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​GABE FIRMED THE SOIL around the last sapling with his boot. He straightened gratefully, stretching his arms to ease his aching back.

On impulse, he knelt back down by the little silver conifer and patted it lovingly. "Grow, little tree," he said. "You and your mates can make this nursery thrive." In his mind, he added, "Please grow," but he didn't say that aloud. It was bad enough that he was talking to his trees; if someone heard him pleading with them, they'd think he was fit for the funny farm rather than his own tree farm.

"Gabe?"

He jerked to his feet so fast he almost overbalanced. Lucy. Of course, it would have to be Lucy. The very last person he wanted to catch him talking to his plants.

He managed a rueful smile in response to her puzzled expression. "Miss Cairns. Nice to see you. What can I do for you?"

She made a face. "You can stop being so formal, for starters, Gabriel Bliss, as I've said before. I call you 'Gabe'. What's so wrong with you calling me 'Lucy'?"

"Everything, as you know perfectly well," Gabe said flatly. "I'm your father's tenant here. So you're pretty much my employer."

"Gabe, that's rubbish and—"

"No, it's not. It's part of the respect I owe your father. And since you're his number two in the business, I'd say 'Miss Cairns' was appropriate, wouldn't you?" Why did she keep refusing to understand? She knew the risk her father had taken by giving Gabe the lease on such a huge chunk of his land. Not many successful businessmen would do that for someone with no track record as an entrepreneur. Not many successful businessmen would charge peanuts in rent and give the lessee a totally free hand, either. Gabe hoped that, by the time Lucy took over the estate, the nursery would be profitable enough to pay a decent rent—if it wasn't, Gabe would probably be bankrupt—but his gut was telling him that it was vital to keep a professional relationship with her, at least as long as his business was still struggling.

She snorted. "That stubborn pride will be the death of you one of these days, Gabe. Dad's in his prime and you know it. So I'll probably be old and grey before I inherit, and a good thing too. Right now, there's no reason why we can't be friends." She smiled encouragingly. She was stunning when she smiled. Gabe realised in that moment that her intricately-tied silk scarf exactly matched the blue of her eyes. They were smiling, too.

Gabe managed a shrug and automatically took a step back. He needed that extra distance. Lucy Cairns might imagine they could have a no-strings friendship but Gabe knew better. She wasn't only his boss's daughter; she was also much too attractive for any man's equilibrium. Especially one who was, in old-fashioned terms, just a menial. Dirty-fingered tree-planters did not consort with the daughters of their millionaire landlords.

"Friendship is for equals," he managed at last, through a dry throat. "You and I are..." He gestured helplessly with open hands. "Best if we keep things businesslike. So, what can I do for you?"

Lucy responded with a noise that tried to be an angry growl. Gabe thought she sounded like a cuddly puppy, doing a wolf impression. He said nothing, waiting.

Finally, she sighed and said, matter-of-factly, "Christmas trees. Or, more specifically, one Christmas tree. A really special one this year. I want to put a tree into the stairwell so that our guests can admire it all the way up to the top floor."

"Four floors worth of tree?"

She nodded, grinning. "Yes, and broad enough to be touched by reaching over the banisters. Don't you think it'll look great? And that gorgeous smell will fill the house."

"Um. Yes, I suppose so. But we're talking forty feet, maybe more. That's a helluva tree. How do you plan to get it in? Assuming I can find one big enough, of course."

"Oh, we'll manage. Dad'll send some of the builders over to help, if I ask him."

"Ah. So you haven't actually cleared this idea with your father?"

Lucy waved a hand airily. "He leaves all the house arrangements to me. The Boxing Day Shoot is my part of the business so he won't interfere. And he'll adore it once he sees how fabulous it looks. And smells."

Her father wouldn't adore it half so much if his precious antiques were damaged while the monster tree was being dragged into place, but it would do no good to say so to Lucy. She was always full of off-the-wall schemes and her father indulged them. Usually. A lot of them, Gabe had to admit, had been very successful. Besides, Gabe could make a pretty decent profit on selling her a forty-foot Christmas tree. It would help to finance the purchase of the rare young trees he'd had his eye on to enlarge the specialist collection in his nursery.

"OK. You're the client. I'll look around and see what I can find. But you need to give me a better idea of the finished height before I earmark one of the biggest trees in the old plantation for the axe. There aren't many backup buyers for a forty-footer if you suddenly decide it's too short. Trafalgar Square won't be buying a spare tree from me, you know." He grinned at his own joke, though he knew it wasn't very funny.

She narrowed her eyes at him. She wasn't laughing. "The Trafalgar Square tree is a lot bigger than forty feet. What's more, we both know it comes from Norway. And why."

"Yes, sorry. Bad joke. Forget I said it. Still, if you give me a finished height, I'll have something to work with. We can always lop a bit off the bottom if the tree's too tall. Can you drop a tape from the top of the stairwell?"

'You don't give me much credit, do you, Gabe? You forget that I've been running the house and the antiques side of the business for more than five years now. I do know about practicalities. The height from the hall floor to the ceiling at the top of the stairwell is forty-four feet ten inches."

"Oh. Um. Yes, right." He couldn't meet her eyes. He was sure she'd be laughing at him now.

"And, before you ask, the maximum diameter of the bottom of the tree is sixteen feet four inches. Though I suppose we could always trim the lower branches if the tree was too bushy at the bottom."

"That might look ugly, if it isn't carefully done." Gabe saw that Lucy had raised an eloquent eyebrow. "But I'm sure you'll do a great job. Or I could do it for you?" he added, in a rush to make amends. He really ought to know better than to imply that Lucy Cairns was incompetent. Because it wasn't true. She seemed to succeed at everything she did, blast her. It was another one of the reasons why he could never be totally easy in her company, these days. Why did Sir Andrew Cairns's only child have to be such a fanciable female? If Lucy had been a Luke, Gabe might have been able to get over their differences in status and wealth. Gabe and a male Cairns heir might have been friends. But Lucy was too attractive by half. No red-blooded male was going to look at her and think "friend". No way.

Lucy smiled at him then. "That's kind of you, Gabe. Let's decide once you've found a suitable tree. And now comes the tricky part. How much?"

Gabe did a quick calculation, added a large but not outrageous mark-up to his normal price per foot of tree, and named his figure. Lucy didn't look shocked. She just nodded. Double blast. He'd missed a trick there. He could have got more towards his rare specimen trees. He couldn't jack the price up now—that would be highly unprofessional—but there was one last wrinkle he could use. "And—sorry—but I'll have to charge you for the full height of the tree we fell, not just the cut-down height. We might have to fell a sixty-footer to get one to fit your stairwell."

"Of course," Lucy said graciously. "Let me have the bill and I'll make sure it's paid promptly. And—this isn't a reflection on you, Gabe, honestly—but I'd like to come and see the tree before it's cut. I've got a bit of a thing about Christmas trees, you see, and this one's going to be very special. I want to... I'd like to see it while it's still growing. So I can—" She made a wry face and shrugged helplessly.

"You want to talk to it while it can still hear you?" he asked softly. It was what he himself did, every time he felled a tree. Killing a living thing, even in a good cause, required an apology, or at least an explanation. It didn't really surprise him that she felt the same way. They had always been on the same wavelength.

Before.

"Sounds sentimental, doesn't it?" Lucy said ruefully. "Can't help it, I'm afraid. I'll probably stroke it as well. And here's me, making myself out to be the hard businesswoman. You've rumbled me, Gabriel Bliss. Just don't shop me to any of my other suppliers, hmm? I know you understand, but I'd never hear the end of it from the others." There was a bit of colour on her neck above that azure blue scarf. The blush made her look much younger, like an endearing child caught out in mischief.

Gabe only just managed to stop himself from reaching out to stroke her arm. "Your secret's safe with me," he said gruffly. "I'll give you a ring once I've selected your tree. But we shouldn't fell it until just before Christmas, if we want it to be looking really good on Boxing Day. OK by you?"

"Fine. We've got a deal." She pulled off her leather glove and stuck out her hand.

Automatically, Gabe responded. Her fingers were warm against his and her skin was very soft. She didn't seem to mind the ingrained dirt on his fingers or the calluses on his palm.

The contact was brief and very businesslike. A few seconds later, she had climbed back into her battered old Land Rover and was driving away with a cheery wave.

"Lucy Cairns," Gabe muttered grimly to the sapling nestled against his mud-covered boot, "is good enough to eat. Unfortunately, she's much too rich a diet for the likes of me." He sighed and went to collect another bale of conifer saplings. The light would be going soon and he'd nowhere near finished his day's work.
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Lucy was grinding her teeth even before she was back on the tarmac lane and out of sight. Honestly, the man was impossible. Totally impossible. Her father would have used much more down-to-earth words, if he'd heard that exchange. Drew Cairns was a shrewd northern businessman and he believed in calling a spade a spade. Or, in his words, "a bloody shovel". Lucy was tempted to call Gabriel Bliss a self-righteous prig, except that no one used that kind of language, nowadays. It was a very satisfying insult, but it belonged to a different time.

"They did a good line in abuse, back then," she said aloud. The Land Rover didn't answer. "Pity no one would appreciate it, these days."

She wasn't sure that was true. Gabe was wedded to the land and to growing his beloved trees, but he was very well read. Although Lucy loved English literature and read the classics avidly, she'd been caught out more than once by Gabe's exceptional memory. He'd corrected her about George Eliot's Middlemarch, she recalled, though it was years ago now. She'd argued back, but when she checked, she'd discovered he was right. She'd swallowed her pride and gone back to apologise.

She smiled to herself, reliving that old encounter for a moment. She'd been wrong but Gabe hadn't tried to rub it in. He hadn't been superior at all, though he probably had a right to be. He simply put an arm round her shoulder and gave her a quick hug. Then he grinned at her and said that he'd just been lucky that that particular bit of Eliot had stuck in his mind, and that Lucy was usually right when they argued about books. She remembered the warm glow, the feeling of being valued. But that was back when they were friends. Back when they were equals, in spite of her father's increasing wealth. Back in the days before Gabe took on the nursery lease and Sir Andrew Cairns and his daughter became "the bosses".

"Men!" she spat. "Why do they have to have so much stiff-necked pride?"

The Land Rover backfired. Lucy jumped.

Then she laughed, a little shakily. "Thank you, Maisie. It's nice to know you agree with me. If you have any ideas about how I can make Gabe see sense about our friendship, I'd really like to hear them." She waited a second or two, but Maisie was back to chugging along in her usual rhythm. "No, I thought not," Lucy sighed. "For this particular idiot man, I'll have to find my own solutions."
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"You look whacked, Gabe," Jane said as soon as he appeared in the nursery's checkout-cum-farmshop.

Gabe automatically bent down to fondle Muffin's silky ears. Strictly speaking, the black and tan mongrel was Jane's dog, but he treated Gabe's nursery as if he owned it. He only had three legs, but he never let that stop him being a feisty little fellow. Gabe was very fond of Muffin, because he was a fighter, in the best possible sense.

Jane automatically started for the tiny kitchen at the back. "I'll make us a cup of tea if you mind the till for me. Probably won't be any more customers today, anyway. Too cold for them to venture out, poor darlings," she added, with more than a hint of sarcasm. Jane might be motherly to Gabe, but she came from solid farming stock and she didn't have much time for Lucy's pampered clients. "People with more money than sense," Jane called them.

Gabe was too tired to argue. Besides, Jane would ignore him even if he did. And she was right about the customers, pretty much. They included the many rich folk who visited the big house to browse and buy from Sir Andrew's vast antique collection. When they were leaving, Lucy always made a point of suggesting that they call in at the nursery where they would be sure to find excellent quality trees, some of them quite rare. Gabe had to admit that Lucy was a first-class saleswoman. With her moneyed clients, she would hint, ever so subtly, that Gabe's nursery could sell them something that none of their friends could possibly have. And Gabe had secured some quite lucrative sales as a result. He owed her for those.

But she was still his landlord's daughter.

"Here you go." Jane re-emerged with two steaming mugs and put them on the wooden counter by the till. "And I think we'll have a couple of biscuits to go with it." She gave Gabe a sly smile. "Those farmhouse gingers haven't sold too well. I reckon the last two packs are nearly on their sell-by date."

Gabe laughed and sank on to one of the wicker stools behind the checkout. "I'll never make any money if we keep eating the stock, you know." They both knew he was joking. Jane had definitely made a mistake with the farmhouse gingers: too expensive for their everyday customers and not at all the kind of thing that Lucy's antique buyers would bother with. No doubt they had cooks and housekeepers to do mundane chores like shopping for biscuits. They probably had garden staff as well. So what did the gardeners think when the boss chose a vastly expensive specimen tree without consulting them?

Actually, Gabe knew the answer to that one. He'd been one of those hired gardeners himself, until not so long ago. He'd toiled for three years making his first employer's estate look fantastic, but the man never so much as passed the time of day with any of the staff. That applied especially to people like Gabe, who wasn't even the head man, just a dirty-fingered assistant minion. When the owner showed his garden off to his guests, he implied that all the design and planting innovations were his own. And his wife was even worse. She would walk round the garden in spindly high heels, complaining that they sank into the meandering grass paths. Finally, she persuaded her more-money-than-sense husband to have the sinuous paths ripped up and replaced with solid paving slabs. It didn't bother her, or her husband, that the contractors did a vast amount of damage to the plants while they were driving around with their diggers. Or that the dreamy, drifty look of the garden was ruined by what seemed to be acres of grey concrete. Gabe was thoroughly disheartened to see the damage. And more than glad to leave when he was offered the job of head gardener on another estate. He planned to make his mark there. And to create something lasting and beautiful.

His hopes were soon dashed. His employer turned out to be another jumped-up, get-rich-quick merchant who enjoyed lording it over his staff. Gabe did his best to avoid the man and put his heart and soul into making the garden into something close to his vision of what was possible. It took a few years but it was finally beginning to bear fruit when, one day, the owner turned up, pleased as punch with the incredibly rare rhododendron he'd just acquired, at vast cost. Gabe had shaken his head and said that it would soon die in the estate's non-acid soil. He'd added, truthfully but naively, that his boss's purchase was a waste of money and the shrub should be sent back. 

Not a good move. Gabe's second employer wasn't the kind of man who would ever admit to having made a mistake. Especially to a menial. He didn't lose his rag, though, or even raise his voice. He simply fired Gabe, on the spot, with clinical efficiency.

So the answer for those poor put-upon gardeners was to smile and tell the boss how clever he was. And then to work desperately to create growing conditions for the new tree in a spot where it wouldn't die. Or, at least, not until the boss had forgotten about its existence.

How cynical I am, Gabe thought, biting into one of the ginger biscuits. Muffin was gazing adoringly up at him. "Cupboard love," Gabe chuckled, giving the dog a piece when he thought Jane wasn't looking.

She was. She clucked her tongue and shook her head, but then she smiled and simply drank her tea.

Gabe told himself he wasn't being fair. Rich people weren't all ghastly, just because they were rich. They weren't all like his previous employers, either. Lucy and Drew Cairns were rolling in it, after all, and they were both fantastic. But then, Sir Andrew was a self-made man and a good judge of people. He wasn't swayed by wealth, either. And he'd brought Lucy up to think the same way.

"Was that Lucy's Land Rover earlier?" Jane asked. No "Miss Cairns" for her. She had known Lucy for nearly fifteen years and had mothered her for most of them, after taking pity on the newly-widowed father and his only child. Drew Cairns had planned his family's move to the country as a reward for his wife—she had put up with years of hardship while her husband worked seven days a week to build up his construction business from nothing. Success had brought Drew financial security and, eventually, a knighthood, but Lucy's mother hadn't lived long enough to enjoy any of it. She'd died before she even had a chance to hear herself called "Lady Cairns".

And her daughter had been left motherless while she was still in primary school. 

Gabe reckoned it was no wonder that Lucy and her father were close. Who else did Lucy have? Apart from Jane, of course. And, at a push—

"Gabe?" Jane prodded him in the chest with her half-empty tea mug. "You were miles away. About Lucy. Was that—?"

Motherly she might be, but Jane was also a terror for ferreting out gossip. She never gave up until her jaws were clamped round her prey. "Sorry," Gabe said quickly. "I was thinking about, er, the new trees. Yes, it was Lucy. She's got a new wheeze for Christmas. She wants a single enormous tree, one that's big enough to fill the whole stairwell."

Jane's eyes widened and she blew out a long, slow breath. "All of it?"

"Yup. All four floors."

Jane digested that for a minute or so and then said, "I hope you're charging her a premium price then, lovey. The Cairns estate can afford it and we need to make a profit on something."

"Oh, come on, Jane. You know we always make good money on the Christmas trees. And this year should be even better than usual, because we've got all those fabulous little trees in pots. The kids will adore them and their parents will buy them because it makes them feel virtuous to buy a cute little Christmas tree that won't end up on the bonfire. Placating the kids and doing their bit for the planet, you know?"

Jane shook her head. "Not doing their bit for your nursery, Gabe. Sure, we'll make good money out of it this year, but what about next year? What about when your virtuous parents all fetch their cute little potted trees in from the garden and decorate them again? When none of them come here to get a Bliss Christmas tree because they've already got one?"

She had a point, sort of, but Gabe wasn't about to concede. He knew his customers too well. "Most of them haven't a clue how to look after a conifer in a small pot. Quite a lot of the trees will die. Or else they'll drop so many of their needles that they'll not be fit to decorate. I guarantee you, Jane—" he dropped his biscuit hand to his side and tried to cross his fingers "—that more than half of those customers will be back for another tree next year."

"Humph." She didn't sound convinced. "How many potted trees do we have?"

"Not sure yet how many of them will be attractive enough to sell. A few dozen, maybe?"

Jane's shoulders relaxed. "That's something, at least. If it had been a hundred or more, you'd have had me really worried. Can't do too much harm with a couple of dozen. We'll still be selling loads of proper Christmas trees. The kind that go on the fire after Twelfth Night," she finished, with emphasis.

Gabe grinned at her. "Point taken," he said. "With you looking after my profits, Jane, I should be a millionaire by now. You're a first-class businesswoman, you know. And I'm really grateful for everything you do. I couldn't manage without you."

Jane coloured, a very little. "I'm not half as good a businesswoman as Lucy, though," she said. "Lucy would have known not to order these poncey ginger biscuits, but I didn't." She squared her shoulders. "Still, I do now and I'll be a lot more careful about the orders in the future. But what I do here in the shop is peanuts. We make far more profit from the clients that Lucy refers to us than from anything I do." Gabe opened his mouth to protest, but Jane wasn't going to let him get a word in edgeways. "You know I'm right, so don't try telling me otherwise, Gabriel Bliss. Lucy Cairns is a godsend for this place and we owe her. You owe her."

Jane was absolutely right, of course, but it didn't make the truth any more comfortable.
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Chapter Two
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LUCY DROVE ROUND THE back of the Manor House and left the Land Rover in the yard with the keys in the ignition. All the staff were welcome to use it for getting around the estate or fetching and carrying, though some of them refused to try. Maisie was well known for her idiosyncrasies and Lucy was probably the only one who had any kind of a soft spot for the battered old four-by-four. Yes, the estate could certainly afford to replace Maisie but no, Lucy wasn't going to allow that. Not while there was still life left in dear old Maisie.

Lucy wasn't going to allow herself to dwell on the Gabriel Bliss problem, either. She had far more important things to do. She hadn't yet finalised all the details for the next pheasant shoot in less than a week's time. Around a dozen guns would be staying in the house for several days which would give Lucy plenty of opportunities to interest them (or their wives) in the antiques. Practically everything in the house was for sale, if the price was right, since she and her father had agreed, long ago, that none of their antiques had any sentimental value. If a guest wanted to buy the four-poster he was sleeping in, or the dining table where he ate, Lucy would happily negotiate a price. If the sold item was an essential for the running of the house, like a bed or a table, she would source a replacement antique from one of her contacts in the trade. And in due course, that replacement would probably be sold, too.

As a result of their odd way of living, the contents of the house never stayed the same for very long. But Lucy preferred it that way. The house was a showcase for the business, not a real home. Her only real home had been the cramped house where she grew up, the house they'd left that Christmas after her mother died. All their furniture and fittings, everything bar Lucy's toys and books, had been sold; Drew Cairns, deep in his grief, was adamant that he didn't want anything to remind him of what he had lost.

The only item not for sale now was the painting of her mother, hanging above the fireplace in the ground floor office. It lacked the vital spark of the best portraits—the artist had had to use photographs since Lucy's mother was long dead by the time Sir Andrew commissioned the work—but it was a good enough likeness and a reminder of a loving, and much loved, wife and mother. Lucy had occasionally walked into the office to find her father standing gazing at it. Once, she'd fancied there was a tear in his eye.

Today the office was empty since Pat, Lucy's PA, worked only three days a week. Lucy was glad to be alone. She had loads to do and she wasn't in the mood for idle chatter. Pat was very efficient and reliable—the business wouldn't be able to function properly without her— but she did like to talk while she was working. Subtle hints about the value of silence were always a waste of breath.

Lucy sat down at her desk by the window and smiled up at her mother's portrait. Looking at it gave her a warm glow, almost like being hugged—she could still remember her mother's hugs and how special they had made her feel. She missed them, even now, after so many years.

Lucy pulled out the guest list for the pheasant shoot and ran her finger down it, counting the number of question marks against names. Several of the wives had been havering about whether to attend or not. They didn't shoot and they thought they would be bored while their husbands were out slaughtering birds. The house was much too far from any decent shopping unless they hired a helicopter—which their husbands wouldn't agree to, since the noise might disturb the shoot.

Lucy smiled grimly. She'd recently bought some very fine antique silk rugs but the colours and motifs were too feminine to appeal to the guns. Lucy needed the wives to attend—and to persuade their husbands to buy. Selecting a name from the list, the woman who was closest to being a fashion leader among the guests, Lucy picked up the phone and dialled.

"Mrs Fairbrother, good morning. It's Lucy Cairns here," she began. "I wanted to run a couple of ideas past you, about next week's shoot, if you have a moment. It's about the ladies' programme you suggested. I didn't want to finalise anything without asking your advice. Is now a good time?"

Mrs Fairbrother was sufficiently flattered to let Lucy run through the programme that had taken her two solid days to devise. The woman made a few suggestions, some helpful, some useless, but Lucy agreed them all. It needed to become so completely Mrs Fairbrother's programme that she would persuade all her fellow-ditherers to attend.

"Thank you so much, Mrs Fairbrother. That really rounds out your programme in ways I hadn't thought about. You're clearly an expert when it comes to organising events. I'd never have thought of a picnic at this time of year." Mrs Fairbrother made approving noises. "As you rightly said, though," Lucy went on, "a picnic in the old arboretum will depend on the weather. The forecast is good, but you never know. We'll have rugs and heaters, of course, so we won't be cold, but if it's wet or windy, we could have it in the conservatory, here at the house, instead. What do you think?"

Mrs Fairbrother graciously approved the fallback plan. More importantly, she promised to ring up all her cronies and tell them about the splendid ladies' programme that she had persuaded Lucy to put on. She was sure they would all attend. They wouldn't want to miss all Mrs Fairbrother's delights.

Lucy said all the correct, polite things and allowed Mrs Fairbrother to purr to the end of the conversation in her own time. Only once she'd ended the call did Lucy allow herself a crow of triumphant laughter. "And this time," she said to her mother's portrait, "I don't even have to ring round all the others. Result!"
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It was almost dark when Lucy remembered the one thing she'd failed to do.

Mrs Fairbrother's big idea was a picnic in the arboretum. Unfortunately, under the terms of Gabe's lease, it was now his arboretum and Lucy had agreed to the idea without asking him first. It wasn't that he would refuse—at least, she didn't think he would. But Gabe had decided, for reasons Lucy couldn’t fathom, that she and her father were "the bosses", while he was just an underling who should do as he was told. If he discovered she'd made a decision about his land without consulting him, it would confirm all his stupid prejudices and he would retreat even further into his shell. She reached for the phone.

"No, I'm not that much of a coward," she said, putting the receiver down again and jumping up from her chair. "You always taught me to face down my demons, Mum, so I will. And anyway, Gabe isn't a demon. He's a...a..."

What was he? She wasn't really sure. He had been a friend, and a good one—or so she had thought—but now he refused to be more than a business acquaintance. Lucy knew she wasn't prepared to settle for that. There had been a time, not long after Gabe graduated from horticultural college, when she'd thought their friendship might blossom into something more. She'd wanted it to. She'd hoped. But then Gabe had found a gardener's job on a big estate on the other side of the country. And within a couple of weeks he was gone. He hadn't written or phoned or emailed. Nothing. And he never visited. Since both his parents were dead, he probably felt he had no one to come back for. Lucy clearly didn't count. Which hurt, though she'd got over it. Eventually.

She'd used the intervening years to learn more about the antiques business and how to mastermind shooting and hunting events for the idle rich. In the end, she'd become so good at it that her father stopped taking any active part in that side of the business. Lucy Cairns had become a success in her own right and she was proud of herself. She even spoke at conferences about the skills of event management.

But she was doing it, essentially, alone. And, deep down, she didn't want that.

She told herself that she hadn't been carrying a torch for Gabriel Bliss. Not really. But she had to admit that none of her other boyfriends had lasted very long or meant very much to her. They had been pleasant interludes, mostly, but nothing more. Yet, every time she talked to
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