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  Dear reader


Thank you for picking up this book, and I hope you enjoy this sweet romance. Although my books are all in series, they can be read alone, both the Gabardi series and the Bluebell Road series. 
If you'd like to sign up for my newsletter, then head to my website where there is a link on the home page. 
Best ~ Maddie.
DEDICATION

Dedicated to my family for their advice over the years. 






  
  CHAPTER ONE


Julia West paused in front of the three-storied house and took a deep breath. A breath filled with relief, a smidgeon of hope and if she allowed herself to ponder the word, even happiness. 
Happiness. It seemed such an unachievable goal, at least the way this past year had panned out, but maybe she was on the way. Maybe this place would bring her some of that hope. At the least she had a roof over her head, a job she didn’t mind, and a regular wage coming in. In the scheme of things, that was a pretty good start.
And even more she had two flatmates to share it all with.
She carried on up the steps, inserted the key in the lock and pushed the front door.
It opened out into a short hallway that led to the combined kitchen and living area at the back. Off the hall were three bedrooms, small but adequate, and beyond the living area, the bathroom. The flat had been modernised some time in the 1980s and little had been done since, but of the flats she’d looked at here in London that she could afford, this one was almost palatial.
She made her way down to the kitchen where music played and where her new flatmates, Katie and Lydia, greeted her. 
Katie was at the table laying out the supplies. Glasses for the wine, plates for the fish and chips, and a bottle of tomato sauce.
Lydia was icing the chocolate cake she’d made earlier. 
Julia set the fish and chips on the table and proclaimed, “We’re going to get fat with this lot.”
Katie ran a hand down her hips and said ruefully, “Some of us already are.”
Lydia said, “But if you can’t celebrate a good thing with cake, then what hope is there for humanity?”
She stepped back, surveyed the cake, touched up the icing then brought the plate over to the table.
“Here you go. I’m not sure whether it’s a good thing I like baking or not.”
“It’s a good thing, trust me,” Katie remarked as she filled the glasses with wine. “And one day we won’t be drinking this cheap stuff either. One day it will be Moët and…” She waved her hand vaguely. “Well, whatever it is that signifies living a really fabulous life.”
She shot a guilty look at Julia. “Not that I’m saying this place isn’t fabulous. After the dump I was in before, this is a palace.”
“I was just thinking along those lines myself,” Julia admitted as she pulled apart the wrapping. Her stomach rumbled. “I was lucky getting this place but believe me, I was worried who I’d choose as flatmates. But it turns out,” she said as Katie pushed the glass of wine over to her and she took it with thanks, “I’m the lucky one.”
“We all are,” Lydia said as she joined them. She sat down with a sigh. “We should start with a toast on our first night together in the new place.” She paused a thoughtful moment. “What do we toast?”
Julia pressed her lips together and considered it. There were so many things to choose from in her case but top of the list was making the decision to move down from York to leave the trail of memories behind. She glanced curiously at her new flatmates. Although they hadn’t said, she suspected they were leaving trails of memories behind as well.
They all had jobs, which in anyone’s book was success. None of them glamorous but they paid enough to live off and for the moment, they all seemed to be happy with their work. Although, Julia thought, thinking of her job at Bartley’s, the top-end store she’d been working at for the past three weeks, she’d had to deal with some absolute jerks of customers and one had reduced her to tears on her second day. On the positive side, she’d toughened up since then. She’d had to. 
“Staff discount,” she said suddenly.
Katie and Lydia looked quizzically at her. She said, “I get fifteen percent off all the departments at Bartley’s so I am very happy to toast that.” She looked over at Katie. “You next. What do you want to make a toast to?”
Katie twirled her hair around her fingers as she mulled it over. “A lot of things,” she admitted, “but there is one thing to rule them all. The fact I’m here in London and I’ve left behind that jerk of a fiancé.” She gave a snort. “I hope he’s happy with his new—” She held her fingers up in quotation marks and said with an amusing dose of sarcasm— “love of his life.”
“Men can be sickening,” Lydia muttered. “Poor you.” 
Katie gave a shrug. “I’m over it. I’m over him. There is nothing like having a grown man tell his fiancée—that would be me—how in love he is with her best friend. I’m telling the truth when I say I got over that one pretty quick.”
She seemed to have, too, and Julia focused now on Lydia. “And you, Lydia? What are you thankful for?”
Lydia grimaced. “I hate to sound like a clone but I’m going to go with the ex-boyfriend thing, too. Except?” Her face flushed the brightest red Julia had ever seen. “Except he never knew I existed. I thought he did, we were in opposing teams that played in the same pub quiz league and I was convinced he was the one for me and that he was just too shy to ask me out.” Her face morphed into a painful wince at the recollection. “And then I had the guts to go up and ask him if he wanted to join me for a drink, something I have never done in my life, and he looked at me with shock. He stared at me as if he didn’t even know who I was. I’d been in love with him for six months and I had us walking down the aisle.” She buried her head in her hands. “It’s so pathetic. I was so pathetic. How did I become so deluded and end up like some lovestruck fifteen-year-old?” She pressed her lips firmly together and pushed her shoulders back. “I’m never entering a pub quiz ever again, even though I’m good at them. And I’m sure as heck never reading another romance novel in my life. It’s all dark crime and thrillers from now on.”
“I wouldn’t be so hard on yourself,” Julia commented, thinking back to Joe. Of course, the difference was she had been besotted with Joe and he had been appropriately flattered she’d noticed and their affair, for want of a better word, had begun. Like Lydia, her head had been in the clouds and she hadn’t realised that she’d been one of several students that Dr Joe Harper, lecturer and novelist, had just been having some fun with.
She straightened and held up her glass. “So what we’re saying is we are toasting our new lives as free, romantically unentangled women, branching out into a new future, here in London.”
“Amen to that,” Katie said, raising her glass.
“And I would appreciate it,” Lydia murmured as her glass connected with theirs, “that my humiliating story of unrequited love goes no further than these walls. You’re the first people I’ve ever admitted it to.”
“Oh, agreed, no worries about that,” Julia said. “How about we make a pact, that our own pathetic stories are now a thing of the past?”
“And if love does make an appearance, we’re not letting those loser jerks ruin it for us,” Katie added, although the firmness in her voice was decidedly tempered by the hope in her eyes. Definitely a romantic, Julia smiled, and she said, “To life here at Bluebell Road.”
“To Bluebell Road,” Lydia said.
“Although putting the past behind us might be easier said than done,” Katie said, her gaze drifting for a second.
“It could be,” Julia said, thinking that Katie had it toughest of all. She’d been about to get married when she’d had that rug pulled out from under her. “But all we can do is, do what they say in all the self-help books. Move on.”
“And learn from our mistakes,” Katie said.
“And never assume anything, ever again,” Lydia announced and they sipped their wine.
Julia assessed the wine. It wasn’t bad for what it was. Not that she was any expert on wine. Of course, Joe had been—
She forced Joe Harper from her mind and at the same time her stomach fortuitously growled again and she gestured to the fish and chips. “Let’s dig in. They’ll be getting cold.”

    
  An hour later, the fish and chip wrapping was in the bin, the cake had been half eaten, and Julia was making instant coffee. The wine was back in the fridge and they’d drunk enough to have a good laugh, get to know each other a bit more, and confirm they were going to get along well. Even better, none of them were the type to pass out drunk on the couch.
Lydia had a TV she’d managed to set up and was now on the sofa engrossed in a sitcom. Katie was in her room re-organising and hanging her clothes with music playing.
Julia finished making her coffee and took a seat at the table where she had her journal and pens laid out. She’d treated herself to the posh new journal when she’d made the decision to stay in London. She’d initially arrived for a week’s break to stay with her university friend, Jade, desperate to get away and clear her head because it had been impossible to think half the time. It had been months since she’d ended it with Joe but not seeing his name or seeing him around had been close to impossible. His second novel had come out to great reviews, book signings, and radio interviews, and working in a library hadn’t helped at all. The fact their affair had been a secret meant there had been no-one she could confide in, and she hadn’t wanted to, not even her sister, Emmie. So when Jade had suggested Julia come down to visit with a promised tour of London and a spare sofa to sleep on, Julia hadn’t had to think twice. She’d taken a week’s leave from her job, fallen in love with London, gone back home, worked out her last weeks at the library, and begun searching for a new job. By the time she arrived back in London, she had interviews lined up and she was offered a sales assistant position at Bartley’s. It was during the training week that one of the girls mentioned she was moving in with her boyfriend and was looking to sublet. The flat was on the ground floor of an old house, no parking or garden but only a twenty-minute walk from the train and there was a bus at the end of the road. A supermarket was a fifteen-minute walk away and while the neighbourhood looked to be a mix of people renovating houses they could afford and flats for those who had no show of owning their own home, it had seemed perfectly fine. It had also come with a fridge and a cooker, a table, chairs and decent sofas, and the bedrooms all had wardrobes. All they’d had to bring was their own bed and kitchen gear. She’d begun advertising for flatmates as soon as she’d signed the agreement and had then promptly panicked she might not get the right people. But she’d warmed to Katie, and then Lydia, and they were all able to move in the same week. They were similar to her in many ways. They weren’t party girls, they didn’t appear to be high maintenance, like one of the applicants who’d stressed she needed the bathroom for half an hour every morning and all the shelf space for her hair products and styling equipment. Katie and Lydia were, she suspected, like herself. They’d glam up if they wanted to but didn’t make a drama over it. They seemed to be happy in their own company, not too rowdy and even better, they weren’t the early morning type who went on and on like an energiser bunny when you just wanted a coffee to adjust to actually being conscious.
She’d been aware they’d been escaping and there was something about that that appealed to her. Like her, they were escaping love that had gone wrong. 
Now, Julia picked up a pen and began to plan her week.
She was working tomorrow, Saturday, at the store, but she had Sunday and Monday off. She took a sip of her coffee, tapped her pen on the empty page and began to make her list. They needed to shop for groceries but Lydia had already designed a system for that. There was enough cupboard space they could do a big shop once a fortnight and splurge on a taxi home and they could top up as they went along. 
She chewed the end of the pen. She’d rung her mum, Cathy, last night to let her know how she was getting on and had said she’d get back up when she could, although she wasn’t sure when that would be. She was rostered to work all through the Christmas and New Year season and it would be the first time she hadn’t been home for Christmas ever. At the same time, though, she was looking forward to her first Christmas in London, when she’d often dreamt of shopping at Harrods, high tea at the Savoy and before she’d met Joe, the dream of romance.
She straightened in her seat. She was over that; she was over the dream of romance. The reality, she thought wryly, had killed that. She made a note to head to the laundromat on a day off, then glanced over as Lydia hooted with laughter at the sitcom she was watching.
Maybe she’d explore the neighbourhood and get to grips with her new area. Take a walk around and burn off some of that chocolate cake.
“Anyone for more cake?” Katie sang as she walked into the room. She patted her stomach. “I’m not hungry but if we finish it off tonight I’m dieting tomorrow.”
Lydia sprang up from her chair as the ad break came on. “You read my mind. I’ll put the kettle on.”
“I’ve got a coffee here,” Julia said as she closed her journal. “But another slice of cake sounds perfect.” 






  
  CHAPTER TWO


THE NEXT DAY at work was hectic and by the time her lunchbreak came around, Julia was starting to flag and was in desperate need of a pick-me-up cuppa. She’d been on her feet the whole time, two staff members had called in sick, and she’d been commandeered to menswear. She didn’t have a clue about menswear. She worked in housewares with beautiful china and exquisite pottery, and she was constantly doing the maths on how much her discount would dent the exorbitant prices on the stunning goods. 
But menswear? She’d rung up socks and shirts, boxers and briefs, trousers and jerseys, but unfortunately had no idea about sizing and fabric, or what to recommend.
The menswear manager, Mark, however, was grateful for her assistance, even if it was strictly to do with wrapping and working the till, because the department was busier than housewares had ever been.
“Is it always like this?” she asked Mark as she swiped a credit card for over five hundred pounds on two shirts.
Mark, an attractive man in his early forties, had murmured as he’d slipped more socks into the Bartley’s bag, “I’d wager it's because the boss is back in town and he got snapped at the theatre with a woman. I have a theory that when the society pages mention him, every Tom, Dick and Harry decides they want to live vicariously through the Bartleys and comes in here to shop.”
Of course. Nicholas Bartley. One of the Bartley family who ran the store with his equally as attractive sister, Clarissa. Julia had vaguely heard of them but since she’d come to London, she’d seen their name mentioned in the society pages, and had been curious enough to visit the store, even before she’d seen the job advertisement. Just stepping in through the entrance of the glamorous store had made her want to work here, with the beautiful architecture of the building, the staff jackets with the Bartley’s logo, and the displays of luxury items she could only dream of owning.
She was relieved when her one o’clock lunch break came around, and she made her way up to the staff cafeteria where she made a cup of tea, took out her lunch, and picked up a copy of the Bartley’s staff newsletter. There were five Bartley’s stores in England but the one here in Knightsbridge was the original store that had grown to become one of the most esteemed in London. She turned the page and her gaze zeroed in on the photograph of Nicholas Bartley with his sister, Clarissa. They were both in their thirties, both insanely attractive, and both talked about by the staff with varying degrees of admiration, awe, and fear. Clarissa, it seemed, had a hands-on approach to the store, whereas Nicholas was corporate and rarely ever stepped foot in it. 
There was an editorial from Nicholas and she wondered if he’d written it himself. There was a lightness to the prose that seemed at odds with the man she’d heard about: a warm reminder they were heading into the busiest season of the year and planning had been going on for eighteen months for this Christmas. Julia studied the photo some more. 
Nicholas Bartley was the great-grandson of the store’s founder, Charles Bartley, but it was Charles’ son, George, later Sir George, who had changed the focus to the high-end department store it was today. Nicholas’s father, Edward, had run the store with his brother, Lawrence, but Lawrence had died in his fifties, with no children, and so Nicholas and Clarissa were at the helm. Their father, Edward, had semi-retired to Italy and had left the store in what seemed the very capable hands of his two children.
Clarissa, she knew, was married with children. Nicholas, however, was famously single.
Single as in not having made the trip down the aisle, she amended. He was seen out with women and there had been relationships in the past but none had appeared to be serious.
She focused on his face. His hair was dark, he possessed a strong although not obtrusive nose, and lips that were neither too full nor too thin. And those beautiful, dark eyes. She could imagine the photographer instructing him how to look, and Nicholas giving a wry, “Will this do?” and having the moment captured. Her heart gave a flutter and she swiftly turned the page.
Although he was rarely seen in the store, he lived in the penthouse apartment and worked on the floor below that. In the weeks she’d been here, she’d heard murmurings of his being spotted but had yet to see him in the flesh. 
She finished her lunch and stopped in at the staff bathrooms to reapply lipstick and wipe away smudges of mascara. She arranged her hair into a tighter ponytail and smoothed her hands over her black jacket and skirt. Presentable, she sighed. She’d always thought of herself as average. She had charming grey eyes, or so Joe had told her, but there was nothing terribly startling about her. Not like Clarissa and Nicholas Bartley who had clearly inherited impressive genes.
She vaguely wondered if Nicholas Bartley was as fine looking in the flesh as he was in the photographs, slung her bag over her shoulder, checked her teeth one last time, and headed back down to menswear.

    
  NICHOLAS BARTLEY DID not usually shop in his own store. For a start, it made the staff uneasy and uneasy staff were not generally competent staff. He’d learnt that early on. He was the grandson of Sir George Bartley and as a teenager and a rather arrogant jerk, he hadn’t thought anything of it when sales assistants had botched up the till or flustered their words. He’d just assumed they were new and needed more training, were having a bad day or, more rarely, that they were incompetent. It had never occurred to him they were nervous because he was the son of Edward Bartley and had inherited his fine bone structure, black hair, and his height. Not that he’d put a foot wrong in his youth. He’d been raised with impeccable manners, he had never been rude—at least, not consciously—and given his ancestors had created, refined, and grown the Bartley brand, he’d had it drummed into him the debt he owed for the privilege he now enjoyed. He’d also had it drummed into him that if he put a foot wrong, there would be no covering up of indiscretions, no being bailed out by rich parents, and no exemption from appropriate consequences.
Nicholas had never been a fan of consequences when they were caused by your own hand. Especially if they could have been avoided.
Business, however, was a different matter. There were always consequences but they weren’t personal. You dealt with them. You fixed them. You hired people to sort them out.
It was much harder to do that on a personal level.
And so, by the time he’d graduated with a master’s degree in business—both he and Clarissa had been expected to—he’d been ready to step into life working for the store.
And he never shopped there. 
Or rather, he asked his Personal Assistant, Sylvie, to shop for him. 
Today, he thought grimly, as he shrugged into a casual jacket, checked his pockets and paused to look over his view of London, he needed to shop. He noticed it was drizzly outside. Typical autumn weather. 
Untypically, however, Clarissa had just called in a panic and Clarissa never panicked. Apparently she’d told her housekeeper, Carol, that she’d get Carol’s husband socks and jerseys for his birthday. Clarissa was hosting a party at her house in Chelsea and it was due to start in an hour. 
Two things had bugged Nicholas about this situation and he began with the first.
“How on earth did you forget? You’re the most organised woman in the world.”
“Well, um, that’s the thing,” Clarissa said awkwardly. “I just completely forgot. My mind was somewhere else.” She hesitated. “And, well, you see, Nicky, the thing is, it’s like this...”
He waited but she appeared to have forgotten the reason she’d forgotten.
Nick turned the page of the morning paper, realised she still hadn’t answered, and said, “It’s like what?” He took a sip of coffee.
“It’s like this.” He heard her take a deep breath and then she blurted, “I’m pregnant.” She added, “Again.”
“Pregnant?” he repeated as if the word was foreign.
“Yes,” she said. “Pregnant.”
“Pregnant,” he said again, then set his cup down too fast and sloshed coffee over the newsprint.
He pushed himself up from the table. “Are you sure?” 
Were she and Tristram planning to raise a sports team, for goodness sake? 
She snorted. “Of course, I’m sure. I’d been feeling out of sorts for weeks, but it never occurred to me it could be that. I’m nearly forty. I already have four children. Who has five in this day and age unless they’re planning to live in a religious commune?”
“I can’t think of any,” he agreed.
“In fact,” she confessed, “if you must know, I thought it was menopause.”
He balked. “At thirty-eight?”
“Why not, when it was impossible I could be pregnant?”
His back stiffened and he hoped she wasn’t about to tell him the details of her sex life, of which he had no ambition at all to know.
“This better not be a T.M.I.,” he warned.
“Well, it sort of has to be. You see, I’ve been trying out a new contraceptive and—”
“Stop right there,” he ordered, dragging his thumb across his suddenly tight temple. “So what you’re saying is your mind has gone AWOL because of…” He floundered. “Hormones or something.”
“Yes,” she said, “and so I forgot all about Colin’s present although thankfully not the party itself, and it was only five minutes ago I was picking some greenery for the table and Colin was checking the garden, and he was telling me how he’d been looking at the latest Bartley’s catalogue and how much he liked the look of the new St Clair jerseys and I remembered I’d promised Carol I’d get them. She wants the navy and the charcoal gray, both in a small, and socks for a size eleven foot.”
Nicholas rubbed where the headache was forming. “And why can’t you get someone else to get them or just promise him his gift for later?”
She inhaled sharply. “You are my brother, Nicholas Bartley, and there are times you are meant to do this kind of thing for me and I never ask you for anything.”
“True, that,” he agreed. She was remarkably independent. It seemed to him ridiculously so when she had a husband and she could have asked Tristram to head out but maybe she’d roped him into some other aspect of the party itself. That had been the second part of her predicament that had confused him. Just why she hadn’t asked Tristram to go out and shop.
Clarissa went on, “And it’s not right to have a party with no present and to give some lame, albeit accurate, reason as to why there is no gift. So can you do it, please?”
Nick massaged his temple even harder. “You know I don’t shop at Bartley’s.”
“You’ll be fine,” she dismissed. “Make sure they’re gift wrapped.”
“I thought we only did giftwrap at Christmas.”
She gave a loaded sigh. “There are gift bags you can purchase and there is also a special blue and grey Bartley’s satin-finished wrap that is exclusive to menswear. I want them wrapped and then placed in the gift bag. The party starts in an hour.”
He checked his watch. He was due to fly to Paris early tomorrow for meetings on Monday, and had planned a rare quiet day today, with a game of squash with his friends Tom and Angelo, but they could still fit that in.
“Thank you so much,” she said at his silence. “And take a taxi. It’s quicker. The guests will be arriving soon.”

    
  NICK LEFT THE penthouse and made his way down to the second floor and to menswear.
Small sized jerseys and size eleven socks. Not difficult at all. 
The store was busy, he noted, as he crossed the floor and scanned the department. There were times height could be an advantage and right now as he spotted the socks it was a definite advantage. 
He perused the socks, selected from a mid-range brand then changed his mind and went top end designer. Anyone who worked for Clarissa—especially if she was pregnant again—was worth the best.
He chose four sets then glanced around for the jerseys.
Clarissa had mentioned something about Colin looking through the catalogue, but Nick couldn’t for the life of him remember the name of the brand. He made his way over to the service desk where an assistant stood behind the counter, dealing to a small queue. She was busy wrapping and he hesitated a moment before he stood in line. While he waited, he took stock of the department. They seemed unusually busy. It was too early for Christmas shopping so it was looking promising in terms of retail spending amidst the projected downturn. He moved forward and studied the sales assistants. There were three on duty and they seemed to have a good routine going. Although one of the men, he noticed, had just left to do an exchange.
The woman at the counter seemed to be managing okay and he took a second to study her. Nice looking, confident, seemed reasonably calm although even from here there was an interesting twitch along her jaw. The man in front had been borderline rude which no doubt accounted for it. The transaction finished, the person moved away, and the twitch eased.
Nick stepped forward and she said, “How can I help you today, Sir?”
She smiled, her gaze connected with his, and he saw the moment she recognised him.
He scanned the counter. “Do you have a print copy of the catalogue I can take a look at?”
“The catalogue?” she repeated.
He nodded. “Yes. I need to check something.”
She hesitated a moment. “We don’t have copies of the print catalogues here. Sir.” Her face flushed a becoming pink. “There is a catalogue stand by the front entrance.”
He followed her gaze to the escalators which went to the floor below and to the grand front entrance.
Mystified, he turned back to her. “What do you mean you don’t have them? There have always been catalogues here.”
She pressed her lips together. “We don’t anymore. They are only located on the ground floor by the front entrance.”
“So that means,” he said slowly, “that I must go down the escalator to the front entrance to find a print catalogue which means I may just as well walk straight out the door instead of coming back here?”
Her eyes flashed again, this time with something like amusement.
“That is correct. The feeling was that catalogues took up room on the counters and should be at the entrance to the store only, which meant a less cluttered look for the service points.”
He stared at her in disbelief, more annoyed with the amused way she was looking at him than anything else. “I’m pretty sure that I never—”
Clarissa.
He groaned as he recalled it. It had been Clarissa’s idea and it had made sense at the time.
Keep the catalogues in the foyer where shoppers could pick them up and have an idea of what they were looking for and be guided around the floors, and consult the map at the back that covered the five floors of Bartley’s retail heaven. A very sensible idea.
He said, “I apologise. I hadn’t realised that had gone ahead.”
“Well, that is interesting,” she said smoothly, “because I read your favourable comment on the scheme in the monthly staff newsletter.” She looked at her watch

    
  






