was a gift.’
He probably should have got rid of the thing, come to think of

it, because it certainly wasn’t for sentimental reasons that he still
wore it. But Jake wasn’t about to tell Caitlin that the jewellery
had been given to him by his ex-wife Jodie a year and a day after
they were married and six months before they divorced.

It suddenly occurred to him to wonder if she’d read the sordid
little story of their break-up in the newspapers at the time. But, as
she hadn’t even indicated that she knew who he was when they’d
first met, Jake took refuge in the thought that perhaps the scandal
had somehow passed her by.

Withdrawing his hand abruptly from hers, he glanced across
the now slowly emptying pub at Rick, who was still engaged in
conversation with the buxom Tina Stevens. There was no sign of
the blonde’s previous admirer, Jake saw.

Turning back to Caitlin, he asked, ‘Have you had enough?’ His
glance fell on her barely drunk glass of wine.

‘Is that a hint you want to leave?’
‘I think I should take you home. You look done in.’
‘You don’t need to take me. I’m quite capable—’
‘Why don’t you just put your coat on?’
Outside the wind was fierce as Caitlin walked along the

deserted pavement with Jake. He walked with eyes front, one
hand jammed into the back pocket of his jeans, his handsome
profile ominously unsmiling as his dark hair blew across his face.



 
 
 

‘How far do you live from here?’ he asked, ‘We can take my
car if you’re tired. I’ve barely drunk anything at all.’

‘I’m only ten minutes up the road and I prefer to walk. But I
don’t expect you to walk with me.’

Caitlin couldn’t help feeling tense. It was near impossible to
guess what he was thinking or feeling. The man was a law unto
himself. And the tension between them hadn’t eased one iota. If
anything it was worse.

‘So, how do you feel about the way things are going?’
Taking her by surprise, Jake turned his head to examine her

as they walked. It took a few seconds for her to get her thoughts
together.

‘You mean the rehearsals? I think they’re going well. I mean, I
know I’ve still got a lot to learn, but as well as learning the songs
when I’m with the band I’m working on them at home whenever
I get the time.’

She tucked her flying hair behind her ear and tried to relax, but
it was hard when her companion’s enigmatic expression hardly
revealed what he might be feeling.

He sighed. ‘You’re doing just fine, Caitlin. I have no doubt that
you’re the perfect singer for Blue Sky. You’re got a great voice,
you’re beautiful and sexy…you’re the whole package. But even
great talent can’t make it work on its own. Blue Sky isn’t some
five-minute wonder, like some of these manufactured bands
that litter the charts. A lot of those bands are the product of
slick marketing, purely designed to make money. They’re not



 
 
 

about real, dedicated musicians who get together because they’re
passionate about music. I told you it wasn’t going to be easy. If
anything, it’s going to get harder. There’s still a lot of work ahead
before we start touring, and then the pressure really will be on. I
suppose I just want to know whether your commitment is total, or
whether you wouldn’t prefer staying here in the village, working
in your little book store? Don’t get me wrong—I can see how
that must have its appeal for a girl like you.’

‘What do you mean, a girl like me?’ Already bristling at what
she perceived as Jake’s patronising tone, Caitlin glared at him in
the lamplight. ‘You don’t even know me.’

Raising a dark eyebrow, he smiled. ‘I know you like to pretend
you’re tougher than you look, that you can handle anything I
throw at you, but—’

‘Stop right there!’ Her hackles were really up now. ‘Pretend
I’m tough? Do you think I’m such a wilting flower I’ll break at
the first sign of pressure? For your information, I survived two
years of hell with a man who was a drug addict and alcoholic who
took me for every penny I had. I even had to sell my piano, and
it was my dearest possession. As well as that I lost my home, my
car and my dignity. I lost it all just to pay for his drug habit. Yes,
I was a fool—but one day I woke up and found the strength to tell
him enough was enough. Then I picked up the broken pieces of
what was left of my life and started over. I’ve survived hardship
and pain and I’m all the stronger for it—so don’t you dare tell me
I pretend I’m tough!’



 
 
 

She paused to take a breath.
‘As for wanting to be in the band—singing is and always was

my greatest passion and I’ll do whatever I can to make it my
career. I sing because I’m compelled to—not because I want to
be famous or have my picture in the papers. All I want to do…
all I’ve ever wanted to do…is sing. So when you ask me if my
commitment is total, my answer is categorically yes!’

By the time she’d finished her impassioned speech Caitlin
found herself on the brink of tears. She’d blurted out all the
things she’d never meant to reveal—things about her past that
she really would have preferred to have kept hidden…especially
from a man like Jake Sorenson, who probably thought she was
an idiot for falling for a loser like Sean Gates.

But Sean hadn’t always been a loser. Once upon a time he had
been the sweetest man in the world, and Caitlin had believed that
she loved him…

‘Hey…’ Reaching out his hand, Jake gently stroked the tips of
his fingers down her cheek. ‘I wasn’t casting aspersions on your
character. I’m sorry if it came out that way.’

The surprisingly feather-light touch made something clench
deep inside her. Recognising it as a hungry need to be held, she
immediately stiffened.

‘I’m sorry, too.’
Shaking her head, she automatically moved away in a bid to

resurrect her defences. But as she started walking again Jake
caught up to her, grabbing her arm to make her stop. This time



 
 
 

his hold was deliberately firm…possessive, almost.
‘Don’t run away from me. I only want to help you.’
As his intense gaze shot arrows of living blue flame into hers

she caught her breath.
‘Help me…how?’
Bending his head, Jake delivered his answer with a hard, hot

kiss that was nothing less than volcanic.
As his lips moved rapaciously over hers, even though she was

shocked to her core, Caitlin found herself kissing him back as if
her very life depended on it. She even drove her hands through
his hair to anchor him to her.

Instinct was like a wild river that had burst its banks and it
was near impossible to think about anything above the untamed
ferocious beat of her heart…except perhaps to realise that the
man kisses were as good as he looked and even better than the
most erotic fantasy she could imagine…

The delicious sensation of his velvet-textured lips against hers
and the warm glide of his tongue in her mouth stirred feelings
inside her that she’d never before experienced so wantonly or
intensely. It was during those explosive few moments that Caitlin
knew the barriers of safety she’d erected so painstakingly round
her heart had come under serious threat…

Even as she had the realisation Jake brought the kiss to a
reluctant end, examining her with a gaze that was more than a
little stunned but still very much aroused.

In a low voice he murmured, ‘Don’t be ashamed because you



 
 
 

told me your story. The music business is littered with casualties
like your ex-boyfriend. I don’t believe that they’re bad people.
Serious addiction is an illness, not a weakness. Don’t shut me
out because you’ve revealed something you wished you hadn’t,
Caitlin.’

She inhaled sharply and withdrew her hands from his hair. It
had started to rain again, and droplets of moisture were settling in
quick succession on the silken dark strands that she’d so hungrily
slid her fingers into, sparkling there like morning dew.

He sounded so kind and concerned—as if he intimately
understood every lash of hurt she had ever suffered and sincerely
empathised. Everything about him was almost unbearably
seductive, and it made Caitlin ache to lean into him, to perhaps
invite another kiss and even ask him to come in for a cup of
coffee… But she quickly came to her senses when it hit her
just what she was contemplating—and the likely consequences
of such a reckless act. Hadn’t she endured enough pain without
inviting more?

She shook her arm free.
‘To shut you out I’d first have to let you in, Jake, and I’m not

going to do that. Not even if you promised me the earth.’
* * *
‘Now that it’s come to it I don’t want to let you go’ Lia asserted.
Finishing stirring the mug of coffee she’d made, she brought it

over to the small wrought-iron table where the girls sat for lunch.
There wasn’t a lot of room in the basement, where all the stock



 
 
 

was kept, but Lia had had a worktop and sink put in, as well as
installing a fridge and a microwave oven, so that the girls could
have some hot food from time to time.

Lost in thought, Caitlin was jolted back to the present as the
petite blonde pulled out the chair opposite and sat down.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’
‘I said I don’t want to let you go.’ Lia breathed out a heavy sigh

as she curled her hands round the steaming mug of coffee, her
pretty brown eyes not bothering to try and hide her emotion.

Caitlin was genuinely touched. The girls had been friends for
a long time now, seeing each other through good times and bad,
and it was going to be as much a wrench for Caitlin to relinquish
her job as it was for Lia to lose her. She’d always considered the
esoteric bookshop to be the best place in the world to work in.
Not only was she surrounded by books that had the potential to
heal and uplift, but many like-minded people came into the store
—and the fact that she worked with her best friend was a blessing.

But for the past week and a half Blue Sky had become more
than just a wonderful opportunity to realise a long-held dream.
It had become personal. Not only had Caitlin grown to respect
and admire her fellow musicians, she was also starting to really
care about them too. They worked so hard, were passionate
about their music, talented and dedicated to their craft, and when
Marcie Wallace had walked out they’d been understandably
devastated. Caitlin wanted to help put things right…she wanted
to help them realise their dreams too.



 
 
 

‘It’s not going to be easy for either of us,’ she agreed now,
sliding her hand across Lia’s. ‘But I’m not leaving for good. I
might not be working in the shop any more, but that doesn’t mean
I won’t be around. I’ll still live here in the village, and when I
come home after touring we’ll see each other every day because
I’ll come in and chat and have coffee with you.’

‘I know all that.’ Lia freed her hand and drove her fingers
anxiously through her short blonde hair. ‘But if you want to know
the truth I’ve been worrying myself sick about you.’

‘Why?’ Caitlin was astonished.
‘Well…going off with a bunch of strangers to God only knows

where. How do you know you can trust these people?’
‘Lia, I’ve got to know them. They’re not strangers any more.

They’re professional musicians. Jake Sorenson, their manager, is
—’

‘Jake is who I wanted to talk to you about.’ The blonde drew a
deep breath in. ‘Didn’t you recognise who he was when you first
saw him? Don’t you remember there was a “kiss and tell” scandal
about him in the papers a few years ago? His wife left him for
one of the biggest rock musicians in the world then spilled the
beans about their marriage in an article in the papers.’

Lia’s words started to ring a bell. As memory presented a
helpful picture of the artist her friend had referred to Caitlin
stared at the other girl in shock.

‘I remember. She left him for Mel Justice…the lead singer
with the band Heart and Soul. I didn’t realise the record producer



 
 
 

she was married to, was Jake.’
‘Well, it was. And the picture she painted of her life with him

wasn’t exactly flattering. Did you know she was a model? Not
high-profile, but a familiar face in the magazines just the same.
The main reason for the exposé was that Jake had promised to
make her a star and he didn’t. Apparently she wanted to give up
modelling to become a singer. But when they got married and he
didn’t come up with the goods she had an affair with Mel Justice
and eventually divorced Jake to be with him.’

‘Then she sold her story to the newspaper,’ Caitlin said quietly.
It jolted her to realise that he’d been married. She hadn’t read

the story, but just before Lia had nudged her memory about
what had happened she’d been about to comment that Jake
Sorenson was a true professional—a man who elicited respect
and admiration from his peers—and that she felt very fortunate
to have him as a mentor. But even as the thought occurred
accompanying it was the stirring memory of last night when Jake
had kissed her…

‘Anyway, what has any of what you’ve just said got to do with
what I’m doing, Lia? Why are you digging up old news about
Jake Sorenson?’

‘Why? Because I want you to know what you’re getting
yourself into that’s why’

Lifting her mug of coffee to her lips, her friend agitatedly put
it down again without taking so much as a sip.

‘As your best friend, I can’t help feeling responsible. The



 
 
 

people in the business you’re getting into are open to all kinds
of temptations and bad behaviour. They certainly don’t seem to
exhibit much loyalty towards each other. I’d hate for you to be
associated with the band and have it all backfire on you if the
press decide to dig up that kiss and tell story and speculate over
if you’ll do the same, should anything go wrong.’

‘But I’m not having a personal relationship with Jake, am I?
I’m only singing with the band he’s managing. Plus, I wouldn’t
dream of selling my story to the press even if I had one!
I’m twenty-six, remember? Not some gullible teenager. I can
absolutely take care of myself.’

But Caitlin’s heart still raced. Nothing Lia had said before had
remotely indicated what her friend really felt about her decision
to join the band. Up until now she’d been so positive…so
encouraging. ‘Follow your passion,’ she’d said. ‘Don’t let anything
get in your way.’ Now Caitlin didn’t know what to think.

It wasn’t any of her business what had or hadn’t happened in
Jake’s marriage. In fact it explained why he sometimes seemed a
little aloof. As well as destroying any trust you’d once had for a
person, to have your spouse sell their story about your marriage
to the papers must have been truly demoralising. But at the end of
the day Jake’s personal life was nothing remotely to do with her.

‘Okay, so if it’s true that you can take care of yourself then
what about Sean?’ Lia’s brown eyes sparkled.

Caitlin could hardly believe what she was hearing.
‘That was below the belt, Lia,’ she murmured. ‘Okay, so



 
 
 

I’ve made some wrong turns in my life. Haven’t you? Hasn’t
everyone? It doesn’t mean that everything I do is doomed to
failure or disaster, does it?’

‘I shouldn’t have said that. About Sean, I mean.’ Lia sniffed.
‘I’m sorry, Caitlin. I should know better, considering the business
I’m in, shouldn’t I? It’s just that sometimes it’s hard to put wisdom
into practice when it comes to someone you care about. You
know what men can be like. They’ve got a one-track mind when
it comes to women like you, and I mean that as a compliment.
You’re beautiful and talented, with a sweet and trusting nature.
They’re bound to try and take advantage and here you are—going
off into the wide blue yonder with five of them!’

‘Well, you’ve got to try and stop worrying, Lia. I’m going to be
just fine. I’m doing what I want to do, right? Nobody is forcing
me. If I can trust that everything will be okay, then why can’t
you?’

Abruptly rising to her feet, Caitlin carried her empty mug over
to the sink. Then she rinsed it out and turned it upside down on
the drainer.

‘I’d better get back upstairs and relieve Nicky so that she can
have her lunch. Today’s my last day at the shop, so let’s not spoil
it by having an argument.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m just feeling a bit on edge because you’re going.
Don’t be mad at me?’ Lia pleaded as she got to her feet.

‘Don’t be silly!’ Grinning, Caitlin fondly ruffled her hair. ‘How
on earth could I be mad at you for caring? Since that particular



 
 
 

commodity has been sadly lacking in my life for quite some time,
I can assure you I’m open to all the TLC I can get!’

But even as she laughed off her friend’s concern Caitlin
couldn’t help dwelling on what she’d said about Jake. The
revelation about Jake’s former marriage perturbed her. She
didn’t often read the celebrity gossip that littered the newspapers
and social media, and right now she was glad that she didn’t.
Whatever had happened between Jake and his ex-wife, it must
have been painful for both of them, she reasoned. She should
just focus on singing with the band and not concern herself with
how Blue Sky’s manager might or might not conduct himself in
private.

CHAPTER FOUR
AT THE END of an emotionally fraught day, Caitlin sank

back into a hot steamy bath and exhaled a heartfelt sigh.
Flickering candles cast dancing shadows on the walls of the small,
once shabby bathroom she’d sought to transform with some pink
paint, pale blue curtains and accessories. She was genuinely
pleased with what she’d achieved.

Closing her eyes, she breathed in the exotic perfume that filled
the air from the scented candles and her favourite aromatic bath
oil. Trailing her fingers idly in the water, she let her thoughts
whirl. Electing to leave her job, she hadn’t exactly burnt her
bridges, she reflected, because Lia had promised she could have
a job with her any day. But it was still a scary thought to realise
that she was giving up something relatively stable and secure for
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something that was its direct antithesis.
Splashing a handful of water across her shoulders, Caitlin

opened her eyes and absently watched the droplets roll down her
warm, scented skin. Frowning, she thought about the afternoon’s
rehearsals and how Jake had regularly berated her for lack of
concentration—not to mention for pretty much everything else.
He’d yelled at her so often that the rest of the crew had cast each
other quizzical glances, as if to ask, what’s going on?

Was he behaving like that because he regretted kissing her? She
hadn’t asked him to kiss her! Her concentration might well not
have been what it should, but despite the rights or wrongs of that
inflammatory kiss how did the man expect her to react when she’d
just left the job that she’d been devoted to for the past five years?
It just wasn’t that easy to detach herself from a person or a place
she cared about.

At least Rick and the others had been more understanding.
They had even brought along a bottle of champagne to celebrate
her ‘release’, although Jake had declined to join them in their
impromptu toast during the break. Instead, he’d collected his
leather jacket and gone out for a while… ‘To get some fresh air,’
he’d tersely explained.

‘Blast you, Jake Sorenson! I’m doing my best here. Give me
a break, can’t you?’

Grabbing the innocent plastic yellow duck bobbing about on
the water, she flung it down in temper. It made a very sad little
splash. Not nearly enough impact to vent the anger that was



 
 
 

bubbling up inside her.
Then, as if on cue, the doorbell rang.
Caitlin cursed out loud, determined to ignore it. But when it

rang for a second and then a third time her resolve crumbled and
she hauled herself out of the bath, grabbed the blue terry robe
off the peg behind the door and struggled into it, littering the air
with vague mutterings of irritation as she did so…

Stomping through the living room, then down the cold
linoleum-covered stairs, she wondered who could be so
inconsiderate and foolhardy enough to disrupt one of her
favourite pastimes.

‘Jake.’
All the strength seemed to drain from her limbs as she

came face to face with her unexpected visitor. His lean, athletic
frame was clothed entirely in black, and his long legs and
broad shoulders were outlined by the filtered orange glow of
a nearby street lamp. No other man had the power to disturb
her as much. Jake had a presence that scrambled her thoughts
into a muddled tangle and almost made it hard to breathe. All
compelling lean angles and shadows, his gorgeous cheekbones
were almost impossibly perfect.

Meeting his bold gaze, she asked, ‘What is it? Is something
wrong?’

‘Can I come in?’
Because the request had caught her off guard, Caitlin found

herself nodding. Then she stepped back into the dimly lit



 
 
 

hallway, with its unfortunate flocked gold wallpaper and worn
red carpet, to let him enter. The damp hair that she’d screwed
up so carelessly into an improvised knot hung loose and heavy
behind her head and several long ebony strands had worked free
to glance against her cheek. Beneath her robe her body was still
slick with moisture because she hadn’t had time to dry herself.
And she was stark naked beneath that robe…

It was a fact that did little to add to her confidence. Not when
Jake edged past her with an enigmatic little smile that made all
the strength ooze out of her limbs like sherbet through a straw.

‘Up the stairs,’ she instructed weakly as he turned and waited
while she closed the front door.

Glancing briefly up the narrow staircase that led to her flat,
he said, ‘You go first.’

Caitlin had been afraid he might say that. With her face
burning she squeezed past him, inadvertently inhaling the heady
scents of cedarwood and leather and the fresh smell of the
outdoors that clung to him as her body brushed briefly against
his. It was like coming into contact with a power supply, she
thought as she began to ascend the stairs. There wasn’t a cell in
her body that hadn’t felt the effect.

Every step she took in her slim bare feet with their scarlet-
painted toenails was pure agony because she was acutely aware
of Jake, just inches behind her. The belt round her waist had been
fastened so tightly he couldn’t fail to be apprised of her shape
beneath the perfectly innocent terry robe, and Caitlin squirmed



 
 
 

inwardly all the way up into her living room.
‘Come in,’ she invited.
His heart thudding, because his senses were still infused with

the memory of their kiss the other night, Jake trained his gaze
on his surroundings in a bid to divert his aroused recollection.

He immediately registered what had once been an ornate
Victorian fireplace that was now home to a small electric heater
that surely wasn’t big enough to heat the whole room. There was
a large pink ceramic vase with palm fronds in it just to the side
of the hearth, and a large squashy red sofa with multi-coloured
cushions arranged against the wall. Above it was a large gold-
framed print of Flaming June by Frederic Leighton. The vivid
orange of the lady’s dress was clinging like a sunburst to her pale
reposing figure.

Jake absorbed all of this in just a few short seconds, but
inevitably his gaze was helplessly drawn back to Caitlin. In her
charming state of dishabille, how could it not be? What was that
scent she was wearing?

With her face scrubbed clean of make-up, her silky black hair
escaping all attempts at confinement, and wearing nothing but a
plain terry robe, to Jake she was temptation personified. If she
had the power to make him hot when she was dressed in tight
jeans and a T-shirt it was nothing compared to the effect she
was having on him in her present get-up. He just prayed that
her pretty green eyes wouldn’t stray far south of his stomach,
because right then he was fighting a losing battle to keep his



 
 
 

lustful stirrings to himself.
So much for his promise to maintain a professional distance.

He’d already broken that vow by stealing that incendiary kiss the
other night. One taste of pure, unadulterated heaven had ensured
that sooner or later he would be back for more. He’d already had
to make himself scarce once this afternoon, because two hours of
Caitlin up on the stage wiggling her hips as she sang, her breasts
bouncing ever so slightly in her hot pink T-shirt, had almost made
him crazy with want. Professing a need for some fresh air had
just been a handy euphemism for what he really needed…a cold
shower so icy it would freeze an ordinary mortal into a cryogenic
trance.

When Jake didn’t immediately speak, Caitlin nervously wiped
her hands down her robe and motioned vaguely towards the sofa.
‘Why don’t you sit down? I just need to go and dress. I was having
a bath when you rang the bell.’

‘Don’t get dressed on my account,’ her visitor drawled, making
no discernible move to sit down.

Her face flamed red.
‘I’m still wet,’ she gulped, immediately wishing she could take

back her innocently meant remark, because Jake’s glance was
all but stripping her naked. Want, need and lust swirled between
them. ‘I mean I need…’

Caitlin’s hand trembled as she saw Jake’s eyes grow tellingly
dark. Now his glance was focused on her mouth, on the soft,
plump lower lip that her tongue had just innocently dampened.



 
 
 

‘What are we going to do, Caitlin?’ he asked softly, his gravelly
voice reeling her in with its disturbing undisguised intonation of
heat and sex.

‘Do about what?’
‘About us. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean. For

God’s sake, the kiss we shared the other night when I walked
you home was no innocent kiss goodnight. I got the distinct
impression that you enjoyed it as much as I did. Was I wrong?’

‘Look, I really need to go and put some clothes on. If you wait
here I’ll make us some coffee once I’m dressed and then we can
talk.’

Jake smiled. She was gazing at him as though hypnotised.
As she studied him her bewitching emerald eyes were dazzled
—glazed, almost. Whatever she felt about him, she couldn’t
deny there was a combustible attraction between them. And he
couldn’t think of another woman who had the ability to send
his pulse sky-rocketing and his libido raging with just a simple
glance.

It wasn’t just her beauty that drew him to her. There was a
refreshing innocence about Caitlin. Having met so many women
whose hunger for fame and success made them employ any
means possible to get what they wanted—his ex-wife being a case
in point—he found Caitlin was like a breath of fresh air. Jake
had never wanted a woman more in his life…wanted her with an
ache that was the sweetest agony from the moment he woke up
in the morning to when he lay down to sleep at night.



 
 
 

‘Good. Because it won’t go away,’ he continued. ‘Sooner or
later we’re going to have to deal with it.’

Caitlin’s already pink cheeks flushed even pinker. Then she
turned and fled into the bedroom to get dressed.

Sighing, Jake dropped down onto the squashy red sofa, picked
up a cushion, then angrily jettisoned it onto the floor. Just
what the hell did he think he was doing? He’d called in on her
because he’d wanted to apologise for being so uncompromising
at rehearsals, but as soon as he’d set eyes on her in that innocent
terry robe of hers he’d known immediately that she wasn’t
wearing anything underneath it. Somehow his rigidly imposed
self-control had gone out of the window and all he’d been able
to think about was how soon he could get her into bed.

He wanted to bury himself so deep inside her he’d assuage
every ache he’d ever had…hers too. Yes, he’d had the odd
one-night stand since Jodie had done the dirty on him—how
else could he satisfy a healthy libido—but nothing could have
prepared him for a hunger so primal, so insatiable, that it
threatened to consume him body and soul if it wasn’t satisfied.

Dragging his fingers through his hair, Jake slowly shook
his head. To add to his frustration Caitlin’s provocative scent
lingered in the room, tormenting him. Where was she, for
goodness’ sake? How long did it take to throw some clothes on?
Longer than it would take him to tear them off that was for sure…

Restless, he got to his feet, his long legs taking him to the
other side of the room and back again as he paced the floor. The



 
 
 

living room was ridiculously small—almost oppressively so. A
few family photos sat on the mantelpiece, along with a small glass
jar full of assorted coloured crystals.

Jake was far too distracted to examine the photographs more
closely, so he turned away to survey the rest of the room. A large
pine bookcase dominated an entire wall, and there wasn’t a shelf
on it that wasn’t crammed to bursting point with books. He barely
stole a glance at the titles he was so keyed up, but he couldn’t fail
to notice that most of the literature dwelt on self-development
or philosophy.

Had Caitlin been interested in those subjects before or after
her catastrophic relationship with the drug addict? Jake was
curious. Clearly she must have been driven to seek out some sort
of guidance after such an ordeal. Somehow he felt chastened.
Living with a drug addict and alcoholic would certainly be no
picnic. He himself had had friends and associates who’d been
drawn down a similar destructive route. He’d told Caitlin that the
music business was full of such casualties.

But she’d confessed to him that she’d lost everything,
including her home. That must surely be the reason why she was
living in this rabbit hutch. Jake would go stir crazy, living in such
a confined space. Being the grateful owner of spacious homes
in London, New York and LA—which were admittedly empty
most of the time, due to his peripatetic lifestyle—he doubted he
would manage even half as well if he had to live the way Caitlin
did. Even his room at the quaint Pilgrim’s Inn was three times



 
 
 

the size of this one.
Without realising it, his hands had curled into fists down by

his sides.
He’d remarked to her that addiction was a disease, not a

weakness, but by God he’d like just ten minutes with the jerk who’d
ripped her off so badly that she was reduced to living in two
shabby rented rooms.

‘What would you like to drink? Tea or coffee?’
Caitlin’s voice took Jake by surprise. Turning round, he avidly

noted her long shapely legs, which were encased in soft worn
denim, and the pretty pink top she’d donned, which was fastened
at the front with little pearl buttons. In her apparent haste to get
dressed the top two buttons had been left undone, inadvertently
revealing the creamy cleft between her breasts, and the arresting
sight made him catch his breath.

But she might not have left the buttons undone deliberately—
she hardly needed to resort to feminine wiles to get his attention.
All the woman had to do was glance at him with those bewitching
emerald eyes and Jake was all hers.

‘Neither,’ he answered. ‘Why don’t you just come and sit down
so we can talk?’

Caitlin acquiesced, her brows puckering when she noticed that
one of her multi-coloured cushions was lying on the floor. Inside
her chest, her heart was galloping at what felt like a worrying
breakneck speed.

When Jake had asserted that sooner or later they would have



 
 
 

to ‘deal with it’, had he been saying that it was inevitable that
they had an affair? Because if he had then he hadn’t reckoned
with her iron will. It didn’t matter how attracted she was to the
man, she wasn’t the type to jump thoughtlessly into bed with him.
Sean was the only man she’d ever been intimate with, and to be
honest it hadn’t been anything to write home about even when
she’d foolishly imagined herself in love with him.

Being a singer and a member of Blue Sky was far more
important than having a hot little affair with the band’s manager,
she told herself.

‘I was rough on you today.’ Still standing in the centre of the
room, Jake rubbed a hand round his beard-darkened jaw. ‘I feel
like I owe you an apology.’

‘Why?’
‘Because I pushed you too hard.’ He flinched as though

genuinely regretting it.
‘You don’t have to apologise. I know I’ve still got a long way

to go and I need all the help and guidance I can get. Rick says
that you’re the best, and so do the others. I’m hungry to learn,
Jake. You shouldn’t lose any sleep over the fact that you had to
yell at me a few times.’

Gritting his teeth, he silently cursed the ache in his groin that
refused to be tamped. It wasn’t the fact that he’d lost his temper
a few times that he was losing sleep over. She was sitting on her
sofa, looking about as tempting as Eve in the Garden of Eden,
and her soothing velvet voice rolled over him like honey. She



 
 
 

might not know it but she was seducing him as thoroughly as if
she sat there naked, beckoning him to come to her.

‘Are you always this reasonable?’ He quirked an eyebrow.
Although he’d apologised, he was still spoiling for an

argument—anything to defuse the sexually charged tension
between them.

‘No.’ An amused smile played at the corners of her mouth.
‘Sean used to accuse me of being unreasonable all the time.’

‘Sean?’
‘My ex-boyfriend.’
‘The drug addict.’ Jake hadn’t meant to sound cruel, but the

fact was he wasn’t in the mood to be magnanimous. A stab of
jealousy had sliced through his insides at Caitlin’s reference to
the man she’d previously been in a relationship with.

Suddenly rising to her feet, she let her fingers toy restlessly
with the little pearl buttons on her blouse. The gesture inevitably
drew his gaze.

‘Amongst other things he was a painter and decorator by trade.
Not that he was in work very often…For obvious reasons.’ Her
expression was briefly pained. ‘But, like you said, just because
he was an addict, it didn’t mean he was a bad person. He was
easily led by some unsavoury friends, that was the trouble.’

Caitlin dipped her head and Jake found himself automatically
taking a step towards her.

‘So, you were “unreasonable” because you tried to warn him
off those so-called friends?’



 
 
 

‘Yes… That and because I didn’t give him money as often as
he liked to buy his drugs. I was struggling to keep the roof over
our heads as it was. I had a lovely flat that I’d bought with a legacy
my grandmother had left me and I was eventually forced to sell it
because of Sean. He was in so much debt due to his drug habit.’

‘And where is he now?’ he asked. A million miles away, he
hoped. Outer Mongolia wouldn’t be far enough.

‘When we broke up he said he was going to London. His
brother lives there and he was going to stay with him to try and
straighten himself out. I hope for his sake he was able to. But,
that said, I’m just so glad he’s out of my life. Being with him had
me fearing for my sanity. I hardly knew who I was any more.
Sometimes I can’t believe what a fool I was to trust him and
believe that he would change. One thing’s for sure…I’ll never
give my trust so easily to a man again.’

Her emerald eyes glistened briefly and Jake swallowed hard.
He hated the idea that she wasted even a second of her time
thinking about her ex and what he had put her through.

‘Anyway, I don’t know why I’m standing here telling you all
this,’ she finished.

‘I asked you to. What about your family? Were they supportive
when they found out what was going on?’

‘My parents and my brother are in America. He moved out
there first and they followed. They’ve started up a business out
there. Anyway…’

With a shrug Caitlin briefly met his eyes and then looked



 
 
 

quickly away again.
‘I didn’t want them to worry about me so I didn’t tell them. I

made my bed and I had to lie in it. They gave me the chance of
going with them when they left but I opted not to take it. Besides,
they always taught me it was important to stand on my own two
feet, and I wasn’t going to go running to them the moment I was
in trouble. I wanted to prove to myself and to them that I could
turn my life around and be proud of myself.’

‘Whilst that’s commendable, I thought families were supposed
to help each other out when one of them was in trouble?’

‘Do yours? Help you when you’re in trouble I mean?’
Jake hadn’t expected her to turn the question on him. For a

dizzying moment he found himself awash in a sea of feelings that
he usually tried to submerge…feelings of pain, confusion and a
sickening sense of being abandoned by life.

His mouth drying, he answered, ‘No… They don’t. They can’t.
I don’t know who they are. I was raised in a children’s home.’

Caitlin’s bewitching green eyes immediately softened. ‘Oh,
Jake…I’m so sorry.’

The suggestion of concerned sympathy in her voice was like
a gun pointed straight at his heart. He immediately sought to
deflect it.

‘Don’t be. I learned very quickly not to depend on anyone
else for either my happiness or my wellbeing. I survived the
experience—that’s all you need to know. That’s all anyone needs
to know.’



 
 
 

Twisting her hands together, she took a few moments before
commenting, ‘You’ve done more than just survive, Jake. You’ve
made an amazing success of your life.’

‘Is that how it looks to you?’ The question was painfully ironic.
‘Anyway, regarding my own family, we’re…let’s just say we

respect our differences. They have their life and I have mine.’
‘You mean you haven’t told them that you’ve joined the band?’
‘I will tell them…eventually. But, just not right now.’
Jake shrugged. ‘It’s your call.’
‘You said that you learned not to depend on anyone else to

make you happy. What about romantic relationships, Jake? Have
you had maybe one or two that haven’t worked out?’

‘Who hasn’t?’
A reticent smile suggested that discussing his own experiences

was the last thing he wanted to do. It wasn’t hard to understand
why he should feel that way. Nobody welcomed talking about the
things that had hurt them. Yet Caitlin couldn’t help wanting to
know more. Despite her vow never to easily trust another man,
the idea of perhaps trusting Jake was strangely compelling. After
all, he knew what it was like to have been badly hurt by someone
and wouldn’t knowingly inflict similar hurt on someone else…
would he?

Drawing in a deep breath for courage, she asked the question
she’d been longing to hear the answer to since talking to Lia.

‘My friend Lia—the manager of the shop where I worked—
she told me that she once read in the papers that you’d been



 
 
 

married.’
As Caitlin had expected, Jake’s guard slammed down like a

portcullis. ‘Then why ask if I’ve had any relationships that haven’t
worked out? It must be obvious that my marriage didn’t, if your
friend read about it.’

He let loose an irritated sigh, but Caitlin detected weariness
in the sound, as if he was well and truly sick of the subject.

‘Presumably she also told you that my wife left me and then
sold a sordid little tale to the press?’

She flushed, feeling uncomfortably guilty. ‘Yes…she did.’
‘Then that should tell you it was hardly a match made in

heaven. My ex was a manipulative little liar…what else do you
want to know?’

‘Please don’t be so defensive. I was hoping you might tell me
your side of the story. I never read any details myself. To be
honest, I didn’t even recognise you when we first met. I don’t
often read the newspapers, and neither do I use social media very
much. I honestly won’t breathe a word of this conversation to
anyone…not even to my friend.’

‘I take it I have your word on that?’ Jake’s blue eyes were
momentarily fierce.

With her heart thudding, Caitlin nodded. ‘Of course.’
‘Her name was Jodie and she was a model who wanted to

become a pop singer. I had no idea of her ambition at the time.
Anyway, we met at a party and had a few dates. She was pretty
and engaging enough to capture my attention, and on a weekend



 
 
 

break to Rome I foolishly asked her to marry me.’
He shook his head in mocking disbelief.
‘Practically as soon as we were married she started to put

pressure on me to help her get a record deal…all the while telling
me I was the best thing that had ever happened to her and that
she was madly in love with me, of course. You’d think I would
have known better.’

He gave a harsh self-deprecating laugh before continuing.
‘She couldn’t sing, and when she realised I wasn’t going to

help further her career she started an affair with Mel Justice—
the lead guitarist of the bestselling rock band on the planet. I
was travelling in South America on business when she moved
in with him and on my return she told me she was filing for
divorce. Then, when the case came to court, she cited mental
cruelty because I’d allegedly promised to help make her a star
and I hadn’t…’

The way Jake shook his head told Caitlin everything she
needed to know about how he’d felt about that.

‘In the story she portrayed me as some kind of Svengali
who’d preyed on her naïvety and led her astray. If it hadn’t
been so painful and hadn’t ruined my reputation it would have
been funny. Anyway, with the help of a high-profile American
lawyer, courtesy of her new boyfriend, she got her divorce and
was awarded a ridiculous sum of money from me for so-called
damages. Then she married her lover and became Mrs Justice.’

Jake’s telling of the painful events was succinct and to the



 
 
 

point. But to have had his reputation sullied by Jodie’s lies and for
her to have sold her story to the newspapers because she hadn’t
got what she wanted out of him must have seriously shattered
his belief in relationships. Sighing, Caitlin tucked some drifting
strands of hair behind her ear.

Relieved to have done with his story, Jake moved across to
the sofa to join her. Breathing out on a sigh, he gently touched
his knuckles to the side of her cheek. As soon as he’d done it he
knew he was lost.

Even though he’d kissed her, touching Caitlin was still a
revelation. Her skin had the texture of the purest silk. An erotic
image of her lying naked in his bed, her slender limbs tangled
in black satin sheets, her eyes dark with desire and her skin
flushed pink with arousal, slipped easily into his mind to taunt
him even more. He wanted to touch her everywhere. He wouldn’t
rush. He’d take his time and savour every inch of her beautiful
body, every flavour. Was she uninhibitedly vocal? Or would she
whimper gently when he brought her to climax?

‘Anyway, I think I’ve said enough. Thanks for telling me about
Sean. I hope it hasn’t upset you too much?’ It didn’t surprise him
when his voice sounded less than steady.

‘It hasn’t. I’m fine.’ Caitlin willed herself to move, to put
herself out of reach of his seductive touch and wrest her gaze
from the haunting blue eyes that made her feel so restless and
hungry.

She burned for him. Could Jake see that? Could he tell? If she



 
 
 

was going to make her dream come true she couldn’t afford to let
him know just how much she desired him. Becoming intimately
involved with Jake Sorenson would be a disaster personally
and professionally. Somehow she had to play it cool…for both
their sakes. They were both recovering from seriously hurtful
relationships and, if nothing else, they should exercise some
common sense.

‘I’m just very tired.’ Faking a yawn, Caitlin surprised herself
by following it up with a genuine one.

Jake immediately got to his feet. Planting his hands either side
of his straight lean hips, he nodded. ‘I almost forgot how late it
was.’

He should be glad of the excuse to leave. He didn’t dare risk
staying for much longer because being with Caitlin was putting an
impossible strain on him to stick to his vow to leave well alone.

‘I know we haven’t discussed the situation we’ve got but that
will have to wait. At the end of the day, the band is the first
priority. I’ll see you tomorrow at rehearsals. Three o’clock, usual
place.’

‘I’ll be there.’ Caitlin pushed to her feet.
‘Good. I’ll see myself out. Don’t come down.’
Following him onto the landing, Caitlin felt every muscle in

her body tense as she stared at his back, at the soft leather jacket
that accommodated his broad shoulders to perfection, at his long,
hard-muscled legs and taut, lean behind. A wave of heat rolled
over her and almost made her lose her balance. She’d never ogled



 
 
 

a man in her life before, but there was something about Jake
Sorenson that made her behave out of character…something
wild and untamed.

She’d stared down into a yawning abyss of darkness many
times during those two hellish years with Sean, and had lost
count of the times she’d prayed for her life to be ‘normal’. But,
in truth, she’d always known that she could never be content
with a conventional nine-to-five existence. She needed more than
that…much more. That was why she’d shown up for the audition
with Blue Sky. That was why she was willing to kiss goodbye to
the sleepy little village that had been her home and that was why
she wanted to take her chances with Jake and the others…

‘Jake?’
Coming to a standstill at the bottom of the stairs, he glanced

up at her. As she stared back into his fathomless blue eyes Caitlin
mused that it was like falling into the sky.

‘Thanks for dropping by and for…for our little chat.’
‘No problem.’
Conveying that he was in a hurry, Jake abruptly opened the

door and slammed it shut behind him.
CHAPTER FIVE
THE BLAST OF A car horn sounding right outside her front

door made Caitlin jump. In the throes of getting ready for her
evening out, she glanced at the clock on the mantel and saw that
it was later than she’d thought.

Softly cursing, she yanked her hairbrush roughly through her
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sable hair, then quickly painted her lips with the new plum shade
of lipstick she’d bought. Her hand was a little unsteady as she
applied it and, to make matters even worse, she decided that
the colour was a little too dramatic for her liking. But she was
just going to have to grin and bear it. She was already feeling
tense at the distinct possibility of being chastised yet again for
lateness. That would make it the third time this week and it might
just be the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as Jake was
concerned.

Hurriedly snatching her leather jacket off the couch and
pulling it on, she grabbed her purse, shoved it into a pocket and
flew down the steep, narrow staircase as if the hounds of hell
themselves were after her. Her breath hitched as she hurried
towards the ominous-looking black Jeep, its engine running.

Jake leaned across and pushed open the passenger door. ‘Hi,’
he greeted her.

His expression didn’t give much away, and it couldn’t help but
increase the overall sense of trepidation that Caitlin was feeling.
They were going to see a band tonight and would be spending
a large amount of time together…alone. She didn’t doubt the
experience was going to be a real test for them both.

‘Hi.’ There were three seats in the front of the vehicle and she
automatically sat next to the window and slammed the door shut.

‘I want you next to me.’
‘What?’
The slow burning heat from Jake’s gaze almost scorched



 
 
 

Caitlin where she sat. He didn’t embellish the comment. He
didn’t have to. They both knew only too well why he wanted
her to sit closer to him. Could day resist following night? She’d
have loved to have had a handy reason with which to refuse him,
but her mind was worryingly bereft of anything helpful as his
arresting blue eyes entrapped hers.

With thumping heart she murmured, ‘Feeling lonely, are we?’
Then, before he could reply, she somehow found herself sitting
in the luxuriously upholstered leather seat next to his.

His lips lifted in a grin.
‘Not any more.’
‘Well, I’m glad that I’ve made you happy.’ Her dark hair

brushed against her reddened cheekbone as she bent to buckle
her seatbelt. ‘For once.’

Chuckling, Jake put the car into gear and steered it smoothly
away from the kerb. It should have reassured her that he seemed
to be in a particularly good mood tonight, but it didn’t make
things any easier. Not when she was already gripped by the
familiar disturbing waves of disorientation and desire that seemed
to be inevitable whenever they were together. And all day that
combustible kiss they’d shared when he’d walked her home from
the pub had played over and over in her mind.

Their attraction for each other had been growing stronger
and stronger. It only needed the tiniest spark to turn it into a
conflagration. It was made even more acute now, by the intimate
space they shared in the car.



 
 
 

Caitlin couldn’t help stealing a covetous glance at Jake as he
drove. True to form, he was clothed in his habitual black, with no
apparent concessions to dressing up for their night out—although
he didn’t need to wear fancy clothes to draw a woman’s eye. Not
when he exuded charisma simply by breathing. Add to that, he
had the intriguing persona of a man who’d been around musicians
for most of his life and had seen it all…group bust-ups, wrecked
hotel rooms, drink, drugs, groupies and corrupt management…
and had lived to tell the tale. Jake had been there, done that, and
worn the T-shirt.

Sighing, Caitlin smoothed her hand down over her jeans and
couldn’t help wondering what people would see in her when she
finally took to the stage to sing. Would they quickly categorise
her as just another starstruck wannabe? A wide-eyed innocent
without much experience of anything at all? If they did, then
they couldn’t be more wrong. How could they know the narrow
escape she’d had from the kind of destructive relationship that
most mothers of daughters had nightmares about? Consequently,
she was far from ignorant about the pitfalls that awaited girls who
were too trusting, who kidded themselves that they could ‘fix’
a partner’s problems simply by loving them enough. Caitlin had
found to her cost that that was one of the biggest lies believed by
women.

Jake must have sensed her shudder and he turned his head in
surprise. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine.’



 
 
 

Obviously deciding not to pander to any sense of insecurity
she might be feeling, he drawled, ‘I trust your clothes aren’t going
to turn into rags if I don’t get you home by midnight?’

He was, of course, referring to her habit of turning in early
if she could. Caitlin’s cheeks seared pink with embarrassment.
Early nights free from anxiety had been denied her in the days
when she’d waited up for Sean, praying he hadn’t got himself into
more trouble. If she’d had a pound for every prayer she’d uttered
in those two harsh, unhappy years she’d be a rich woman.

When he hadn’t come home when expected Caitlin had hoped
the police hadn’t got him in a cell somewhere, or that some drug
dealer he owed money to hadn’t beaten him up, or worse. When
he’d lied to her yet again, let her down or stolen money from
her, she’d prayed hard for the strength to cope—still foolishly
believing that she could somehow rescue him from the dark road
he’d been intent on travelling down. But when he’d started to
bully her, threaten her and finally hit her, she’d dug deep for the
strength to end the relationship before it ended her.

The bottom line was she wasn’t about to apologise to Jake
for something that had been an important part of her emotional
recovery, no matter how much he scorned her early nights.

‘There’s about as much likelihood of that as you turning into
Prince Charming any time soon,’ she muttered.

To her astonishment, she actually detected a smile on Jake’s
lips. It was only slight, and a less sensitive person might have
missed it, but she was so intimately attuned to the man’s every



 
 
 

unconscious gesture and nuance she couldn’t help but be aware
of it. It did funny things to her insides that ‘almost’ smile of his,
not to mention other sensitive areas of her body…

Pursing her lips, she stared determinedly ahead of her as
a sudden fierce shower of rain sheeted the windscreen’s glass,
temporarily obliterating the view until Jake switched on the
wipers.

‘And there was I, hoping we’d get a clear night with a romantic
moon and starlight,’ he quipped.

‘Is that really what you were hoping for?’
Lifting a shoulder, he smiled again, this time more freely.

‘Why? You don’t think I have it in me to be romantic?’
The remark immediately threw her.
‘How would I know? I don’t know you well enough.’
‘Then it’s clearly time for me to do something about that, don’t

you think?’
He didn’t turn his head to look at her. The provocative words

were simply left hanging in the air between them, like a small
but lethal incendiary device.

Urgently feeling the need to change the conversation to
something far less dangerous, Caitlin asked, ‘So, who’s the band
we’re going to see tonight? You didn’t tell me.’

‘They’re called Ace of Hearts. The lead singer is Nikki Drake
and I’d really like you to see her. She isn’t what you might call
the best singer in the world, but what she lacks in vocal range she
more than makes up for in her performance. It’s electrifying. She



 
 
 

lives and breathes the band and it shows.’
‘And you’re hoping that I might pick up a few tips?’
The rain ceased as suddenly as it had started, and as the wipers

squeaked redundantly across the screen Jake’s brief azure glance
at Caitlin was like a heat-seeking missile that went straight to her
womb.

‘Sure,’ he answered.
Jake was amazed that he’d even got the word out. Whenever

he caught sight of Caitlin’s bewitching face—whether by design
or by accident—he was all but struck dumb. Ever since he’d
kissed her he’d been filled with an insatiable desire to know her
intimately. As far as he was concerned, not having to share her
company with anyone else tonight was like being given the keys
to heaven.

For a man that prided himself on always being in control of
situations, his feelings for this woman were unravelling him. If he
didn’t act soon to counteract the danger then the walls he’d built
around his heart, brick by brick, would come crashing down and
render him helpless. Whilst he would do everything in his power
not to let that happen, there was no reason why he shouldn’t take
Caitlin to bed to help get her out of his system…was there?

‘Do you know her well? Nikki Drake, I mean?’ she probed.
Hearing the curiosity in her voice, Jake smiled. He smiled

because he detected the unspoken question that she really wanted
to ask, which was How well do you know her? Although he’d
never been remotely attracted to Nikki, he couldn’t help but



 
 
 

experience a certain male satisfaction at the idea that Caitlin
might be a little jealous.

‘I know her well enough. But then, I know a lot of people in
my business,’ he drawled.

Not for the first time Caitlin realised that Jake was a man
of few words. But, whatever he said, there was always a wealth
of meaning behind it that often required some serious detective
work. Then again, perhaps she should just go with the flow
and not worry too much about what he meant. Jake was Jake:
enigmatic, taciturn, not giving an inch. She’d better get used to it
if she was going to make a half decent job of working with him.

But what she wouldn’t give for him to one day speak about her
in the same admiring way that he spoke about Nikki Drake…
She was feeling ridiculously jealous of the woman when she
hadn’t even seen her or heard her sing yet.

‘Then I can’t wait to see her,’ she remarked, hoping that the
amiable smile she gave would convince him that she meant it.

* * *
There wasn’t a single gaze in the room that wasn’t trained on

the sexy strutting singer onstage. A small shapely blonde, her blue
eyes heavily outlined with thick black liner, her generous mouth
painted with bold red lipstick, Nikki Drake held the mike as if
she owned it and commanded the small raised stage with every
sexy thrust of her hips, every husky note that she sang.

Her slender body was encased in tight black satin and a wide
scarlet belt was cinched tightly round her impossibly tiny waist.



 
 
 

Her creamy breasts were clearly enhanced by the loving support
of a daring uplift bra Sex on legs, as her friend Lia might say.

The performance was riveting. While the music throbbed
around them Caitlin experienced an adrenaline rush like nothing
she’d ever experienced before at a live concert. Was this how Jake
wanted her to look? Commanding, sexy, wearing tight, hard-to-
breathe-in clothing specifically designed to highlight every curve,
every undulation? Unashamedly putting everything she had on
show?

Her throat was dry from the combined heat of wall-to-wall
people crammed into a space not much bigger than a living room.
Taking a hasty sip of her rum and Coke, with the ice in the
glass already melted to slivers, Caitlin almost jumped out of her
skin when Jake moved up behind her. Her senses reeled with
shock when his lean, hard body was all of a sudden on intimate
terms with her back, his denim-clad thighs carelessly brushing
the backs of hers as his warm, bourbon-laced breath drifted
tantalisingly over her hair. Caitlin went rigid.

‘What do you think?’ he asked, and the husky timbre of his
voice did seriously X-rated things to her body, draining her limbs
of all their strength in the process.

‘About—about what?’ She could barely squeeze the words
past her throat.

‘About Nikki and the band of course. What did you think I
meant?’

Jake’s amused smile was almost tangible. She didn’t need to



 
 
 

see it to know that he was taking great pleasure in teasing her.
She was suddenly grateful for the dim lighting and the intimate
proximity of the other bodies around her, because she didn’t want
him to see that her face was burning.

‘She’s very good. They’re all very talented. I’m really enjoying
the music,’ she told him.

‘Without a doubt you’re a better singer,’ Jake responded. ‘All
we have to do now is find the right image for you.’

‘As long as you don’t expect me to pour myself into tight black
satin. I’ll definitely draw the line at that.’

To bolster her flagging courage, Caitlin tipped up her glass
and drained the entire contents of the drink that remained. Her
head swam a little as the alcohol hit home, but it was as nothing
compared to the dizziness she was already experiencing with
Jake getting closer by the second.

‘I think we should go for something more classy. Sexy…but
classy.’

His hand drifted over her hip to settle on her waist, his fingers
deliberately sliding across the thin silk of the white camisole she
wore beneath her jacket. Caitlin almost stopped breathing.

When she lifted her hand, ostensibly to move his away, his
fingers caught hers and trapped them possessively. The words
she’d started to form were suddenly obliterated as she closed
her mouth, shut her eyes and sensed Jake press even closer. A
tremulous shudder went through her as he brushed her hair aside
and planted a devastatingly erotic kiss on the sensitive juncture



 
 
 

between her shoulder and neck.
The unexpected caress went straight to her core and almost

made her whimper with pleasure. It was as though he had
branded her. Beneath the flimsy fabric of her strapless bra her
nipples turned rigid and achy and her legs turned seriously weak.
Thank God for the music and the crowd, because if they’d been
alone right then Caitlin was certain her defences against such a
passionate assault on her senses would have been zero.

Desperately needing to regain her composure, she
straightened and turned round to face Jake. But the message
his compelling blue eyes were conveying drove every coherent
thought in her head straight out again.

‘Don’t. Please don’t.’
Even as she softly uttered the words she thought they didn’t

make sense. She made no sense. Half plea, half whisper, they
were carried away by the hypnotic beat of the music, by the
laughter of the couple standing next to them, a young man with
his arms firmly round his pretty Titian-haired girlfriend as they
swayed together to the music.

‘Please don’t what?’ Jake caught her hand and unhesitatingly
drew her in tight to his chest.

Such eyes he had, Caitlin thought feverishly…piercing blue-
grey, like mist swirling over a storm-ravaged sea…

Holding Caitlin against him was the most exquisite pleasure
bordering on pain that Jake had ever experienced. Her soft yet
slender curves fitted his embrace as though she’d been made for



 
 
 

just that purpose.
The sound of the throbbing music, the approving cheers of

the audience, the chink of glasses from the bar and the soporific
scent of incense that hung over them like a heady cloud—they
all faded away, leaving Jake with nothing but his overwhelming
need for the woman in front of him.

His desire to make Caitlin his own in the most primal way a
man and a woman could consummate their lust was testing him
to the very limit. Already he was hurtling close to the edge of that
self-imposed control. He knew he shouldn’t want her so much.
Professionally, it had disaster written all over it, and personally
he wasn’t ready to trust a woman. After what Jodie had done trust
didn’t come easily. Both those reasons should make him stay well
clear.

With a supreme test of will, Jake slid his hands up to Caitlin’s
shoulders, where he briefly let them linger. Then he gently but
firmly moved her away. Her eyes instantly registered surprise and
confusion and Jake cursed himself for torturing them both.

‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he murmured.
Caitlin bit her lip and inclined her head in a brief nod. Then

she turned back to watch the band, crossing her arms over her
chest as if to protect herself. Her beautiful hair cascaded down
her back like the most luxurious black silk and Jake ached with
every fibre of his being to reach out and touch it. He had been
captivated by women before, but not like this—never like this.

What he needed right now was another drink. He’d have to



 
 
 

be careful not to exceed the limit, because he was driving, and
even another drink would be no consolation for his present sexual
frustration. Sensibly, he decided against it. Instead, he stayed put
to watch the band and decide which elements of the performance
he could point out to Caitlin that might help her when the time
came for her to make her debut with Blue Sky.

* * *
‘Hey, that was good. Where did you learn to play guitar like

that?’
Mike Casey sat cross-legged on the living room floor,

barefooted and tousled-haired, his guitar resting easily against
his thighs. His brown eyes regarded Caitlin in admiration. She’d
just given him a personal rendition of a well-known singer’s most
iconic track, with all its attendant complicated chord changes and
a few innovative ones of her own. He wondered if Jake or Rick
had heard her play yet, because Caitlin didn’t just play a ‘little’, as
she’d modestly confessed at her audition. The woman knew her
way round a guitar as if the instrument were a natural extension
of her own graceful hands.

Setting down her guitar to take a sip from the soft drink Mike
had given her, she answered, ‘I had lessons when I was younger.
I pestered my mum for them until she got sick of me asking and
conceded. She really wanted me to learn the piano, so I made a
compromise and agreed to learn that too.’ She grinned. ‘After a
while I stopped having the lessons and basically taught myself.’

She shrugged, not wanting to make a big deal about her ability.



 
 
 

Her reasons for learning to play both instruments had always
been purely self-motivated. The plain truth of the matter was that
her music and her books had kept her sane whenever life had
threatened to get a little less dependable and reliable—like when
her parents had announced they were leaving the country to join
her brother Phil in America.

Phil was the ‘blue-eyed boy’ who, in their eyes, could do no
wrong. An old familiar twinge of resentment surfaced but Caitlin
quickly squashed it. At the time her sense of abandonment had
been acute and music had been her only solace—an anchor in
a world where nothing had made sense any more. She’d often
wondered if that was why she had hooked up with someone like
Sean. He’d entered her life when she’d been feeling especially
low and he’d charmed her with his boyish smile, amusing jokes
and the sense that he was a bit of rebel. She, poor fool, had lapped
up his attention as though she’d been marooned on a desert island
for years without seeing a single soul.

Mike was thoughtful. There was a real buzz of excitement in
the pit of his belly when he thought about Caitlin and what she
could potentially bring to the table for the band. Not only had
they found themselves an amazing singer, but he’d discovered
another musician he could harmonise with as well. There was no
doubt in his mind that they could be a great team. The girl was
worth her weight in gold.

‘What you did just now was more than “good”, Caitlin. You
really know how to play.’



 
 
 

‘Thanks.’ Her smile was shy, but appreciative. After last
night’s humiliating little encounter with Jake as they were
watching the band she definitely welcomed a boost to her morale
this morning.

God, she’d made such a fool of herself. Her heart thudded and
slowed at the memory. It had been a bad mistake to let him see
how much she wanted him. Not that she’d had much choice in
the matter, when her body had seemed to have an agenda all of
its own…

But then afterwards, when he had dropped her home to her
flat after a near silent car journey filled with the most electrifying
tension, Jake had confused her yet again when he’d insisted on
accompanying her to her door and waiting until she’d got safely
inside. There had been no sign of his earlier rejection at the
concert.

The man was a genuine enigma and no mistake. Yet Caitlin
understood why he had to put the band first. He wouldn’t
jeopardise Blue Sky’s chances by having a meaningless fling with
their new lead singer. Not that any association with Jake, however
brief, could ever be meaningless…

‘Have you had the chance to learn the two new songs I gave
you?’ Mike asked, his glance flicking interestedly over the pretty
white gypsy-style blouse she was wearing with faded blue jeans.

‘After I got home from the gig I was up most of last night
working on them,’ Caitlin told him, suppressing a yawn. She
carefully withdrew a folded sheet of paper from her jeans pocket.



 
 
 

‘Do you want to give them a try?’
‘Sure. That would be great.’ Picking up his guitar again, Mike

started to tune it.
The unexpected sound of a ring on the doorbell interrupted

him and he broke off to spring nimbly to his feet. During his
absence Caitlin took the opportunity to lean back against the
edge of the pink velour couch behind her, stretch out her legs and
idly finger her guitar strings. As much as she wanted and needed
to learn the songs, it had probably not been the most sensible
thing to do to stay up long into the early hours trying to master
them. What she wouldn’t give for a long lie-down…

Her eyes drifting closed, she was just wondering how on earth
she was going to get through the rest of the day when the sense
that she had company alerted her. She looked up to find Jake
staring down at her. He had a disconcerting glint in his eye that
made Caitlin shiver helplessly, and she hastily sat up to drape
her arm protectively across her guitar. What had she done wrong
now?

‘Hi.’ It wasn’t easy to sound casual when all she could think
about was what had happened between them at the gig. But
straight away Jake was all business.

‘You’re giving rehearsals a miss this afternoon. We’re going
out,’ he declared.

Dazedly, she answered, ‘We are?’
Mike had come back into the room behind him and her gaze

swung from his to Mike’s and back again.



 
 
 

‘Not Mike,’ Jake qualified firmly. ‘Just you and me. I’m taking
you shopping.’

‘But I don’t want to go shopping.’ Caitlin didn’t even pause to
wonder what for. All she knew was that she was in no fit condition
to trudge round some overheated shopping mall—with or without
Jake.

‘This has got to be a first. A woman who doesn’t like
shopping? Where have you been all my life?’ Mike joked.

But Jake didn’t look remotely amused. His handsome
countenance was as implacable as usual. In his black leather coat
and blue jeans, his square jaw fashionably unshaven, he looked
as if he was in no mood to entertain an argument, no matter how
convincing or passionate. Caitlin tensed.

‘Get your coat,’ he ordered.
‘But Mike and I were just—’
‘I’m not interested. I just want you to get your coat and be

quick about it. I don’t want this to take any longer than it has to.’
He had a nerve! It was at Jake’s suggestion the previous night

that Caitlin had come round to Mike’s to get some guitar practice
in.

‘You can’t just walk in here and tell me what to do.’ She
defiantly stayed where she was, even though her heart was
beating like a jackhammer. Blue Sky’s lead guitarist was staring
down at his feet as if they were suddenly the most interesting
sight in the world. No moral support there, she thought irritably.

‘I thought I’d just done exactly that.’ Lifting a mocking



 
 
 

eyebrow, Jake was unimpressed. ‘Now, if you want to continue
to be a member of this band, I’d seriously consider doing what
you’re told and being quick about it. We’re driving to London,
and at this rate we won’t get there before one o’clock. That hardly
gives us enough time.’

‘Enough time for what?’
Clearly mad at him, Caitlin finally got to her feet, gripping

her precious guitar by its neck as if it was Jake’s neck she’d
like to throttle. Her pretty face was flushed with emotion, her
bewitching emerald eyes spitting fire, and in that instant Jake
experienced a longing for her so deep that it hurt.

He knew he was only being short-tempered because he was
furious with himself for wanting her so badly. Tough. Life could
be unfair like that. If there had been the remotest possibility that
they could find another singer even half as good as Caitlin, then
he would seriously have considered letting her go. The band and
Rick would undoubtedly give him hell but, damn it, if it was a
choice between confronting their rage and losing his sanity then
he knew which one he’d plump for.

The sheets on his bed had been a crumpled mess when he’d
woken this morning. If he’d slept two hours he’d be surprised. It
had been a hell of a long time since any woman had got Jake in
such a stew—not since Jodie, and that had been six years ago.
But even at the height of his attraction to Jodie it had never been
like this. This mindless, helpless, heated longing that he felt for
Caitlin was driving him slowly crazy.



 
 
 

If she had been any other woman but Blue Sky’s new lead
singer he wouldn’t have hesitated in succumbing to his carnal
desires. But Caitlin Ryan was strictly off-limits. Hadn’t he said
so to himself when he’d first heard her sing?

‘Jake?’ When he didn’t immediately reply, but levelled his
compelling blue gaze straight at her in warning, Caitlin had to
suppress the worrying impulse to leave, to put herself out of the
line of fire. Why was he so furious with her? What had she done
to make him so disagreeable?

‘You need some clothes,’ he explained grudgingly. ‘Working
clothes. The band plays its first date in London next week and
we need to kit you out. I’ve arranged to meet a stylist I’ve worked
with for years…someone I trust who will help guide you. Her
name is Ronnie. Rick has had to drive up north on business, so
today’s a good opportunity to sort things out. Now, go and get
your coat…please.’

Driving a weary hand through his tousled mane, Jake looked
as if his patience was being sorely tested. In the meantime,
Caitlin’s mind was racing. He was taking her to buy clothes? That
would mean she’d have to parade herself in front of him, not
to mention this stylist, whilst getting hot and bothered, trying
on garments in cramped changing rooms and no doubt feeling
woefully inadequate when something didn’t look right or didn’t
fit.

Was it really necessary that he go with her? And did she really
need a professional stylist to help her choose the right clothes?



 
 
 

Couldn’t Jake simply trust her own judgement as far as dressing
herself went?

One look into that arrogant male visage and she had her
answer. She could stand there and argue until they got old and
Jake would still insist on going with her.

‘I hate and detest shopping,’ she said, before turning on her
heel and grabbing her coat off the back of the pink velour
armchair. ‘And if you think for one second that I’m pouring
myself into some horrible skin-tight catsuit for the sake of this
band then you’ve got another think coming!’

And with that she shouldered angrily past Jake out into the
hallway—but not before suffering the added indignity of hearing
the two men she’d left behind chuckling between them in some
ancient patronising ritual of amused male bonding.

CHAPTER SIX
JAKE COULDN’T REMEMBER the last time he’d had so

much fun. Nor could he remember his inflamed libido being
put under such torturous conditions in an even longer time. An
obliging assistant—a skinny little redhead, with pansy-blue eyes
and freckles—had thoughtfully supplied him with a comfy chair
while Ronnie, the dependable stylist, selected several items of
clothing from the rails and at regular intervals handed them to
Caitlin to try on.

As she disappeared in and out of the changing room, trying
on various different outfits, her expression veered alternately
from plain put upon to seriously contemplating doing him some
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damage. The funny thing was, even when she was scowling
at him, Caitlin was prettier and sexier than any other woman
he could think of. So, although their little shopping trip had
a serious purpose, it was also providing Jake with some royal
entertainment.

‘You didn’t tell me this would be one of the easiest assignments
you’ve ever given me, Jake. This girl is an absolute dream to
dress!’ The fashionable and gamine stylist curved her scarlet-
painted lips with pleasure as she dropped down beside Jake. ‘I
mean, I’ve dressed some of the best female recording artists in
the world, and all I can tell you is if she sings as good as she
looks…’

‘She does,’ he assured her laconically. Then, with a sigh, he
added, ‘Whether you’re a record producer or the manager of
a band, singers like Caitlin come along once in a lifetime…if
you’re lucky.’

‘Then one thing’s for sure, my friend,’ Ronnie said, knowingly
patting his knee. ‘The rest of the music industry will be quaking
in their boots—because without a doubt this amazing find of
yours is definitely going to put you back in the game…with bells
on!’

And on that note, as if on cue, with an impatient swish of
the changing room curtain Caitlin suddenly appeared before
them wearing red faux leather jeans cut low on the hip and a
sheer white chiffon blouse that had a lacy frill edging the cuffs.
And, because the diaphanous blouse revealed so much more



 
 
 

than it concealed, Jake was treated to the captivating sight of
her luscious breasts crammed into a flimsy white lace bra that
appeared barely equipped to contain them. He also saw that she
had a deeply sexy belly button that put him in mind of a harem
and long, hot desert nights…

With her arms akimbo, she glanced first at Ronnie, then
at him, and her bewitching green eyes clearly proclaimed her
disdain.

‘I hope you’re both satisfied. In my opinion, I look utterly
ridiculous in this outfit.’ Flicking back her shining dark hair in a
huff, Caitlin flushed, her apple cheeks growing even pinker.

When Ronnie would have gone across to reassure her, Jake
immediately rose to his feet to take charge.

‘Let me,’ he told her meaningfully, lowering his voice.
He made his way over to his new protégée.
‘Believe me, you look anything but ridiculous.’
A heated injection of pure carnal pleasure pulsed through him

as he came face to face with Caitlin’s arrestingly beautiful gaze.
His blood had been simmering since she had got into the car with
him outside Mike’s place and, as entertaining and necessary as it
was, this little fashion parade wasn’t helping.

Everything about the woman was driving him wild…her
scent, her beautiful emerald eyes, that gorgeous long black hair of
hers, and even the endearing little habit she had of chewing down
on her lower lip when she was feeling overwhelmed or anxious.
As for her figure… Ever since he had seen it he’d been thanking



 
 
 

God he was born a man. It was a shame they were in one of his
stylist’s favourite fashion houses or he might have demonstrated
his appreciation a little more graphically.

‘Well, I’m not going on stage looking like this. I haven’t
become a singer for people to ogle me. If you like the outfit so
much, why don’t you wear it and be done with it!’

Caitlin stepped towards Jake as if she’d like to wipe the smile
right off his face with a slap. Towering over her, he immediately
closed the gap between them and made himself slowly breathe
out.

‘Calm down. You’re getting all hot and bothered for nothing.’
Hot and bothered didn’t begin to describe how Jake was feeling.

God knew he was making a supreme effort to corral his aroused
feelings, but it was damn near impossible with Caitlin huffing
and pink-cheeked in front of him, her luscious breasts rising and
falling with every breath that she took.

‘Ronnie and I just wanted you to try a few different looks. It
doesn’t mean you have to go with anything that doesn’t feel right.
Ultimately it’s your decision.’

Jake’s reassurance effectively took the wind out of Caitlin’s
sails. She hadn’t meant to be deliberately obstructive, but
appearing in revealing clothing in front of anyone, let alone
Jake, wasn’t something that came remotely easy to her. It wasn’t
anyone’s fault that she was so insecure about her body, but she
was. She’d often been teased as a child for being ‘chubby’, and
even though she knew rationally that she was in good shape now



 
 
 

she guessed that the hurt of being picked on and singled out
because of her appearance had never quite left her.

But maybe this was her chance to overcome her insecurities
and act differently for once. In any case, the least she could do
was have a sense of humour about the proceedings. The fact was,
she was a singer in a rock band and people would expect her to
look the part…even to look sexy.

Cringing at the thought, she suddenly found herself unable to
meet Jake’s glance directly. He was so arresting, from the top of
his tousled dark hair and the haunting chiselled perfection of his
face to the tips of his feet in his stylish worn leather boots. In
his long leather coat, with tight jeans and a midnight-blue shirt
opened casually at the neck, he wore his clothes as if he didn’t
give a damn…which made it all the more challenging for Caitlin,
knowing she regularly had to face him.

‘I don’t like wearing this kind of revealing clothing. I’m just
not comfortable dressing to show off my body,’ she admitted
quietly. And because she was feeling vulnerable, every cell
vibrating with the tension of being so intimately scrutinised,
she folded her arms across her chest, only too aware that Jake’s
heated blue gaze kept dipping helplessly to that area.

‘Why?’ Nonplussed, he shook his head. ‘Tell me what’s going
on in your head that makes you feel embarrassed about revealing
such a God-given asset? Because that’s what it is, Caitlin.’

His glance momentarily flicked towards the elegant and
manicured Ronnie, who sat waiting patiently for him to finish



 
 
 

before coming over to join them and give her opinion.
‘It’s not easy to explain,’ Caitlin answered.
Jake turned back to her to give her his full attention. Taking

up where he’d left off, he remarked, ‘You’re beautiful, Caitlin.
If I gave you a bin liner to wear you’d still look stunning. Why
don’t you just enjoy being young, having the freedom to dress a
little outrageously?’

‘It’s all right for a man to come out with that, isn’t it?’ Furiously
twining her hair behind her ear, Caitlin glared. ‘Women don’t
leave men just because they get older. Even nowadays, when
you’d think we would have got a little bit more enlightened,
older men are labelled “interesting” or “experienced” while the
complete reverse is applied to women.’

An amused smile twitched at the corners of Jake’s lips.
Caitlin paused. Maybe she was overreacting. After all, surely

he had a point—she should take advantage of being young and
free and go wild. Still, his sentiment had struck a nerve. Was
Jake the kind of man who would leave a woman just because
she was getting older or had put on weight? The music industry
was hardly known for nurturing healthy relationships, was it? Not
when everything seemed to be dominated by image these days.

The pop charts were littered with pretty young things with
average talent and attractive bodies who had their five minutes
of fame and then disappeared. But, as far as relationships went,
it didn’t mean that she couldn’t fantasise about one day finding
a man who wanted to stay with her come what may. It was



 
 
 

just a shame that Jake Sorenson clearly wasn’t and never could
be that man. He might be attracted to her because he admired
the ‘packaging’, but that was all it was: a passing meaningless
attraction that would no doubt blow itself out as soon as he’d
taken her to bed…if she let him.

The thought made her heart slam against her ribs.
‘Don’t paint all us men with the same brush.’ Reaching out his

hand, Jake gently loosed the glossy strand of hair that Caitlin had
tucked behind her ear and watched it glance against her cheek as
it fell silkily down to her shoulder. ‘I sincerely hope I’m not as
shallow as you seem to think I am. When you get past the physical
attraction, I’m quite aware there’s got to be something deeper and
more compelling to keep both parties in a relationship interested.
If I found a woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with I’d
never let her go…no matter what happened.’

Jake’s arresting blue eyes were regarding her so intently that
Caitlin felt the imprint of his gaze resonate deep inside her.
Along with the heartfelt words he’d expressed, his intensely
examining glance shook and unravelled her. It made her body
burn and her heart race. It stirred a longing in her for things that
she knew could never be.

‘This is the last outfit Ronnie gave me to try on. I think I’ll go
and get changed now. I suddenly feel quite cold.’

Despite the intimacy that Jake had woven round them, the
harsh cold reality of the situation suddenly doused the heat that
had all but drowned her just a moment ago. Caitlin was beginning



 
 
 

to care too much for Jake and that was dangerous.
Turning away, she rubbed briskly at the chilled flesh on her

arms in the diaphanous blouse, and was taken aback when he
moved swiftly behind her and turned her firmly back round to
face him.

‘That first outfit you tried on…the purple velvet top and the
long black skirt with the chain belt? That looked great. Shall we
go with that for starters?’

A muscle flexed in the side of his lean jaw. The outfit he’d
described was one of her favourites, too. It seemed that they
agreed on something after all.

‘Okay.’
‘And, by the way, we’re not going straight home after this.

We’re going back to Ronnie’s place for a while, then I’m
taking you to a club. We’ll eat dinner there and enjoy some
entertainment.’

He was taking her to a club? What was that all about?
‘Why didn’t you mention this before? What kind of club?’
Jake’s expression remained as inscrutable as ever, yet he

definitely had a twinkle in his eye. Caitlin frowned. What on
earth was the man up to?

‘I wanted it to be a surprise,’ he drawled. ‘Hopefully an
enjoyable one.’

‘I’ve hardly got the right clothes with me to go out for the
evening…especially to a club. Can’t we leave it for another
night?’



 
 
 

Ignoring her hopeful plea, he clenched his jaw and firmly
shook his head.

‘Sorry, but you’re not going to wriggle out of this one. Trust
me. Tonight will be just what you need. As for not having the
right clothes—why don’t you pick out one of the outfits you were
looking at to wear? You can get ready at Ronnie’s.’

‘Those outfits are ludicrously expensive, Jake! I can’t afford
—’

‘I’m footing the bill. You can have anything you like—and I
mean anything. Think of it as a gift.’

More than a little overwhelmed by his unexpected generosity,
she was almost lost for words. ‘Well…I mean, that’s very kind of
you, but just what kind of place is this club you’re taking me to?’

He smiled one of his maddening sexy smiles that could stop
a woman in her tracks in less than a heartbeat and said, ‘It’s
classy…very classy. That’s all you need to know.’

‘Let me help you to choose something. Jake has told me where
you’ll be going and I know the perfect outfit. We’ll also need to
accessorise you with shoes and jewellery to complete the look.’

The fragrant Ronnie was suddenly at her side and, whilst
Caitlin had plenty of reservations about being kitted out for an
evening out with Jake somewhere ‘classy’, she sensed that any
more attempts at wriggling out of the night’s events would be a
waste of energy.

* * *
In the sumptuous mirrored enclave of the exclusive members-



 
 
 

only jazz club, frequented not just by aficionados but by many
well-known celebrities from the worlds of music and film, Jake
sat opposite Caitlin at a beautifully laid dining table and thanked
the gods for giving him a legitimate excuse simply to sit and gaze
at her.

Ronnie had helped select the perfect outfit for her tonight. The
powers of the ‘little black dress’ should never be underestimated,
she’d told him knowledgeably, and she’d been right. The slinky
little number she’d come up with had taken his breath away when
he’d seen Caitlin wearing it. It had a daringly low-cut neckline
that immediately drew the eye to her sensational cleavage, and
the fitted black satin clung to her body in all the right places.
The voluptuous curves that she contrived to keep hidden from
the world were tonight displayed in all their glory.

Add to that some sexy red lipstick and the sultry, alluring
perfume that Jake had chosen especially for her—he’d slipped out
to purchase it as Caitlin had got dressed—and he doubted there
was a single male in the vicinity who would ever forget seeing
her.

He sucked in some air and breathed it out again slowly. An
unexpected need to protect her had crept into his blood and he
couldn’t help now and again surveying the other diners in case
they looked a little too interested in her. He knew it was crazy
when very soon Caitlin would be appearing with the band and
from then on would be in the public domain. But in light of his
protective feelings and undeniable need to keep her to himself,



 
 
 

how was he going to handle it? he wondered. It was a dilemma
that had never affected him before…

The manager of the venue—an immaculately dressed
Frenchman called Dion, who famously took great pride in
entertaining an elite clientele—had expressed delight at seeing
Jake. It had been a long time since the two men had met.
The last occasion had been just before his ex had written that
dreadful exposé about him. After that Jake had retreated to lick
his wounds and kept a deliberately low profile. Even so, the
Frenchman had recognised Jake straight away.

‘It’s so nice to see you back in public again, Mr Sorenson,’
he’d told him. ‘It’s been too long.’ Then he’d turned to Caitlin and
commented, ‘Many beautiful women come to this establishment,
but you ma chère…you take my breath away!’

In truth, Jake had almost been readying himself for a small
stampede when he’d walked in with Caitlin on his arm. He’d
honestly sensed the moment when the other stylishly attired
patrons seated at the tables had drawn in a collective awed breath.
They might be surprised at seeing him out in public again, but he
doubted their interest was solely in him. The woman by his side
was the main reason they glanced their way, and Jake would be
a liar if he didn’t admit to feeling both pride and pleasure at the
realisation. After all, he was only human.

Although the club featured predominantly jazz, and there was
a smoky-sounding sax playing in the background, tonight was
Burlesque night,—and that was what he’d brought Caitlin to see.



 
 
 

‘This is some place,’ she commented shyly.
‘And you’ve just elevated it to a whole other class,’ he said,

and smiled.
Delicately sipping her Margarita, she added, ‘I feel so guilty

drinking this when you’re just drinking soda and lime.’
‘There’s no need. I’m quite happy being teetotal tonight.

Especially when I have a very precious cargo to drive home,’ he
teased.

Jake supposed it was inevitable that the compliment would
make her cheeks turn pink, but he loved to see her blush. It
reminded him that she was still relatively innocent…quite a rarity
in his world.

‘I’ve heard of Burlesque, but I don’t know very much about it.
Isn’t it some kind of variety show?’ she enquired.

Even before he told her the answer Jake sensed the muscles
in his belly clench hard in anticipation of her reaction.

‘It can be that. But Burlesque is really an art form…it’s about
celebrating the beauty of the female form.’

‘Oh…? You mean it involves things like striptease?’
‘It’s much more than women simply taking their clothes off.

Sometimes all a girl might remove are her gloves. But it’s the way
they do it that makes it an art form. Plus the costumes the girls
wear and the way they move is part of the spectacle. I just want
you to sit back and enjoy it…to feel proud of being a woman.’

‘Is that why you brought me here? To show me how women
can be confident about displaying their bodies when they



 
 
 

perform? So I won’t be self-conscious when I perform with the
band?’

‘Yes. You’re already going to command the stage with that
incredible voice of yours, but I don’t want any doubts about your
body to hold you back. I want you to enjoy every second you’re
on that stage when you perform.’

To his surprise, Caitlin downed what was left of her cocktail
with a flourish, licked her lips and declared, ‘In that case I think
I’d like another drink…a little Dutch courage wouldn’t go amiss.
Do you mind?’

‘Are you serious?’ Leaning over to her, Jake tenderly stroked
the pad of his thumb down over her cheek and said huskily,
‘Baby, do you have any idea how dangerously alluring you are
in that dress? If you asked me to get you the moon I’d do my
damnedest to get it for you.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to go that far,’ she said, and grinned.
His lips twitching in amusement and delight, because Caitlin

was clearly starting to enjoy herself, Jake signalled for a waitress
to take his order just as the sultry sax in the background came to
a sudden halt, the lights dimmed and all eyes turned expectantly
towards the stage…

The show was spectacular. Caitlin was swept away by
the sumptuous display of dance and movement from the
predominantly ‘Rubenesque’ women who took to the stage in
their stunning costumes and exaggerated make-up. At no point
did she feel remotely embarrassed or self-conscious at all the



 
 
 

comely flesh on display. For perhaps the very first time she felt
proud to be a woman and unashamed of her own voluptuous
curves.

Jake had been right. It had been a good idea to bring her
to a Burlesque night. But her companion hadn’t reserved all his
attention for the show. More than once throughout the evening
she’d caught him looking at her as though mesmerised, despite
having a bevy of stunning women on the stage in front of them.

That brooding glance of his had made Caitlin feel more than
a little aroused. In fact it had made her long for him to take her
somewhere private so that she could demonstrate exactly just how
excited he made her feel… And Jake wasn’t the only one who
was enjoying the view. Dressed in the flawless single-breasted
Armani suit that unbeknownst to her he’d brought with him to
change into for their visit to the club, with his incredible blue eyes
glinting like diamonds and his chiselled jaw dusted with late-
night shadow, he looked expensive and assured, and he exuded
the kind of charisma usually attributed to A-list movie stars.

Caitlin wanted to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t
dreaming that he was solely hers for the evening. Who would
have guessed that a man who famously adopted a ‘don’t give a
damn’ attitude about what he was wearing could wear a tux with
such effortless panache?

Later that night, as Jake turned the Jeep onto the motorway
to head home, he wondered wryly if Caitlin had any idea what
a test it was for him to concentrate on his driving when she was



 
 
 

snuggled in the seat next to him wearing that alluring black dress.
The ‘LBD’, as Ronnie had called it, had put him in a state of
highly charged sexual tension for the whole evening, and he knew
it wasn’t going to dissipate easily.

By the time they’d reached the village and Jake had pulled up
outside Caitlin’s flat he was honestly glad of the opportunity to
get a breath of fresh air to help him think straight. But first he
had to wake her and help her to the door, because she’d fallen
asleep as soon as they’d got into the car. It was inevitable she
would be a little drowsy.

‘Hey, sleepyhead, we’re home.’
Curling his hand round her slim upper arm, Jake shook her

gently. The second she opened her big green eyes the tension that
already gripped him mercilessly doubled.

‘Have I been asleep? I must have been, because that journey
went in a blink.’

Shaking her head, Caitlin undid her seatbelt and sat up. Her
lustrous dark hair spilled down over her shoulders and the air
was suddenly provocatively imbued with the sultry scent Jake had
bought her. What had he been trying to do? Make her even more
irresistible than she was already?

‘Well, we’re home now, and you need to get straight to bed,’
he stated, almost groaning out loud at his ill thought out choice
of words—because that was exactly where he’d like to go with
her. ‘Give me your key. I’ll open the door for you,’ he added.

The cold night air hit him as soon as he stepped out of the



 
 
 

car and proved to be just the tonic he needed to cool his blood.
Quickly inserting Caitlin’s key into the lock, he opened the door
onto the hallway and waited for her to step over the threshold in
front of him. As soon as she did Jake’s blood was stirred all over
again when she turned back towards him. She’d draped her jacket
over her shoulders and now tugged the sides more closely over her
chest, but not before he had a glimpse of her delectable cleavage.
For both their sakes he should say goodnight and leave her. His
usually dependable sense of control was rapidly deserting him.

But his decision was immediately compromised when Caitlin
narrowed the gap between them and said softly, ‘Thanks for a
really wonderful evening, Jake, and also for the lovely clothes and
everything. You made me feel like a princess, and no one’s ever
done that for me before.’

‘It wasn’t difficult, Caitlin. In my eyes you are a princess.’
It was then that Jake thought, To hell with self-control and

pulled her into his arms. He kissed her with a hunger he could
no longer deny, and the desire that was always just a breath away
whenever they were together flared beyond control. But when
Caitlin carefully freed her lips and he saw the longing in her eyes
—the kind of longing that went way beyond a desire simply to
make love—the immensity of what he was contemplating and
the possible consequences hit him like a brick dropped from a
great height.

With his heart thundering, Jake moved out of their embrace.
‘I think it’s time we said goodnight, don’t you? It’s been a long



 
 
 

day for both of us and we’re just a couple of days away from the
band’s first live performance. We need to get some rest to make
sure we’re fit for what’s to come.’

‘I know you’re right, but—’
Even before Caitlin had finished what she was saying Jake was

out through the door and walking towards the car.
* * *
Two days of intense rehearsal followed Caitlin’s magical night

out with Jake. And, although she’d had a wonderful time, she
couldn’t forget how quickly he’d distanced himself from her after
he’d dropped her home—even though just before he’d left, his
lips had passionately claimed hers as if he really meant it. Now
he was acting as if the kiss had never even happened. It was
easy to sense that his focus was back on the band and what lay
ahead of them, but Caitlin couldn’t help feeling he was somehow
abandoning her.

A couple of evenings later Jake surprised them all by giving
them a day off. They’d had two more gruelling days of rehearsal
and they more than welcomed the unexpected opportunity for a
bit of ‘R&R’. But, although Caitlin appreciated being able to rest
and have a day to herself, she started to fret about the upcoming
live shows. The new-found confidence she’d experienced after
seeing the Burlesque seemed to be rapidly diminishing.

Having the day off hadn’t helped. All it had done was to make
her worry even more. That was why she found herself making
her way to the Pilgrim’s Inn that night, hopefully to see Jake and



 
 
 

express her concerns. Just a few dedicated patrons occupied the
cosily lit lounge bar and Caitlin was grateful, because it had taken
every ounce of courage she could muster to make this eleventh
hour trip to speak with Jake.

As far as Blue Sky’s enigmatic manager was concerned his
new lead singer would be having an early night and dreaming
about what a resounding success she was going to be when she
debuted with the band—because tomorrow was the big day: the
day when Blue Sky introduced their new female vocalist to the
world…or at least to the audience at the famous rock café in
London where they were playing.

But Caitlin wasn’t just apprehensive about what lay ahead, she
was plain petrified—so petrified that she was suddenly having
some serious doubts.

I’m sorry but I’ve made a terrible mistake. She heard the words
go round and round in her head and imagined the confusion and
then anger in Jake’s eyes when she said them.

She sighed. She didn’t really want to quit. All she was looking
for was a little reassurance. If Jake couldn’t give it to her, after all
his years of experience in working with singers and musicians,
she didn’t have a prayer.

Tina Stevens was busy polishing the bar, her jaw working
overtime as she chewed on some gum, her long red nails
clicking against the varnished wood as she ran a duster over
the already shiny surface of the counter. The brown eyes that
were heavily outlined with kohl gave Caitlin a cool once-over as



 
 
 

she approached, but she continued to polish as though her life
depended on it.

‘Excuse me, I—’
‘What can I get you, love? Are you on your own or are you

meeting somebody?’
There was a distinct note of disapproval in the blonde’s voice,

as if she believed that women who came into bars on their own
somehow spelt trouble.

For a disconcerting moment Caitlin wondered if Tina had
been working that night when Sean had turned particularly
nasty. But, unable to remember very much other than the soul-
destroying humiliation of being insulted by her boyfriend in
public, she opted not to dwell on it. Goodness knew she had
enough on her mind without fretting about the past. All she wanted
—all she needed—was for Jake to tell her that everything would
be all right, that she wasn’t about to suffer another humiliation
tomorrow night when she sang.

‘I’m not meeting anybody.’ Pushing her rain-dampened fringe
out of her eyes, she squared her shoulders in her long charcoal-
coloured raincoat. ‘I wondered if I could have a word with Jake
Sorenson? He’s staying here, isn’t he?’

Immediately Tina stopped polishing, and her expression was
far from convivial. As the two women faced each other the record
that was playing on the juke box suddenly changed and a song
that Caitlin remembered from her childhood replaced it. It was
her mother’s favourite song.



 
 
 

An avid music fan, Terry Ryan had played the tune to death
when Caitlin was little. She would enfold her little daughter in her
arms and dance round the room with her, crooning gently against
her cheek as she softly sang the words, whilst Phil—Caitlin’s
older brother—who was disdainful of anything remotely ‘girly’
would groan in mockery.

‘Typical boy!’ her mother would say, and laugh, instantly
forgiving him as though it was his birthright.

Memories… Caitlin suddenly found herself pole-axed by
them. Treacherously, her eyes filled with tears. What was wrong
with her?

She was missing her family—that was what was wrong. Here
she was, on the eve of what could be one of the most important
nights of her life, and where were her parents and brother? On
the other side of the world! They were completely oblivious to
the fact that Caitlin had resigned from her job, never mind joined
a rock band as their lead singer!

She had never felt as alone or as afraid as she did right then.
She was twenty-six years old, about to embark on the biggest
challenge she could imagine, with nothing but her dreams, her
wits and her talent to help see her through.

‘You must be Cait…the singer.’
As if it had suddenly dawned on her who Caitlin was, Tina

stopped chewing her gum and crossed her arms in front of her
chest. The sudden movement jiggled her ample breasts in the red
V-necked angora sweater she wore. Well…nearly wore.



 
 
 

‘It’s Caitlin.’ The correction of her name was automatic. She
remembered that Rick had been using the shortened version of
it since he’d met her, and that he apparently had a real soft spot
for the buxom Miss Stevens.

‘Yeah…right. All set for tomorrow, then?’ the other girl asked.
Not really.
‘I hope so. Could I see Jake?’ Caitlin’s lip quivered a little as

she made an attempt at a friendly smile.
‘Room Three. Turn left at the top of the stairs.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Nice talking to you.’
Could have fooled me, Caitlin thought.
Making her way up the thickly carpeted staircase, with its

faded floral tread, she focused her gaze on the landing at the
top, on the ponderous oak sideboard with its gaudy Victorian
lamp and the sepia-toned photographs of the village that were
displayed on the wall behind it.

The dark old-fashioned surroundings seemed incongruous
when she thought of Jake. She wondered why he hadn’t rented a
house in the village, like the other band members had. But then
it occurred to her that maybe Rick had something to do with his
decision to stay at the Pilgrim’s Inn. Perhaps the voluptuous Tina
Stevens had an equally arresting friend he wanted to introduce
to Jake, for instance?

Disliking that particular train of thought, Caitlin arrived at the
top of the stairs and glanced anxiously round her. Two doors



 
 
 

faced each other across the landing. Before she could talk herself
out of it she rapped briskly on number three. She immediately
registered the sound of male voices coming from the room and
realised that Jake and Rick must be in conference about the
concert tomorrow.

She didn’t know whether to stay put or turn around and leave.
But the decision was made for her when the door suddenly
opened and Rick appeared. Untypically, when his usual mode
of dress was more extrovert, he was wearing a pair of ordinary
faded Levi’s and a plain white T-shirt.

He gave Caitlin his trademark roguish smile when he saw that
it was her. ‘Hello, gorgeous. Come to join the party?’

His candid gaze moved over her figure in her buttoned-
up raincoat—possibly the most unsexy item of clothing she
possessed. But Caitlin didn’t give the thought much attention.

‘No. I mean, I just came to see Jake…if I could?’
Her mouth suddenly drying, she stared across the top of Rick’s

hard-muscled shoulder and found the man she was looking for.
His long-legged form was lounging in an overstuffed green and
gold striped armchair and his glance met hers, a knowing smile
curving his lips. He looked as if he’d been expecting her visit.

Her feverish thoughts went into overdrive. He’d given them all
the day off and advised them to get an early night in preparation
for the following day, but he clearly didn’t apply the advice to
himself. Did the man ever get an early night in his business?
Caitlin somehow doubted it.



 
 
 

‘If I’ve come at a bad time—’ she started, suddenly
embarrassed. Had any of his other artists ever sought him out
the night before a debut concert to seek his reassurance she
wondered? Would her sudden attack of nerves disturb him and
make him doubt his decision to hire her as Marcie’s replacement?

He must have intuited that she was on the point of changing
her mind about talking to him because he said suddenly, ‘Stay
right where you are.’

The words were uttered like a command from on high and
Caitlin immediately froze. Rick sighed and moved away as Jake
took a couple of leisurely strides towards her. As he drew near
she saw that his hard, lean jaw was dark with late-night shadow
and his slightly cool stare put her on her guard. That less than
friendly glance hardly invited a frank admission about her doubts
and feelings concerning the gig tomorrow, she thought anxiously.

‘I thought you might come to see me tonight,’ he drawled.
‘Did you?’ Caitlin heard the strength in her voice desert her.
‘Yes, I did’ He turned round to find Rick. ‘Give us a few

minutes, will you? Come to think of it, we’ll probably need a
little longer than that. Go and have a drink with Tina.’

Looking doubtful, his colleague shrugged. ‘I’d really like to
oblige, Jake, but whether Miss Cold-as-Ice down there will even
serve me is another matter. We’ve had a bit of a falling out.’

‘You brought it on yourself, Rick. Sort it out.’
‘Sure. You’re the boss.’
Clearly unhappy, Rick didn’t say another word. But he still



 
 
 

found a smile for Caitlin as he passed her. Then he left the room,
shutting the door firmly behind him. She shivered. She suddenly
didn’t feel at all easy about finding herself alone with Jake.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ The charismatic manager strolled
across to another ponderous Victorian sideboard and, opening a
door, extracted a bottle of Bourbon along with two glasses.

‘No. Not for me, thanks.’
When Caitlin declined his offer without further ado he poured

himself a conservative amount of alcohol into a shot glass and
advanced slowly towards her. Not for a second did he take his
glance off her. His blue eyes glinted dangerously, just like a shaft
of sunlight catching the burnished blade of a sword. She couldn’t
help tensing. The charming man in the Armani tux who had taken
her to the Burlesque had apparently disappeared.

Tipping back his glass, Jake swallowed down the drink before
saying, ‘So…care to tell me why you’ve come to see me tonight,
Caitlin? It certainly isn’t to make small talk, is it? What’s on your
mind? In my experience there’s only one reason a woman comes
to a man’s hotel room late at night.’

As if to illustrate what he meant, he flicked his intense gaze
over her as if he’d like to strip every stitch from her body and
devour her, and then take his slow, sweet time doing it all over
again.

Caitlin tried desperately to calm the rioting sensations he was
stirring inside her.

‘Well, that’s not the reason I came to see you, Jake…as hard as



 
 
 

that might be for your ego to take. My visit is a purely practical
one.’

‘Is it?’ His expression doubtful, he put his glass down on a
nearby side table and turned back to give her a deliberately lazy
smile. ‘You break my heart, Caitlin Ryan…but I think you know
that, don’t you?’

‘What do you mean?’
Her mind was in a complete spin, and if she hadn’t backed

herself up against the door just then there was a distinct danger
that she might simply have crumpled to the floor. Her legs were
trembling so hard they hardly seemed to have the strength to keep
her upright.

‘What you do to me with those slow, hot looks of yours is
nothing less than criminal.’

His voice a low, grating rasp, Jake yanked her away from the
door and pulled her roughly into his arms.

CHAPTER SEVEN
CRIMINAL… CAITLIN COULD HAVE used the same

adjective to describe Jake’s kiss. The way he took her mouth
was near savage, and it almost knocked her off of her feet. This
was no inept fumbling, no tentative exploration, but a devastating
passionate assault on the senses.

With a hungry groan that seemed to emanate from the depths
of his soul, he swept his tongue over the warm recesses of her
surprised mouth as one firm hand possessively anchored itself in
the long thick strands of her hair to render the contact between
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them even more intimate.
As his tongue thrust deeper, harder, mimicking the ultimate

sexual coupling between a man and a woman, Caitlin swallowed
her breath, tasting him, her senses intoxicated by the dark sultry
flavours of bourbon and avaricious heat. She gripped onto the
sensuous silk of his shirt with all the strength and tenacity of
someone hanging from a precipice by their fingertips…as if she
dangled into empty space and could fall at any moment.

But from the instant Jake had captured her mouth there
had been no thought to deny him. Not when everything in her
clamoured wildly for more of the same. Only a frigid woman
could not want what Jake was giving her right now, and Caitlin
was anything but that. She was a living, breathing, loving human
being, and it was too long since she’d been held and desired—
too long since she’d been loved like a woman longed to be loved
by a man.

Oh God…how did I survive without this? she thought.
All she knew was that her legs suddenly didn’t have a hope of

holding her up for very much longer. Not when the equivalent
of a hundred volts of pure unadulterated pleasure was pulsating
through her as though she were plugged in to her own personal
ecstasy machine.

Almost mindlessly driving her hips against Jake’s, she heard
herself moaning urgent little sounds of want and need—sounds
that were as alien to her as this wild, savage joy that was pouring
through her veins. Sean had never taken her anywhere near close



 
 
 

to the kind of heights Jake was taking her to now. Never before
had passion come at her like a wild, untamed river, bursting
its banks, sweeping everything that stood in its way to exciting
unchartered shores that left her dazed and trembling.

Hungrily she acquiesced as he alternately nipped and grazed at
her mouth, every now and then her tongue meeting and dancing
with his, her breasts burning into the hard granite wall of his
chest. She was certain of one thing and one thing only…that she
never wanted this sweet, irresistible agony to end.

Unbelievably, Jake turned up the heat. Now their invisible
passion dial hovered somewhere between boiling and the point
of no return. As he rocked his hips deep into hers the solid
ridge of his button fly was testimony to his driving, hungry need,
and when he suddenly broke contact to look down at her Caitlin
glanced back at him in surprise.

It was a shock to witness the depth and strength of desire
contained in that blistering gaze. His pupils were almost totally
black, ringed with just the slimmest band of devastating blue.
From his lips his breath issued hard and fast, and there was a thin
sheen of sweat on his ridged brow.

‘I don’t want our first time to be up against a door. You’ve got
to tell me what you want, baby.’

As he finished speaking he reached behind him and shot the
bolt, enveloping her in a dizzying cloak of heat and his disturbing,
sensuous male essence.

‘Do you want to stay with me tonight? We can go to bed now



 
 
 

and finish what we started. I can keep you up all night and give
you pleasure like you’ve never dreamed. Is that what you want?’

With deft fingers Jake freed the top three buttons on her coat
and jerked the material aside to cup her breast through the thin
material of her T-shirt. Her nipple, already rigid and tingling with
need, pressed helplessly, wantonly into his palm.

Why did he have to stop and ask what she wanted? Caitlin
thought. Why couldn’t he just carry on the way they were going
and take what she was so ready to give him?

She was shocked at the desperation of her wild thoughts. What
he was doing—his long fingers now circling the nipple of her
other breast, alternately nipping and squeezing—was making her
womb throb with an almost unholy ache. If he took her right now
she’d welcome the possession and count herself blessed. That
was how much she wanted him. She was hungry to feel his sex
deep inside her, to complete the electrifying bond that had been
slowly and devastatingly drawing them together since the very
first moment they had met.

But this was crazy—and not just crazy, but completely and
utterly reckless. Jake must surely know that? He was the one
who’d sternly advised Caitlin against ‘fraternising’ with the band
out of hours, and as he was their manager he had to include
himself in that warning. The potential pitfalls of turning a
working relationship into a personal one could only spell disaster.

And, anyway, it was wrong to assume that Jake even wanted
a personal relationship with her. A hot and fast seduction in a



 
 
 

hotel room didn’t usually pave the way to something deeper and
more meaningful, did it? Was sex all that he wanted from her? If
it was, then it was nothing less than an insult—because she was
sure he could get that from any woman.

Realising how close she had come to throwing away
something precious—namely her self-respect—Caitlin flung
Jake’s hand away and straightened her T-shirt. As she did so her
heartbeat accelerated so hard she was momentarily dizzy. Seeing
the spasm of confusion in his eyes, she sensed tension of another
kind radiating from his body.

‘What’s wrong?’ he ground out.
‘I’m not going to sleep with you, Jake.’
‘Sleeping isn’t exactly what I had in mind.’
His words made her flinch. Her body hadn’t stopped

aching for him, and her mouth throbbed and burned from his
unbelievably passionate kisses, but the idea that he would bed her
simply just to ‘scratch an itch’ hurt her deeply. Having already
had the soul-destroying experience of being used by a man, she
wasn’t about to set herself up to play the same old destructive
tape again…

‘All right, then, let me put it this way.’ Impatiently she pushed
back a drifting strand of hair from the side of her face to
unwaveringly meet his gaze. ‘I’m not going to have sex with you.
I won’t jeopardise my relationship with the band and neither will
I be used by you because I happen to be “convenient”. And,
contrary to what you might believe, I didn’t come here tonight



 
 
 

because I had something personal in mind. All I wanted was a
little reassurance because I was nervous about the performance
tomorrow.’

Jake cursed softly beneath his breath. His disturbing blue eyes
raked over her features, pinning her to the spot. It was clear to
Caitlin that he was immersed in a deep inner tussle between
utilising his common sense and trying to curtail his desire. Like
her, he was still reeling from the throes of the incendiary passion
they’d ignited. There was a thin film of sweat on his brow and
it was evident he was still turned on. With the fulfilment of his
desire evidently thwarted, now he was frustrated and angry as
well as aroused.

‘Is that what you think? That I’d take advantage and use you
just because I wanted sex?’ A muscle flexed warningly in the
side of his exquisitely carved cheekbone. ‘If you think that then
I seriously underestimated you, Caitlin. You’ve listened to all
the less than flattering stories about me, bought them as fact,
and condemned me even though I told you the truth about what
happened between me and my ex. Don’t you remember that it
was my reputation that got dragged through the mud because of
the lies she wrote in that blasted article? Not hers?’

Caitlin hardly knew what to say. Was she guilty of judging
Jake without trial? Without even giving him the chance to prove
his character? After all, it wasn’t just him that had suddenly found
himself driven by the libidinous desires of the body. She was in
exactly the same position!



 
 
 

Sighing, he agitatedly drove through his fingers through his
already mussed hair.

‘Anyway, perhaps you’d better just leave before my
“questionable” character contaminates you even more. You’d
better get home and get some rest. You know what’s ahead of
you tomorrow and I want you to be at your best.’

Her heart almost thudded to a stop. Tomorrow would be a big
day…perhaps the most important one of her life so far. It was
a shame that she’d spoiled things by coming over to Jake’s and
starting something she couldn’t finish.

‘I’m sorry that I—that I…’
‘Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’re going to be just fine,

Caitlin. That’s what you want to know, isn’t it? All you have to do
is concentrate on the songs, the music. Blue Sky is a great band
and they’ll be helping you every step of the way. It’s not going to
be as hard as you imagine. Trust me. You’ve got a great voice and
you’re a stunning-looking girl. In terms of fulfilling the criteria
for success in this business, you’ve got it all. You can’t fail.’

If Jake had meant to reassure her he’d done it in a strangely
reticent way. Caitlin still felt ill at ease. Plus she could easily sense
the anger that simmered beneath his thin veneer of civility.

‘I was going to say that I was sorry for—’ Blushing, she was
unable to complete the sentence when he was all but eating her
up with his eyes.

‘Turning me on?’
‘I think I should go.’



 
 
 

‘As much as it pains me to agree with you, you’re probably
right. Though that doesn’t mean I wish you weren’t.’

His words taunted her as Caitlin turned and fumbled with the
bolt on the door. Then she fled from the room with a breathless
‘goodnight’ before she could change her mind.

Right then it was tempting for Jake to search for solace in the
bottle of bourbon he had opened, but he couldn’t fool himself
that it would help. He’d been through enough heartache in his life
already to think that it would.

His ex’s wasn’t the only betrayal he had endured. His mother
had given him up for adoption when she’d found herself pregnant
at just sixteen, and the home where she had placed Jake hadn’t
been able to find him adoptive parents due to his having a heart
murmur. He had been in and out of hospital from birth up until
he was eight years old for regular check-ups, by which time he
had become quite used to being a bit of a loner. As he’d grown up
and become stronger physically the heart murmur had corrected
itself and he had resigned himself to living in the children’s home
until he reached sixteen.

Jake hadn’t viewed it as a negative thing because by necessity
it had taught him to be self-reliant. The only friends he had
depended on had been his books. He had developed an insatiable
curiosity about the world and had genuinely enjoyed reading
and studying. Having done well in his exams, he’d managed to
get himself a place at college, and then he’d found himself at
university, studying cultural anthropology.



 
 
 

It was during that time that he had also developed an abiding
interest in music. Jake’s time at college and university had been
his saving grace—along with a couple of genuinely caring and
interested tutors who had encouraged him to go for his dreams
and never to give them up.

Now, he stalked across the thickly carpeted floor and threw
open the window onto the night. He was definitely in need of
some fresh air. A fierce gust of wind hit him straight in the face,
startling him, but it didn’t remotely leech any of the heat from
his body. He knew himself to be too far gone for that.

Even though Caitlin had left, he still burned from their
passionate embrace. It was as though every nerve in his body
throbbed with electricity and tension. Taking a cold shower was
the obvious answer to try and ease his discomfort—but, frankly,
it would be like putting a plaster on a third-degree burn. No…
Jake would just have to wait it out. At least that or wait for some
degree of common sense to return.

Caitlin Ryan had turned his whole world upside down. Here
they were, at the start of the band’s tour, and he had fallen like
a ton of bricks for their new lead singer. He wouldn’t go so far
as to fool himself that he was in love with her—more in lust—
but he was aware that one or two quick hot tumbles in bed were
never going to be enough to satisfy the bone-deep yearning he
had developed for her. Not for one moment had he meant for
such a thing to happen, but somehow, in some way, Caitlin had
got into Jake’s blood and there wasn’t much he could do about it.



 
 
 

How in hell was he supposed to keep a clear head and do all
the things he normally had to do to help support and motivate the
band? Get them out on the road with all guns blazing? Just seeing
her every night for the next six weeks up on stage was going to be
the sweetest torture. He already had to feel sorry for Rick and the
others, because his mood sure as hell wasn’t going to improve if
he couldn’t touch Caitlin in the way he ached to touch her. He’d
either end up having to take religious vows or quit managing the
band. Either way, his libido was definitely going to come under
some serious duress.

* * *
The first shock Caitlin had received on reaching London was

the discovery that she was going to be put up in Jake’s flat in
Chelsea for the two nights they were there. It had turned out that
the rest of the band all had homes in the capital, including Rick.
But Jake had quickly vetoed his friend’s suggestion that Caitlin
stay with him.

It had been too late for her to protest at the arrangement and
organise an alternative, so she’d kept her doubts to herself and
agreed. The most important thing was the coming performance,
and she absolutely had to make a good impression…for all their
sakes. But when they’d arrived at the fairly compact popular West
London venue, Caitlin had found herself having to change into
her stage gear in the ladies’ room, because by the time they’d
rehearsed, done a sound-check and had a meeting with the venue
manager there had been no time to go back to Jake’s place and



 
 
 

get ready.
Frowning into one of the less than pristine mirrors, she had

applied her make-up with a thumping heart and trembling hand,
inadvertently spilling the contents of her make-up bag into the
porcelain sink when she’d yanked out a tissue too hard to pat her
lipstick dry with.

Now she stood in the wings with the rest of the band, feeling a
bit like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother’s best clothes,
only partially tuning in to Rick’s animated pep talk as he paced
up and down in front of them, like an army sergeant pumping up
his platoon for battle. In front of the small raised stage the crowd
had swelled and the anticipation that crackled in the air was not
dissimilar to the lightning strike before a torrential downpour.

There was a rumour going round that many of Blue Sky’s
fans who had supported them from the beginning with Marcie
had turned up to support the band’s return, in spite of their
disappointment that she had walked out. Naturally Caitlin fretted
that she would never pass muster.

Rick had told her that her style was quite different from
Marcie’s but that that was a good thing. Her strong vocal suited
the band’s music perfectly. Like a match made in heaven, he
had assured her with a smile. But, while she welcomed the
compliment, and was glad that the relative intimacy of the venue
was perhaps not as intimidating as a much larger one might have
been, her stomach was sick with nerves at the thought of being
put through the ultimate baptism of fire for a new singer.



 
 
 

And where was Jake? He had been with them up until about
half an hour ago, when he’d murmured something about ‘last-
minute arrangements’ then disappeared. Caitlin found that now,
when it came to the crunch, she needed his assurance more than
ever.

‘Is everyone okay?’
And suddenly he was there, his grin lighting up the dim little

space to the side of the stage like a beacon shining in the dark,
his misty blue eyes immediately seeking her out as though it
was implicitly understood that she was the one who needed his
assurance the most.

‘You look terrific,’ he told her.
Even as he spoke, Jake was thinking that she looked much

better than that. She looked nothing less than drop-dead gorgeous.
The purple velvet top she had selected on their shopping trip
clung to her body in all the right places and her long black skirt
skimmed the flat plane of her stomach and the soft swell of her
hips as though it had been exclusively designed for her shape and
her shape alone. Inevitably, his blood headed immediately south.
Even if Caitlin couldn’t sing a note, the men in the crowd were
going to give her a lot of rope and that was a fact. It heartened
him to know that they were all going to be pleasantly surprised.

‘Trust me. You haven’t got a thing to worry about. Just go out
there and sing like you do in rehearsals, but even better. If you
get nervous, then just focus on me…I’ll be out front as soon as
you get onstage.’



 
 
 

‘Okay. I’ll do that… I can do that.’ Caitlin managed to summon
up a smile from only God knew where.

Eager to add his own brand of reassurance, Rick ran his hands
up and down the sides of her slim arms and planted a sound kiss
on her cheek. ‘Just for luck, beautiful…not that you’re going to
need it.’

She barely opened her eyes during the first few bars of the
opening number. It was much easier to simply shut out the sight
of the crowd so that she could sing. She had been taken aback
by the vociferous welcome they’d received from the fans when
they walked onto the stage, somehow not expecting it to be quite
as effusive as it had been. They didn’t know her yet, and Caitlin
had a lot to prove…

However, she was quickly swept away by the music and the
need to sing, and as the wall of sound crashed over her she patted
her thigh in time with the beat and started to enjoy herself. She
was sure that performing in front of an audience must be an even
bigger adrenaline rush than shooting rapids, and nothing had ever
felt so right or so perfect.

That was when she finally opened her eyes. That was when
she saw Jake…

He was clapping along with the rest of the crowd, watchful and
silently assessing, his features so handsome and compelling that
several women in the audience furtively glanced his way whether
they were with someone or not. Releasing a long breath, Caitlin
gave him a brief smile, then turned her attention back to the avid



 
 
 

sea of faces in front of her.
Many people were capturing her and the band with their

mobile phone cameras. She could almost feel the tangible sense
of surprise in the air, the pleasure—and beneath the cool black
satin of her long flowing skirt her legs couldn’t help trembling.
Steve Bridges gave her an extra drumroll to indicate his approval,
and to her left Mike Casey muttered low, for her ears only,
‘You’re going to have them eating out of your hands, Cait.’

And she did. By the time they’d finished the final number
of the night the crowd was with her all the way, cheering and
clapping and stamping their feet for more. As baptisms of fire
went, Caitlin couldn’t have wished for a more favourable flame.

Backstage, she ran the gauntlet of well-wishers, road crew and
fans alike, arriving in the small room the band had been allocated
to more back-slapping, applause and champagne…courtesy of
Jake. She barely registered the burst of bubbles on her tongue
because everything felt so surreal. However, she did register the
satisfying feel of Jake’s strong arm wound possessively round her
waist.

If anybody speculated on the ‘extra-special’ attention she
was getting, no one dared voice it—least of all Rick, who was
watching them with a stern ‘headmaster’ scowl as he bellowed to
no one in particular that he needed another beer and fast.

Outside, as the venue emptied and the road crew loaded the
van with Blue Sky’s equipment—‘Tank’ and Dave, stalwarts of
the industry, who had worked with Jake many times before—



 
 
 

Rick pulled Caitlin aside as she was about to step up and get into
Jake’s familiar black car.

Jake had given her his keys and told her he wouldn’t be long.
He was still inside, checking arrangements for the following night
when they would play their second and final London gig. There
would be an even bigger crowd the next night, he’d told her,
because the press would have got wind of her performance via
the comments posted on social media sites and would come to
check it out.

As Caitlin stood waiting to hear what Rick had to say, right
on cue it started to rain.

‘Is something the matter?’ she asked warily.
‘I don’t know. You tell me.’
‘Now you’re being cryptic.’ She started to smile, but straight

away saw Rick wasn’t in the mood to be placated.
‘Is something going on between you and Jake?’ he demanded.
Her stomach plummeted to her boots.
‘And don’t tell me you don’t know what I mean.’
His hazel eyes were accusing and his shaggy blond hair was

beginning to wave even more in the rain. Tugging up the collar
of her raincoat, Caitlin shuddered.

It had been an amazing night. She had not only overcome her
trepidation at singing in public, she had really begun to live her
dream. She was bursting to talk to Lia and tell her all about it.
Up until just a moment ago she’d wanted to shout out her news
to the whole world. I did it! I really am a singer in a bona fide



 
 
 

rock band! But now, as she gazed anxiously back at Rick, she
felt as though someone had got a pin and deliberately popped her
balloon.

‘There’s nothing going on between me and Jake other than
him looking out for me and helping me settle in…with the band,
I mean.’

‘We can’t afford another screw-up after the Marcie debacle. If
you end up walking out on everyone because you got too involved
with Jake then it will have serious implications for the band. I
don’t think they deserve that after all their hard work…do you?’

‘No. Of course I don’t.’
Caitlin knew what Rick was saying was only right, and she had

no intention of letting anyone down. Just because Jake had put his
arm round her when she’d come off stage and bought champagne
to celebrate it didn’t mean that the man was any more trustworthy
than Sean. She had already intuited that f she had a physical
relationship with him then her heart would seriously be at risk—
because any woman with an ounce of common sense could easily
see that he wasn’t the type of man to commit to anything more
meaningful. And Caitlin wasn’t the type of woman to be intimate
with a man and then forget it…as if were no more important than
a trip to the hairdresser…

She lifted her chin. ‘Don’t worry, Rick. I promise you that
the band comes first. Besides, I’m not looking to get personally
involved with anyone.’

Liar. Nobody wanted to be alone for ever. And she wasn’t



 
 
 

the only girl in the world who hoped to find love again after the
heartache of a failed relationship.

‘Then we understand each other?’ Rick reached out his hand
to wipe away a raindrop glistening on her cheek.

‘Understand what, exactly?’ a deep male voice intoned.
CHAPTER EIGHT
JAKE HAD WALKED UP behind them. Straight away you

could have cut the tension with a knife. Caitlin found herself
wishing she hadn’t agreed to stay the night at his flat. If it was
going to make things this awkward between the two men, then
she’d see if she could locate a cheap hotel for herself.

When neither she nor Rick rushed to answer his question, the
glance he gave them was searing.

‘I said, understand what, exactly? We’ll stand here all night in
the rain if we have to, until I get an answer.’

Rick hefted a sigh. ‘Okay, Jake, if you really want to know then
I’ll tell you. I was warning Cait about getting personally involved
with you. Just a few weeks ago Marcie walked out, leaving us
high and dry. By great good fortune and the gods of rock and
roll we found Caitlin. The last thing we need is to screw up the
band’s chances because she might get hurt by you and end up
leaving the band.’

‘I won’t leave the band—I told you!’
Exasperated and embarrassed, Caitlin wanted to shake Rick.

Did he really think she was so naïve that she’d risk the fantastic
opportunity she’d been given to sing with the band in favour of
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a fleeting romance with Jake? As far as she was concerned she
was in Blue Sky for the long haul, whatever happened.
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