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CHAPTER ONE

“Did you hear that the police found a dead body in the bushes by the clock on the town square?”

I jerked my head around to look at Aunt Cat. “Come again?”

“You’re spilling the milk, dear.” She sashayed into the kitchen with her floral skirt twirling about her lower legs.

Oh, balls. So I was.

I quickly righted the milk bottle and put the top back on before I made any more of a mess. I was almost entirely sure that the new housekeeper didn’t like me, and I was desperately trying to get on her good side, so I plucked a cloth from the Belfast sink, ran it under the tap, and wiped up my mess.

“Isn’t that Emily’s job?” Aunt Cat asked, peering over the top of her newspaper from the large kitchen island.

“Yes, but I don’t think she likes me, and she has a radar for when I make a mess.”

“I can fire her if she doesn’t like you.”

“Me being so messy I piss off the staff doesn’t give you grounds to fire them,” I reminded her, rinsing the milk from the dishcloth. “It’s just milk. It’s no big deal. Talk to me about this dead body. Who is it?”

“We don’t know. The police cordoned the area off rather early.” She wrinkled her face up as her eyes scanned the paper.

“You seem disgruntled.”

“Of course I’m disgruntled, Gabriella. I want to know who was stabbed and left to bleed out over the tulips.”

I held up my hand and closed my eyes. Normally, I shared my aunt’s love of murder and the macabre, but I hadn’t had my breakfast yet and I’d had one too many glasses of wine at my friend’s dinner party last night.

“Can I have my breakfast before we get into the details, please?” I put my bowl on the island countertop and opened the drawer for a spoon so I could eat my cereal.

“I must say that I agree.” Our butler, Arthur Fredericks, walked into the kitchen with a stack of newspapers under his arm. “It’s far too early for your morbidity, milady.”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Cat mused. “It’s never too early for murder. Is there tea in that pot, Gabriella?”

“Yes. Would you like a cup?”

“I would.”

“I’ll handle that.” Arthur set the newspapers down on the table like he did every morning in preparation for my father’s morning cup of tea. “You have your breakfast, Lady Gabriella.”

“Yeeees,” my aunt said slowly. “You were out quite late last night at the Holmes’, weren’t you?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Helena insisted on post-dinner drinks. I was outvoted.”

“Hmm.” She watched Arthur as he retrieved a mug from the cupboard and picked up the teapot. “I wonder about Helena. She can put her liquor away, can’t she?”

I rolled my eyes. “No more than any other twenty-something aristocrat in the public eye.”

“So, you.”

“Please,” I replied, making sure the slice of banana was perfectly situated for me to scoop it up my Weetabix. “You know I avoid the media. There are enough party-loving upper-class people they can rip to shreds in their opinion pieces without me offering myself up for their amusement.”

Besides, I preferred to be in the garden, much to my father’s frustration.

“Agreed. Best not to rile them. Look at Amelia Hughes. Her wedding in Sicily to that nice Italian bloke was essentially sponsored by a designer and the media did not like that.” Aunt Cat took her tea from Arthur with a quiet thank you and turned her attention to her newspaper. “Very tacky, flashing those designer labels about the place.” She sniffed and flipped her page. “Back in my day—”

“Good morning!” My father strolled into the kitchen while tying the belt on his dressing gown. “Oh, Arthur, excellent timing.”

“Of course, my lord.” Arthur bowed his head. “I’ll get you your tea.”

“Thank you. What’s in the news today?”

“Please don’t ask,” I muttered.

“Dead body in the town square,” my aunt replied, nonplussed. “Bled out all over the tulips. Just as well, if you ask me. It’s the end of their season and they were looking a little miserable, so all that blood appears to have livened the square up a bit.”

Arthur coughed.

“And there goes my breakfast.” I abandoned my morning Weetabix and disposed of it.

Daddy glanced at me. “Really? Who died?”

“Nobody knows,” my aunt replied. “Those bloody police taped off the area and nobody can get near.”

“That is their job, Catherine.”

“I don’t care. I want to know who was stupid enough to get themselves stabbed.”

I paused.

Daddy eyed her. “This is why you’re not allowed to talk to the media, Catherine.”

“I don’t want to talk to the media, Henry. I want to look after my goats without those heathens wondering if Queen Victoria or Prince Albert have escaped to the public gardens again.”

He sighed as he spooned sugar into the cup of tea Arthur had just set down in front of him. “Perhaps, if Victoria and Albert stopped breaking into the public gardens and terrorising the visitors, nobody would have to wonder.”

“It’s not my fault the fence doesn’t hold.”

Actually, it was, but I wasn’t getting involved in this argument. Not again. Last time, she’d ignored me for a week for pointing out that she was legally required to keep the goats secure.

“It is, and you know it is,” Daddy replied. “Why don’t you ask Miles to reinforce it?”

“That whippersnapper? What does he know about gardens?”

He cast his gaze towards Arthur. “Thank you, Arthur. I won’t subject you my sister’s ramblings any longer this morning. Will you prepare my office for my meeting this morning?”

With the assurance he would, Arthur bowed once again and silently disappeared.

“A lot. He’s an extremely qualified gardener, and exceptionally talented. You know he worked at Kew Gardens for five years.”

“He’s also about ten.”

“Thirty,” I muttered.

“What?” Aunt Cat looked at me, eyes sparkling.

I was pretty sure she knew I had the hots for the gardener. “He’s thirty,” I replied.

Daddy frowned. “How do you know that?”

Here we go. “Well, see, there’s this thing that human beings do when more than one are gathered together. It’s called talk.”

“Hardy-har-har. Very funny.”

“You asked.”

He cradled his cup of tea. “What are you doing today?”

I shrugged. “I was going to eat breakfast, but Aunt Cat put that idea to bed with her gruesome gossip.”

She raised her teacup to me. “You are welcome.”

“I wasn’t thanking you,” I pointed out. “Otherwise, I don’t have plans. The weather is nice so I might go out and wander about the garden for a while.”

“How was the dinner party last night?” Daddy asked.

That was what he said.

It wasn’t what he wanted to know.

He wanted to know if any of the single, eligible men that had been there had caught my eye.

“Terribly boring,” I replied without batting an eyelid. “Helena’s cousin only spoke about his ex-girlfriend who apparently traded down even though she’s now engaged to an Italian billionaire. Louis Fitzgerald kept holding conversations with my breasts, and Howard Billings wouldn’t stop discussing his new business deal which apparently will net him seven figures and he wanted us all to remember that. All very brash and inappropriate.”

Daddy shook his head. “Where have all the gentlemen gone?”

“They started watching porn,” Aunt Cat said, flipping the page of her newspaper. “And forgot that women only want a freak between the sheets. They want a gentleman on the streets.”

He blinked at her as I fought back a laugh. I mean, she wasn’t wrong, was she?

“Speaking of brash and inappropriate,” he said slowly before turning his attention back to me. “I’m going to Windsor this afternoon to help with preparations for the state banquet in two weeks. I’ll be meeting with the Duke of Westminster and—”

“Nope.”

“Gabriella, you—”

“I’m twenty-seven, not seventy-seven,” I reminded him. “I know you want me to meet someone and get married, but I don’t want to right now.”

“All the eligible young men that are suitable for you will be taken soon,” he said with a pointed look.

“I didn’t realise I was living in Tudor England.” I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I went out with Steven in college, and it didn’t work out. I can’t imagine it would be any different now.”

“Well, you have an outstanding invitation to the state banquet, and he will be there. It won’t hurt you to attend and mingle, even if you aren’t interested in Steven.” Daddy finished his tea and set the cup next to the sink. “Think about it.”

He left the kitchen on that note. Aunt Cat flipped the page of her paper once more, and I sighed, dropping my head so I was looking at the floor.

“I assume you still haven’t told him you’ve signed up for that horticultural course,” she said without looking up.

“No, I haven’t.”

“You know you’re going to have to tell him. There are only so many times you’ll get away with it before he realises you’re going to the local college. Especially when the course brings you to our own gardens for education.”

I swallowed. I knew she was right. I was keeping two huge secrets from my father—and one even from her—and I was going to have to come clean. “He’s not going to be happy about it. You know as well as I do that he’s stuck in the stone age.”

“He’s traditional.” Aunt Cat finally put down her paper and peered at me over the top of her glasses. “He just wants you to be looked after, Gabi, and in his mind that means you marrying well.”

“I wish he’d realise I can look after myself. Besides, it’s not like I’ll inherit absolutely nothing.”

“No,” she admitted. “Just as me and Elizabeth didn’t when your grandfather died. Of course, Elizabeth had already married into another aristocratic family, but like this estate went to your father, it will go to your brother. The rules are archaic and ridiculous if you ask me, but it’s how things are done.”

No kidding. My brother was six years younger than me and currently on a yacht off the coast of Mykonos, partying it up with all the other future Earls and Dukes who had too much time and money on their hands, while I was here, trying to make something of my life.

“I know you’d be happier with a simpler life, Gabi.” Aunt Cat closed her paper and stood up. “And I think Henry realises it, too. Perhaps you should humour him for a little while—go along with his matchmaking attempts until either he or you find someone you deem suitable to pursue a relationship with.” She paused in the doorway. “After all, my love, he just wants the best for you.”

“I know,” I said softly.

And I did know that.

The problem was nobody cared about what I thought was best for me.

***

Dear Lady Love,

My boyfriend of six years is drifting away from me. I just found out I’m pregnant, and our big problem is that we don’t communicate, and I’m afraid to have that conversation in case he breaks up with me. I took the quiz and my love language is acts of service, which makes sense because I find I like it when he does the little things, but he doesn’t do them as much anymore. He won’t take the quiz because he thinks it’s stupid, but I think his language is words of affirmation. How can I use these to fix our relationship?

Yours sincerely,

K from Norfolk

 

Okay, wow. That was a loaded one.

I blew out a breath, cracked one of my knuckles, and hit the button to respond to her.

 

Dear K from Norfolk,

The first thing you need to do is sit down with your boyfriend and tell him you’re pregnant. You can’t keep that a secret from him, even if you’re afraid he no longer wants to be in a relationship with you. If he does break up with you, it isn’t the end of the world.

If you have that conversation and you continue your relationship, it’s important to tell him how you feel. That you like it when he does little things for you just because, and if you believe his love language is words of affirmation, you should work on making sure you fulfil his needs, too. Sometimes, just saying, “Oh, that cup of tea was amazing!” can make a big difference to someone who needs to feel like they’re doing a good job.

But yes, have that all-important conversation.

Good luck and congratulations on the baby!

Lady Love

 

I hit publish on my response and sat back. That was the fifth one I’d answered today, and I was just about done with the internet. After checking my personal emails, I exited out of my secret blog and cleared the internet history.

It was a habit I’d gotten into. Aunt Cat looked up some questionable things every now and then, and my father liked to make sure she wasn’t looking up anything illegal.

Well, anything too illegal, that was.

I didn’t want my family knowing what I was doing. I was sure nobody had any idea who Lady Love even was, but my aunt was a wealth of knowledge of random things, and my father certainly wouldn’t be too impressed with what I was doing.

He really was a traditionalist, and he would not believe that the daughter of a duke had any business giving relationship advice on the internet.

Especially a single one.

I slid my laptop under my bed and got changed. The sun was now shining, and I wanted to go outside to the gardens. I doubted anything had changed since I was out there yesterday morning, but I was never happier than I was when I was among the plants.

Even if Miles wouldn’t let me in his beloved greenhouse.

I changed into a dress and grabbed a sunhat and glasses and walked through the house.

Arrowwood Estate was the ancestral home of my family and the dukedom that came with it. My father was the current Duke of Bath, and we were about thirty minutes from the city itself. I only ever really ventured in for my qualification, for when I needed to do some in-person learning or testing.

The proximity to the tourist hotspot meant we were always busy.

It was no bad thing—an estate the size of ours cost a lot of money to upkeep. My father and grandfather had done what they could to modernise the manor house while keeping it true to itself and its history, but there was only so much they could do.

My grandfather had invested a lot of money into the gardens. About one hundred acres of the three hundred we owned were open to the public, and they were all immaculately presented. We had everything from perfectly manicured box bushes to pruned fruit trees and expansive flower gardens, including a huge orangery that had a giant koi pond.

My grandfather had totally ripped Kew Gardens off there.

But my favorite part was the part the public never saw. Our personal gardens spanned a few acres and consisted of greenhouses and vegetable gardens, flowerbeds, a wildlife pond, and the secret garden.

The secret garden was where I was heading now.

As a child, I’d fallen in love with the book, and my aunt had helped me carve out my own little space that was hidden behind what looked like a blocked gate.

It was not blocked.

I brushed my hand over the top of one of the hedges as the gravel path crunched under my feet. The weather was truly beautiful, a far change from the rainy showers this morning, but such was life in England.

If we didn’t have at least three of the four seasons in one day, I’d start thinking something was wrong.

I passed by the vegetable garden and paused. Miles Kingsley had been our head gardener in our personal garden for the past six months—he worked on the public ones, too, but he was happier where there were no people.

I felt the same, personally.

He was annoyingly handsome—the kind of handsome that turned heads wherever he went, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was why he preferred to stay away from the public gardens.

He was quiet, reserved, and, well…

He was grumpy.

A real brooding kind of guy.

If my life were a novel, he was the kind of guy the heroine would bond with and make him fall in love with her bright, girlish charms.

Unfortunately for me, Miles couldn’t stand me.

And I wasn’t all that great with the girlish charms, either.

“I know you’re there,” he said gruffly without turning around. “Why are you watching me?”

I put my hands in my pockets. Gosh, I loved a dress with pockets. That was really all a woman needed to be happy.

Pockets.

Real ones.

Big enough for snacks.

“I was just passing,” I said, shifting from one foot to the other. “Is that the pumpkin patch?”

He turned his head and peered at me out of the corner of his eye. “It’s the potato bed, Lady Hastings.”

Oh.

Right. Of course. There were no tell-tale monstrous leaves of a pumpkin plant.

“Gabriella,” I replied quickly.

“I’m sorry?”

“Gabriella.” I shifted my weight to the other foot again. “My name.”

He turned back to his weeding. “You’re my employer.”

“But my name is Gabriella. And there’s no need to use the title unless it’s in a formal setting. You weeding the potatoes while I attempt to hide from my father’s matchmaking attempts isn’t a formal setting.”

Miles grunted. “Traumatic, I’m sure.”

Actually, it was.

“Sorry, I’m busy. I don’t have time to talk.”

“Right. Of course.” I swallowed and looked down. “I’ll just leave you to it, then.”

He nodded, fully focused on what he was doing, and tossed a weed into his wheelbarrow. “You do that.”

I backed up away from the archway that led into the vegetable garden and turned, heading in the direction of the secret garden.

See?

Grumpy as hell.


CHAPTER TWO

“I quite like the gardener.”

Me and my cousin, Alexander, looked up at Aunt Cat’s random proclamation.

“You called him a ten-year-old yesterday,” I pointed out. “How can you have suddenly changed your mind?”

“Ah-ha. I said he was ten years old, not that he was a ten-year-old.”

Alexander blinked at her. “That’s the same thing.”

“It is not.” She wiggled her finger at him. “Don’t you have anything better to do than lounge around here playing chess? Do you not have a child who needs tending to?”

“Here we go,” I muttered.

“Olympia is at school, where all good ten-year-old children should be on a Tuesday afternoon in May,” Alexander said, moving his bishop and taking out my rook.

Bloody hell.

I sucked at this game, and he was essentially a grandmaster.

He would have been, too, if not for his birth right.

“Hmph.” Aunt Cat joined us at the table, scanned the board, and tutted. “No wonder you never win, Gabriella. You’re simply dreadful at this.”

“I know,” I lamented. “But nobody else will play with him because they always lose. Even Arthur, who actually enjoys chess, respectfully declined. I almost sacked him on the spot for subjecting me to this.”

“Do you realise that you’re losing, dear?”

“Yes, but I’m awful at it, so it doesn’t really matter in the end.” I moved a knight to cover my king. “And Alexander is apparently banned from the local chess club.”

He sniffed. “It’s not my fault I beat the champion. He’s lucky I didn’t punch him.”

“What did you say?” Aunt Cat deadpanned.

“I didn’t say anything!” He made his move. “He told me that it wasn’t right that a toff like me could play because I’d done nothing my entire life except go to Eton, learn chess, and learn how to fleece the working class man. I told him to shut up unless he wanted to see how hard a toff could punch. Check.”

I dipped my head to hide a laugh. Duke of Worcester or not, Alexander Winthrop-Bentley was not a man to be trifled with. He’d struggled academically as a young teen, and it had led to him fighting a lot with the other boys—fights he almost always won.

My aunt Elizabeth and late uncle Arthur had finally realised he was dyslexic, and he’d worked hard to overcome those struggles to the point he now needed little help to run Bentley Manor, the huge estate he’d inherited at twenty-one after Uncle Arthur had a heart attack.

My father had taken him under his wing, taught him how to successfully run and expand the estate, and in a few short years, he’d leased several portions of twenty-acre plots to young, local farmers, with the view for them to create working farms for their families for years to come. He had everything from dairy farms to vegetable farms to chicken farms, including an allotment site he rented out for mere pennies to local people, especially those with disabilities or mental health struggles who struggled to upkeep the council-owned ones.

So the idea that my cousin, of all people, was out to fleece the working class man when he counted many of them among his best friends was laughable.

“We are not punching people, Alexander.” Aunt Cat poked his arm. “What are you doing here if Olympia is in school?”

“Ma is watching her for the night. I’m here to talk business with Uncle Henry. Is he back yet?”

“Still in Windsor,” she confirmed. “I think he will be until tomorrow morning as his meeting ran over. Are you staying the night?”

“I suppose I’ll have to. I don’t fancy traveling back home just to return again in the morning. Checkmate!”

“Oh, balls!” I threw my pawn across the table, and it bounced off onto the floor. “Was I even checked?”

“Yes, dear, you didn’t notice. You’re awful at it.” Aunt Cat stood. “I’ll ask Jennifer to prepare your bedroom, Alexander, and I’ll call Elizabeth and let her know you’ll be home tomorrow afternoon.”

There was no arguing with her tone, so he simply said, “Thank you, Aunt Cat. I appreciate it.”

“Of course you do. Now bring my great-niece with you next time. I’ll have new ducks next week.”

“You’ll what?” I did a double-take. “New ducks?”

“Yes, dear. I’ve managed to source some lovely Cayuga ducks along with some rare Welsh Harlequins.” She patted her skirt pockets for her phone. “I don’t have my phone to show you pictures, but they’re lovely.”

“Does Daddy know about this?”

“Whyever would he know? I’m not stupid enough to tell him.”

“You can’t just show up with more ducks.”

“I most certainly can.” She strolled to the door and looked over her shoulder. “You should all be thankful I’m not bringing home more goats.”

That was true. “Victoria and Albert are definitely enough.”

Alex snorted. “Victoria and Albert? You named your goats Victoria and Albert?”

“Technically, it’s Queen Victoria and Prince Albert,” I answered.

She blinked at him. “What else would I name them?”

“Billy?” Alex offered with a grin. “Gruff?”

I laughed.

“I do fancy another pair, though. I was thinking about Elizabeth and Philip.”

Alex composed himself. “Skipped a few monarchs there, haven’t you?”

“Well, yes.” She tapped her chin. “But the four kings between our queens are Edwards and Georges. I suppose George is an option, but Edward isn’t. Has rather a negative connotation to it, doesn’t it?”

I kicked Alex under the table.

We were not going to get my aunt started on Edward.

I’d hear nothing but her rants on him and Wallis Simpson for the next week, and I much preferred my sanity.

“Elizabeth and Philip are great names for goats,” I agreed. “Especially since the Queen is the GOAT.”

“Did you just call Her Majesty a goat?”

Alex’s shoulders shook with laughter.

“No, I said the GOAT.”

Aunt Cat pressed her hand against her chest in horror. “That’s your distant relative you’re besmirching!”

Jesus. How did I get here? “The greatest of all time,” I said quickly, before she could spiral any further. “It’s a compliment. GOAT. Greatest of all time. See?”

She frowned. “Why can’t you just say she’s the greatest of all time? You kids these days. You’re so lazy in your English. Never mind horticulture classes, Gabriella, you need some elocution lessons.”

Absolutely not. Two years of those in my teens was more than enough, thank you very much.

Aunt Cat disappeared on that bombshell, and I grimaced when I caught Alex’s eye. He was looking at me contemplatively with his head tilted to the side.

“What?” I said warily.

“Horticulture classes?”

“So?”

“Hey, no, it’s a good thing for you.” He touched my hand. “You’ve always loved to garden. What’s taken you so long?”

“What do you think?” I muttered, folding the chess board away. I wasn’t allowed to use the actual chess table because of the fact I was, apparently, a Very Bad Loser. See the pawn under the bookcase twenty feet away. “I doubt Dad would be very pleased with it. He’s on state banquet business and he’s trying to set me up with Steven.”

My cousin shuddered as he retrieved my wayward pawn. “Didn’t you go on a few dates in college?”

“Mhmm. He had a wandering eye.” I took the piece and put it in its spot in the box. “I understand Daddy’s desire for me to get married, and preferably to a future duke, but I’d prefer it to be to someone who can keep it in his pants, regardless of a title or not.”

“Isn’t he seeing somebody?” Alex held the door for me as we headed outside. “I could swear Spencer told me Steven was going out with—bloody hell, who was it?”

I had no idea.

“Annabelle Fortescue!”

“Ugh!” I shuddered. “Why is he seeing her?”

He shrugged. “She’s good in bed.”

“Alexander!” I slapped his shoulder. “I don’t want to know that.”

He chuckled. “You asked. At least she was when I was eighteen. Can’t imagine she’s gotten worse.”

“Oh, that’s enough.” I was going to have to bleach my flipping ears now. “I was hoping you’d say it was for philanthropic purposes. Hell, I’d take a PR relationship over whatever else it is you think.”

His laughter continued as we walked through the garden. “Show me what you’ve been working on. How’s the rose garden?”

“How do you know about the rose garden?”

“I used to cut them with scissors and give them to my mum.”

I stifled a laugh. I did, too. “How did I never know?”

“Because Margaret let me,” he replied, referring to our old gardener. “I used to bring her her favourite hard-boiled sweets in exchange for a few roses every time we visited.”

“Rude. She used to chase me out with her garden hoe every time she caught me in there!” I ducked under the archway that was filled with rose buds ready to bloom and fill the pathway with their gorgeous, sweet scent. “Mind you, I’m allowed to cut some roses now, and the current gardener chases me off anyway. Or he would if he had a hoe to hand.”

“What are you doing to him?”

“Nothing. Why does everyone assume it’s always my fault? Could it not be that he’s simply grumpy and rude?” I sniffed. “I am a delight, thank you very much.”

“Going around calling people grumpy and rude isn’t a delight.”

“I wouldn’t have to call people grumpy and rude if they weren’t grumpy and rude.”

“Fair point.” He stepped ahead of me and opened the gate, motioning for me to go ahead first.

I sighed.

Why couldn’t all men be more like my cousin?

You know.

Polite.

The rose garden was one of my favorite places. It straddled the line between private and public—the roses bloomed in two separate flushes, with the second almost always being bigger and brighter and better than the first. We kept the path to it closed during the first flush so we could enjoy them ourselves, then opened it during the second.

The rose garden was a labour of love for the Hastings family. For four generations, we’d planted roses that meant something to us. Each one was named after a departed member of our family, and after a few years of searching for the right one, I’d finally found the one to plant to commemorate Uncle Arthur.

Alexander had no idea.

He took a deep breath as the sweet scents of the first flush of the endless bushes here swirled around us. “I love this place. I need one at Bentley Manor. We just have a pretty sad looking climbing one leading to the koi pond.”

I grinned at him. “Convince Daddy to let me fully go to school for horticulture and I’ll create you one.”

“Done and done.”

Laughing, I traced the path towards the Arthur Bell rose. “No way. He’ll never agree. I fear I’ll have to bargain with him.”

“If he lets you get the qualifications you want you have to marry a future king?”

“Please don’t give him ideas. Besides, he’s already taken.” I stopped in front of the Arthur Bell rose that was wildly blooming with flowers in various shades of yellow. “Here.”

He gazed at it. “Is this new? I don’t remember seeing it.”

“Yes. I planted it last year and it didn’t bloom, so this is its first season.”

“It’s beautiful, and it smells amazing. What is it?”

I smiled. “Arthur Bell.”

Alexander started, jerking around to look at me. “Gabi…”

“Look.” I kneeled, moving my dress away from my knees so it didn’t get dirty in the gravel that surrounded the paving slabs. “These lighter ones are the newest blooms, and these brighter ones are the oldest ones. As the flowers age, they get brighter.”

“A bit like Dad did through the day. Started off miserable, went to bed happy. Although I suppose these roses aren’t having two glasses of brandy to brighten their mood.”

“Exactly.” I laughed quietly, cupping one gently so the thorns didn’t get me. “If you’d like, I can take a cutting and propagate it for you so you can have one.”

He rested his hand on my shoulder. “I would like that very much. Thank you.”

I stood and hugged him. “Of course. He was our family, too.”

Alex hugged me tightly before releasing me. “Well.” He blinked as if he were trying to ward off tears, then clapped his hands. “Shall we go back inside? I should make sure Aunt Cat has called Mum and told her I won’t be home tonight.”

“Of course.” I led him out of the rose garden and bumped into something tall and hard. “Oof!”

A sigh that was a little too heavy to be anyone who was happy to see me made me step back.

Miles.

“Sorry, I didn’t see you there,” I said, clasping my hands at my front. “We were just—”

“Queen Victoria and Prince Albert have escaped. They’re eating the unripe strawberries.” His blue eyes were focused intensely on me. “Nobody can find your aunt.”

I swallowed. “What do you mean nobody can find her? Have you spoken to Arthur?”

He stared at me. “Nobody can find your aunt,” he repeated. “If anyone could, it would be Mr. Fredericks.”

I stared at him.

“I’m not sure how I can repeat it in a simpler way, Lady Hastings.”

See? Grumpy. And rude.

Mostly.

“I understand what you were saying,” I said through gritted teeth. “But we were with her not twenty minutes ago. How could she possibly have disappeared?”

“Five hundred acres. Half a castle for a house. Not hard, is it?”

My back was ramrod straight, and I was just getting ready to inform him to watch his mouth before I shut him up when Alex placed his hand on my shoulder. “Is anyone looking for her?”

Miles glanced at him suspiciously, then nodded his head once.

“Excellent. Knowing her, she’s off in search of a cream cake since we ate them all. We’ll help you until she’s located.”

I looked down at my espadrille wedges. They were made for lovely afternoon walks amongst the roses.

They were not made for goat-wrangling.

“Just hold the gate, Gabi. I’ll handle the goats. How much more different than horses can they be?”

I swallowed, glancing at Miles who, judging by the way his lips were twitching, was as sceptical about this as I was. “Alex, are you sure about that?”

“Sure. It’ll be easy. Let’s go.”

***

Those were, in fact, Alex’s famous last words.

Goats were very different to horses.

While he was a talented equestrian, he’d never actually had anything to do with goats beyond feeding kids at a petting zoo, so the idea that he could control them was one of the best things I’d heard in a while.

Naturally, I had no intention of helping at all, except to shout very helpfully from where me and my nice shoes were leaning against the gate.

“You’re going the wrong way!” I called from where I was manning the gate.

“I can see that!” Alex shouted, standing with his legs askew and his arms out wide. He’d taken his shirt off ten minutes ago since he’d fallen in the fountain when Albert the goat had charged at him, and we were now gaining quite the crowd of spectators.

People were even videoing it.

My father was not going to be pleased.

“Go left!” Miles shouted, using a rake as the extension of his arm. “Stop Queen Victoria! She’s going on a rampage!”

I couldn’t help it.

I giggled.

“Stop laughing!” Alex shouted at me. “Can’t you help us?”

“No.” I laughed more. “This is the best.”

Miles shouted as Victoria barrelled towards him and he managed to bat her away with his plastic rake.

Even if my father wasn’t pleased this would end up on the internet within an hour, I was going to watch it over and over again.

Forever.

After a few more minutes of them attempting to herd the goats in and the crowd getting too big even for my amusement anymore, I sighed and decided it was time to take pity on them.

“Miles, how badly do you want this to be over?”

“Just help us!” he shouted at me, shooting me an angry look.

I held up my hands and walked away from the gate, towards the strawberry patch. A few wild alpine strawberries were now ripening, and I grabbed one of the pots that was full of the tiny berries.

“What are you doing?” Miles demanded when I returned. “Put my strawberries down!”

“Hey, Victoria!” I plucked off a small one and tossed it in her direction. She stopped and immediately gobbled up the tiny berry, then trotted over towards me. The single berry had done the job because the throw had gotten Albert’s attention, and I was able to bribe both of them through the huge, metal gate that was supposed to keep them in.

“Bloody hell,” Alex said, grabbing his shirt and following me through. “Couldn’t you have done that ten minutes ago?”

“I could have,” I replied. “But this was much more fun.” I continued dropping strawberries in a path behind me. I was feeling very Hansel and Gretel as we guided them back towards their field where they were supposed to be secure. “Oh, Alex, this is Miles. He’s the head gardener. Miles, this is my cousin, Alex, the Duke of Worcester.”

Miles nodded in his direction. “Nice to meet you.”

Wow.

At least he thought it was nice to meet someone.

Tosspot.

Two chains were wrapped around a thick metal post for this reason, and I grabbed them to attach them to the goats’ collars. “How did they even get out?”

Miles pointed to a broken fence. “There.”

I looked at it. It wasn’t just broken—it’d been smashed to smithereens by the two wrecking balls my aunt insisted were good pets. Wood had splintered and chipped all over the grass, and as far as keeping them contained went…

Well, a snowball had better chance in hell.

That fence was as useful as a fish with tits.

“They’re going to get right back out of that.” Way to state the obvious, Gabriella. “Can we fix it?”

Miles grunted. “Take a while.”

“Not long with the two of us, surely?” Alex asked, still shirtless. “Let me get some dry clothes and I’ll help you. Gabi, can you watch the goats for a minute?”

“Why do I have to?” I threw my hands up. “I have things to do!”

They both shot me a look that said they didn’t believe me.

I actually did have something to do, thank you very much. I had to find my wayward aunt.

“Someone has to do damage control.” I checked the chains were secure on the goats and stepped away. “I need to find Aunt Cat and try to fix this mess before Dad gets home and all hell breaks loose, so Alexander, you get changed, and Miles, you’ll have to—”

Muddy brown water splashed up and coated me, soaking through my dress. I gasped—it was horribly warm and sludgy, and my white floral dress was now a not-so-fabulous shade of brown.

Those bloody goats.

They’d deliberately stomped their feet in the water in a protest at being chained up, and I was the one who’d taken the hit. Me. The person who’d fed them extra strawberries and guided them in here nicely while those two had tried to round them up like cowboys at a rodeo.

Miles was as stony-faced as ever, but there was an amused twinkle in his eye that really pissed me off. Alexander didn’t even try to hide his amusement, and he was using what was left of the fence to hold himself up as he howled with laughter.

“I hate those bloody goats!” I stormed away from them, shaking my dress out to no avail.

“Where are you going?” Alex called after me.

I stopped, turning on my heels, and glared at him. My nostrils flared as I stared at the two men in front of me. “I’m going inside to shower and change. I’m not standing here covered in mud after I had to bail you two morons out of trouble back there! I don’t care what you do, just don’t let those stupid, godforsaken goats escape again!” I spun again, taking a shortcut path to a gate that would lead to the private gardens so nobody else would see me like this.

“She’s got quite the temper, hasn’t she?” Miles asked.

“I can bloody well hear you!”

My cousin barked a laugh. “Oh, yeah. She really has.”


CHAPTER THREE

Dear Lady Love,

My love language is a mix of acts of service and words of affirmation. How do I tell a prospective partner what I need without sounding needy? I feel like that’s such a clingy mix that I will never find anyone who understands me.

Thanks,

L from Perth, Scotland

 

Hi L from Perth,

That is definitely a tough mix. You may have to temper some expectations. You probably won’t get both of those things all the time, and you’ll also have to take your partner’s language into perspective. For example, if your partner’s language is acts of service, you could do things together that benefit you both, or you could consciously share household duties like cooking and doing the dishes. If theirs is physical touch, you will need to make sure to give them extra touches, even if you’re not a particularly touchy-feely person.
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