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Life can either snake around you with a stranglehold or produce the most exquisite flowers...

At the advanced age of six and thirty, Mr. Jameson Ridley has become content with what he wants out of life. After spending years in India studying the care and cultivation of tea, he became a botanist who specializes in flowers and vines. When he’s invited to his best friend’s estate in the Irish countryside, he accepts with alacrity, for the opportunity to catalogue the flora there can’t be missed.

Along comes Lady Tess Cosgrove. She’s the younger sister of his best friend, and she has the power to send his world tip over tail in every way imaginable... if she weren’t so maddening. Though she was a Diamond of the First Water during her Come Out year, fate has disappointed her so much that she’s given up on London and the ton. As a result, she wants to garden for the rest of her life, to teach others how freeing it is to learn herbal knowledge for various things even though such work is frowned upon in society.

Immediately, the unlikely pair butt heads, for they both think their knowledge in horticulture is superior, but when the desire crackling between them ignites into hot passion one summer evening, bigger issues as well as secrets come to light. If they’re willing to spend time untangling roots and unearthing what they want most, love might bloom, but only if it’s tended to properly...

...and if all else fails, a little summer sunshine, fresh air, and a proper kiss never hurts.
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May 15, 1818

The Albany

Mayfair, London

Professor Jameson Ridley arranged a few stalks of daffodils in an elaborate Roman-style vase, turning the pottery this way and that so the blooms would catch the best light. It wasn’t ideal here in the drawing room of his set in the building, but it was a fat lot better than his office at Cambridge University, which only hosted a few narrow windows that didn’t really let in much workable light for his plants and blooms.

“Why are you here, Niall? Other than to stare at me without speaking?” Not that he minded a visit from his best friend, but if he wasn’t going to contribute to conversation or provide anything more tantalizing than commentaries of the weather or gossip about Town, he needed to go. “It is certainly not to help categorize flowers.” Even if these specimens were easy enough. “In the event you wondered, these are daffodils, or rather narcissus, in the amaryllidaceae family.”

“Truly, I didn’t wonder. A flower is a flower. I don’t need to struggle to remember my Latin, thank you.” The other man chuckled and brushed a piece of lint from his jacket of bottle green superfine. “You should refer to me by my title, Professor, especially since you aren’t a member of the beau monde.” Niall Declan Cosgrove, half Irish on his mother’s side and with more than enough of the same origins from his father’s side to give him reddish brown hair, moss green eyes, and a bit of a temper, and a fantastic lilt when he was in a jovial—or drunken—mood, he was more formally known in society as the Earl of Wexington, as well as Viscount Doneraile and Baron Kilmayden, the last two both of Irish origin.

What was this, then? James glanced at his best friend since Eton days, and grinned. “Ordinarily, you would be correct. However, I have known you since we were boys and have more than enough scandals and secrets on you that exempts me from following protocol.” He shot the other man what felt like a cheeky grin. “Now then, Niall, why the devil are you here? We’re not scheduled for dinner at the club for another handful of hours.”

“No need to come the crab, man.” The way he could infuse the Irish lilt into his voice or not depending on his mood had always fascinated Jameson. “My family and I intend to spend the summer on my estate in Ireland. Should be glorious weather and a needed removal from the grime here in London. We should return to Town by the end of October for the meaty part of Parliament. Not that I care so much for that.” Niall shrugged. “I want you to come with us. Plenty of fishing and hunting and hiking.”

Jameson huffed. “I’m busy.”

“There will be loads of flora for you to bury yourself in,” the other man said with a sly grin, the same one he’d employed in their boyhood before getting into scrapes and trouble.

“Well, that would be one consolation.” And perhaps he could spend the bulk of the summer chasing after flowers and categorizing them. If luck was with him, he could make a discovery of a new variety. Somewhere in the snatches of his memory, he recalled Niall’s tales of some sort of glowing moonflower that only grew in select portions of Ireland and only opened beneath the light of the moon.

A plant of legend, surely, but what if he found it, studied it, pried away the flower’s secrets? Would it have merit or value to use for the military, for spies, for helping to further industrialization by extending a man’s health and vitality? The possibilities were endless.

“I might be interested. Keep talking.” And still he fussed with the daffodils.

“You are quite the bastard, aren’t you?” There was nothing but amusement in Niall’s tone. “Perhaps it’s selfish of me, but ever since you returned from your stint in India, you have become a dull, stodgy old man. Quite frankly, I’ve missed knocking about Town with you.”

“Ah, so you believe if you isolate me in Ireland, I’ll have nowhere to run when things turn sour, and therefore you can recapture a bit of your youth.”

“There is that.” A look of resignation went over the earl’s face. “Life has been trying since Father died.” He’d lost his mother many years before. “And lonely, I’ll admit. Now that I’m getting up there in years, it’s been impressed—quite vocally—upon me by various relatives that I should marry and produce an heir.”

“So the trip to Ireland would be a last hurrah before you put yourself in leg shackles.” Jameson continued to study the daffodils, then he scooped up a quizzing glass to better examine the tiny patterns on the buttery soft petals. “First off, you aren’t ancient. You are the same age as I am, and the last time I checked, six and thirty was not old. And secondly, plants are more interesting than women.” A grin curved his lips as he delighted in the various striations found only when he looked deeper. “The Narcissus Pseudo-narcissus, or common daffodil, may be considered as one of the most beautiful of the native plants of this kingdom.”

“Spare me the lecture. I am well past the age of book learning.”

“No one is ever too old to learn something new.” He set down the quizzing glass to flick his gaze to Niall’s face. “’In descriptions of rural poetry, it has long been celebrated, and seldom fails to obtain an honorable mention amongst the opening beauties of the spring.’”

“How droll.” Niall huffed and crossed his arms at his chest. “Is that one of your witticisms?” 

“Hardly.” Jameson chuckled. “It is a quote from the book Colored Figures of British Plants with their Essential Characters, Synonyms, and Places of Growth by James Sowerby, published in 1790, a work in English botany.”

“Fascinating, I’m sure, but only to people like you and my sister.” The earl shook his head. “Now, back to the proposed trip. Will you come? It will prove dreadfully dull if you don’t.”

“Ah, so then you believe I should rescue you from that fate?” He frowned and forgot the daffodils together. “I suppose I could join you, as long as you don’t attempt to match me with your vast network of connections.”

“Ha!” The earl shook his head. “Match you? With all your grouchiness and prickles.”

“For defense, like some plants do.”

“Then you’re doing life wrong. Women do not enjoy men who are a pain in the arse and put off ‘get away from me’ attitudes.” Niall huffed. “You cannot judge all women by the actions of just one.”

“I can and I will, actually.” On this he would remain firm. “Women aren’t to be trusted. My last relationship ended in flames with said woman stomping all over my heart. I am not keen to do that all over again.” And he meant it. A severed love was one of the reasons he’d left studying botany in India.

Niall nodded. “It happens to all of us, my friend. You need to let it go and move forward with your life. Surely a woman somewhere won’t mind your thorns or grumpy outlook.” Then he snickered, which made the conversation more annoying.

“Let us hope I won’t find out, for my heart is my own. It won’t be offered to a woman again.” And he wouldn’t budge from that pronouncement. “Though I wouldn’t be opposed to a tryst or an affair, I refuse to let myself get leg-shackled. That is a death sentence.” He moved toward the sideboard, intent for a measure of brandy. “Besides, I thought to visit my brother in Rome. He’s been recently wed and I’m curious about who finally had enough gumption to land him.”

His brother Hudson was two years his senior, and he’d had a difficult life, same as Jameson, but where he’d gone to India, Hudson had removed to Rome after he’d retired from Bow Street. Neither of them had been keen to marry, whether it was due to their parents’ lackluster union or not having found a woman of interest that had captivated them, but it didn’t matter. Through Hudson’s letters, it was obvious his new wife Theodosia had managed to turn his world upside down.

And Jameson couldn’t wait to meet her.

“Then remove to Rome after the Ireland trip with me.” A trace of vulnerability went over Niall’s face as he accepted a snifter of brandy from him. “I’d hoped you might accompany me, for I need someone with me as a break from my family. Additionally, the two of us have been so engaged in our own lives and responsibilities therein, we haven’t had a chance to gad about like we used to.”

That was true as well, for when Jameson had returned from India just over a year ago, he’d landed a position as professor of botany at Cambridge soon after, thanks to written references from an impressive list of contacts throughout the world.

With a groan, he dropped into a leather chair and then took a sip of his brandy. “Is your whole family going?” The one thing he’d always envied Niall for was his large, extended family. Where Jameson only had one brother, his friend seemed to have no end of cousins, aunts and uncles, siblings and the like.

“Of course. It is the best part of summer for me.” Niall sipped at his own brandy then grinned. “But there is something special about everyone coming together in our ancestral home and in Ireland.” He shot Jameson a cheeky look. “My sister will also be there.”

“Ah. I’d forgotten you had a sister.” Truly, he hadn’t given the chit a thought over the years, for he barely remembered her. 

“Of course you have met her. A few times, actually. Tess Laoise just turned thirty, and she is still not married, which worries me.” Niall shook his head. “I suppose she is perfectly happy in being a spinster, but personally, I think it’s a waste. She was so popular in society.”

Jameson frowned. “What happened?”

“Who can say? I believe she’d been engaged once and nearly engaged another time, but perhaps she’s been soured from men for reasons she has never deigned to share with me.”

“Ah.” From somewhere within the depths of his memory, James recalled Niall had two brothers in between him and his sisters. “Does she live with you?”

“Yes, but I rarely see her as she’s always puttering with her plants and flowers. Within the past few years, she has exclusively been installed at my country estate in Essex for reasons known only to herself. Whether she suffered heartbreak or she has grown out of charity with society and its rules, I couldn’t say, but I would like for her to be with me—”

“So you can keep an eye on her, I’ll wager.”

“Yes, there is that.” When Niall chuckled, Jameson did too. “Tess always used to chase after us when she was a girl, tried to join us when we went on adventures, and then when she had her Come Out year, she pretended we weren’t good enough for her to keep company with, but perhaps that was as it should it, for she was quite popular with young men.”

Why do I not remember any of that? “Tess had a Come Out year?”

“Yes, why do you think she didn’t?” Niall glanced at him in some amusement.

“I couldn’t say.” Jameson shrugged. “Whenever I am very focused on my position or the things that interest me, I seldom remember much else.” As he sipped his drink, his mind hurtled backward years until he came across a redhaired you lady. “I only recall that Tess was an interesting girl of varied tastes. A hoyden, surely. Did society tame her?” If so, that would be a shame, for there were far too many women within the ton that had their spirits schooled out of them, so they weren’t fascinating by adulthood.

“Perhaps slightly? It is difficult to tell with my sister. She is my only sister, but in many ways, she takes after both of my parents, God rest their souls.” Niall chuckled again. “The good thing about Tess is that she flourishes in or out of society. You and I attended her Come Out ball. You danced with her on that day.”

“I did?” For the life of him he couldn’t remember. “Perhaps she didn’t make an impression, for I’ve never been interested in debutantes.”

“Yes, you did. You’d lost a bet to me, which is why you were put into that position to begin with.”

“Ah, that sounds more likely.”

Niall tossed the remainder of brandy back and then swallowed it. “Directly after, you left for India. With no explanation or apologies. We were all quite baffled.”

“Ah.” A trace of heat rose up the back of his neck. “That was around the same time I had my heart wrenched from my chest by the worst woman in England.”

“Bah.” The earl rolled his eyes. “Not all women are horrid.”

“No? Then explain to me how, while I was in India, I stupidly fell in love with yet another of the species, and after two years of courting the damned general’s daughter, she threw me over for a bloody groom?” He was well and truly done with women. Who needed them as a partner in life? Though he wasn’t above bedding them to relieve needs or the occasional bout of loneliness, he didn’t want one in a forever capacity.

“Now the truth comes out. Why didn’t you tell me before?”

James shrugged. “Would it have made a difference in our friendship?” For he’d regularly written to exactly three people: his brother, his best friend, and a colleague at Cambridge, who’d been instrumental in landing him the position he held now.

“No, it would not. Our bond is stronger than anything else.” For a few moments, Niall rested his gaze on Jameson as if trying to sort him in his mind. “Regardless, the ladies will go ahead. I have duties  to finish here, so I thought you and I could travel together.”

“Your whole family?”

“Of course. We’re a large lot, but we try to keep in touch with my father’s side every two years. Last summer they came here. Mama’s side we see whenever we can, but they’re rather a smaller lot and more easily managed. Some of them will join us while we’re in Ireland.” There was excitement in his voice that transferred to Jameson. “I adore having my family around me, especially since losing my father.”

“Understandable.” He finished his own brandy then set the glass on a small, round, ivory inlaid table nearby. “When would we leave?”

“Well, a good portion of my family is departing in the next few days, but you and I will start our journey on the first of June. It should take around fourteen days to complete the trip. Perhaps less if the weather is fair and the horses strong. We’ll go by traveling coach then ferry at the border, followed by another coach until we reach the estate.”

“Hmm. It could prove interesting.” Jameson studied his friend for a few moments while he went over the possibilities in his mind. Possessed of reddish-brown hair and of a height that flirted with six feet, the earl had never decried or complained about his Irish features or ancestry. Though he had freckles on his arms and legs, he hadn’t been given any on his face except a few on his forehead. From what Jameson remembered of the sister, she used to have a healthy splash of them on her upper cheeks and bridge of her nose, but they both shared exquisite blue eyes. Finally, he nodded. “I’ve heard the Irish countryside is beautiful in the summer and autumn.”

Niall’s whole countenance brightened. “Then you’ll come?”

“I believe I will.” Jameson nodded with a grin. “My department at Cambridge operates on a volunteer basis in the summer months, so I might as well find something else to do until the start of term again in September, and if I’m a bit late, that should be no bother.” He shrugged. “If nothing else, I can study the native flora and perhaps write a few papers, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a particular flower of legend. Glows in the light of the moon or some such.”

“Do you know what it’s called?”

“No, but I shall do some research and then know by the time we leave.” The more he talked about the trip, the more excitement buzzed at the base of his spine. “No one knows if it truly exists or if it’s merely a legend. If I can locate it, get a few drawings, study it, I’d be famous. The botany department at Cambridge will promote me, give me carte blanche for whatever studies I wish. It would be everything I’ve worked toward.”

Niall steepled his fingers. “Why do you care about any of it?”

“Why not?” He rubbed a hand along the side of his face. “Flowers and plants aren’t merely beautiful to look at. They could be developed to provide toxins and poisons to perhaps aid the military or at least covert operations. Or eventually medicines could be made from them once medical knowledge advances, though at the rate things are moving, I don’t hold out much hope on that front.”

“I find it hard to believe you wish to help anyone beyond yourself.”

“What? I am quite invested in philanthropy when I wish... as long as women aren’t involved.” Feeling restless, Jameson heaved himself out of the chair. His friend quickly followed. “However, for the most part, I enjoy studying plants and flowers. They do not judge, nor do they demand anything from me, except sunlight and water if I have them in pots. Plants are simple; flowers pretty. It is a refreshing change from suffering through my fellow humans at times.”

“You are an interesting individual, my friend.” Niall clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t rush your fences through life. You are already brilliant; Cambridge wouldn’t dare do anything to lose you from their institution. Go on this trip with me, have a few ales with me at the local tavern there, and then we’ll decide how to proceed with our respective futures.”

Jameson grinned. “I adore traveling, so I’m looking forward to it, but I can’t promise you that I’ll be chuffed to find myself trapped within the network of your huge family.”

Both of them shared a chuckle.

“Well, the estate is large enough you can surely find a private spot to hole up in when you need to get away from the noise and crowds.”

“Then come. Let us leave for the club. I’m famished, and afterward I shall see about sorting through my belongings to decide what to pack for four months.”

It was something to do, and it would keep him from cooling his heels in the dirty air and atmosphere of London for a bit, but finding a near-mythical flower would make him the happiest of men.
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May 16, 1818

Wexington House

Hanover Square,

Mayfair, London

Tess Laoise Cosgrove glanced at the trunks still open on her bedchamber floor, and she heaved a sigh. “All of this packing is giving me a megrim.”

The two maids within the room snickered and exchanged looks, but it was Tess’ maid Colleen who specifically who answered.

“I’ll wager your brother wants you to attend him at tea right now anyway.” She waved a hand. Amusement danced in her mossy green eyes. “Sally and I will finish here. We know what you’ll wish to bring to Ireland and what you don’t.”

“Thank you.” Not that she wanted to be trapped in the drawing room for the next hour either. Her two aunts had descended on the townhouse in anticipation of removing to her brother’s estate in Near Thomastown in County Kilkenny. “I have a feeling that my aunts will try and coerce me into a courtship this summer, and I simply don’t wish for the lectures.”

Being just turned thirty and remaining unwed was much like a black mark against their names, especially when they’d promised to take up her journey to the marriage altar after her mother died two years after her Come Out. Though she’d lived long enough to see how much of a success Tess had been and that the beau monde had declared her a Diamond of the First Water, the fact she’d never selected one of the many suitors had been one of her mother’s biggest disappointments.

“Marriage isn’t that bad,” Sally said with a sly grin. “I married one of your brother’s grooms last year, and it has been decently satisfying.” She winked at Colleen. “His stamina is surprising.”

Oh, dear. Heat went through Tess’ cheeks as she wove through the trunks and gowns scattered over the floor and reached the door. “I’d rather have the man without the hassle of matrimony.”

Sally snorted. “Yes, but if you marry him, there is no scandal and all the pleasure.” She lowered her voice. “And if a pregnancy results, there is no wondering how you might get by.”

But if a woman remains unattached and in such a position, there are many herbs and tinctures to use that will rid someone of an unwanted pregnancy. As it had been since the time of the ancient Egyptian pharaohs. 

It was one of the many reasons why she spent most of her time studying the old ways of her grandmother, why she constantly sought out new plants and blooms to see if they could be used for healing and other matters. The world in which she lived wasn’t all that kind to women, or accepting of all they were capable of achieving. There wasn’t much for a woman outside of marriage and becoming a mother, and much less in the way of rights. Until society and politics changed, she meant to help her fellow females so they could make decisions regarding their own futures.

And that meant in any way she could.

“Thankfully, I needn’t worry over those things.” Then she left the room with a frown. Over the eight years since her mother died, she’d had a few interested would-be suitors, yet none of those men captivated her on all levels. Some had stimulated her mentally, some had done so on a physical level—even though she was still an innocent—and some of them had fascinated her simply by being whimsical or logical, depending on which way she leaned at any given time.

Yet none of them had stirred an idea of romance within her heart.

By the time she arrived in the drawing room, her brother Niall was holding court with her four aunts—two on her father’s side and two on her mother’s. To say nothing of three of her female cousins, all of whom would be going to Ireland with her at first light tomorrow morning.

“Ah, Tess!” Her brother rose to his feet when she entered. “It’s about time. We’d given up hope you might join us.”

“I am still in the midst of packing, and it’s proving quite the endeavor.” Trying to decide which of her botany books and treatises on the wildflowers of England, Ireland, and Scotland to take was like choosing a favorite pet or child. When she sank onto the low sofa next to her Aunt Betty, she accepted a teacup with a nod. “Travel makes me anxious.” And didn’t sit well with her stomach, truth to tell. The thought of being on the road for nearly two weeks sent trembles of worry through her belly.

“I understand, but if you wish to see bits and bobs of the world, it is the only way.” As her brother resettled in a chair, he beamed at them. Even the cousins who weren’t seated in the main grouping of furniture. “However, having the whole family gathered together in our ancestral home is always a highlight for me.”

“It is a lovely opportunity to go back home,” her Aunt Mary Elizabeth said from her place on the sofa across the low table from her. Even though she was in her late fifties and her hair was frosted with gray, that red color still shone brightly through. “And perhaps Tess will find a man this time.”

“Indeed,” her Aunt Mary Catherine said with a shake of her head. “Obviously, she is unable to find someone suitable in England.”

Two years her sister’s junior, she and Mary Elizabeth were the only surviving sisters on Tess’ father’s side and the women were as different as night and day from each other. Where Mary Catherine was short and rather on the round side with a sweet but nosy disposition, Mary Elizabeth was tall and thin and  more intrusive and bossy. Both had the red hair prevalent in the family lines, and both were quite opinionated... especially when it came to Tess’ life. They’d had a brother as well—her Uncle Finn—but he was no longer with the living.

“That wasn’t it at all,” she began, but was quickly interrupted by Aunt Mary Elizabeth.

“The girl is too picky.” Her aunt nodded and peered at Tess with speculation in her green eyes. “And you aren’t growing any younger, my girl. Can’t be choosy. Take whoever is still interested is what I say.”

“Is that what you did, Auntie?” Tess asked in a saccharine voice as she smiled. “You married when you were around my age, hmm?”

While her brother grinned and the other two aunts clucked like hens, Mary Elizabeth huffed.

“I did, of course, and then I bore my husband three sons.” One of her eyebrows lifted in question. “Best get on with it, Tess Laoise, before your body decides it cannot carry children.”

That particular aunt was the only one who used her Irish middle name. Tess sipped her tea as she muddled over how to respond. Finally, she decided there was no harm in speaking the truth, and if her relatives didn’t like it, she couldn’t help that. “There is no reason I should settle for a mediocre man if I’m not in love with him, simply for the sake of saying I married.” She shook her head. “I’d rather be a spinster than be stuck with a man I didn’t care for.”

Aunt Mary Catherine refreshed her cup. “You know, dear, I married my husband when I didn’t love him.” Her shrug was as feminine as she was in her lace-edged gown and cap. “Over the years I came to care for him, of course, and we have five nearly grown children. Sometimes, you must take a chance and trust in faith that everything will work out.”

“Quite frankly, Aunties, I have no time to waste on a man. I’m perfectly content in continuing Gram’s studies of plants and flowers, of helping those who need nature’s healing. A man would either convolute that or demand it cease altogether.”

And I’m not about to give up everything that I care for in life merely for the sake of a man’s vision of what I should be.

Aunt Betty softly cleared her throat. She was the only sister of Tess’ mother, and she had those same looks. Instead of red hair, hers was a thick brunette with lovely curls, and she had the bluest eyes Tess had ever seen outside of her own or Niall’s.

“Don’t let anyone dictate how you should live, Tessie. If you feel led by the spirits or what have you, follow that, follow what is in your heart.” She offered a small smile. “The man I was engaged to ended up not being the love of my life, but I couldn’t see myself with him for a lifetime without love there.” She paused to sip her tea. “Eventually, I had to break the engagement, which went against my parents’ wishes. But after the scandal, I met the man with whom I fell headlong into love , and we have been married for nearly thirty years.”

“I appreciate that, Auntie.” Tess looked about at her relatives, and her gaze settled upon her brother. “No doubt you would like for me to marry too, hmm?”

“I wouldn’t mind it, for I only wish for you be cared for and looked after if I cannot do it.”

She snickered. “And having a spinster as a sister is quite a black mark against you,” she couldn’t help but joke.

A sheepish expression fell over his face. “You said it, not me.” He drained his teacup. “However, you know how busy my life is just now, and will only be more so over the years. I want you to be happy, Sis, and live your life as best you can.”

“I understand.” After finishing her tea, Tess laid her cup in its saucer and then set both onto the low table. “I don’t need the lot of you worrying about me, for I shall be fine. My plants and herbs keep me busy enough.” 

“It’s good you’ve chosen to honor Conor and Gran in that way, though.”

“Perhaps.” Years ago, her youngest brother Conor had contracted a fever that ravaged his body for days before taking him. No amount of advice or bleeding from the doctor could help him, and in fact, those measures had only made him worse.

She hadn’t had knowledge in herbal lore at the time, but her Gran had, and if she’d had more time perhaps her grandmother could have applied those skills to Tess’ brother to heal him or at least slow the progression of the fever. At the very least, it would have caused him much less pain and suffering than what the doctor had done to him.

After that day, Tess had committed to learning everything her gran could teach her about not only native plants from Ireland, but also about other plants from all over the world. She firmly believed that healing came from the old ways, and in order to become an expert in that, she needed to become a student, as if she were training as an apothecary... or even a witch in certain circles.

But she didn’t care, especially now that her grandmother had passed over into the world beyond. Though some of her cousins dabbled, none were as obsessed with plant life and flowers as she was, and if she could make a huge discovery in that world, all the better.

One life saved was one life that could go on to create good things.

“Fair enough. I admire that commitment.” Niall sat back in his chair and rested an ankle on his knee. “By the time you and the family reach Cosgrove Manor, Jameson and I will be just beginning our journey.”

Why did that name sound so familiar? Tess frowned as the aunts talked amongst themselves. Then she remembered, and a bit of heat went through her cheeks, for though she’d tried hard to act indifferent toward the man, she couldn’t help but prove interested. “As in Mr. Ridley? Your best friend?”

“He’s rather a stickler for people to call him Professor Ridley now.”

“Is that right?” Jameson Ridley, a university professor. When her lower jaw gaped open, her brother nodded. 

“He holds a position as professor of botany at Cambridge. Apparently, all his experience in the field while in India has given him quite the advantage over many of the other candidates.”

“Which impresses you since he came by his knowledge by classroom hours and actual field research whereas I came by mine through family lore, legends, and Gran’s healer’s handbook.” It wasn’t a question, for she already knew what he would say. Men were all the same, and quite biased. And neither did it matter that said book was among her prized possessions. If no one else cared to pass on the knowledge, she would.

And it would mean something one day.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yet it’s the only option open to me since I’m a female and I can’t grace the halls of any of the hallowed universities.” Which was completely ridiculous. Women’s minds were just as able—if not more so in some instances—of absorbing knowledge as men’s.

“It is a scandalous proposition having men and women studying that closely together.” Niall heaved a sigh, but his eyes were kind as he rested his regard on her. “There is no question that you are capable, spirited, stubborn, and intelligent. These things are well and good in their place. However...”

She snorted. “However, you feel I need to set all that aside in order to present myself in the best light of society while we’re away.”

“It might be for the best. You have a future to think about, and Mama would have wanted you to marry, be happy in that.” 

“Except you won’t do the same, since you are bringing a friend with whom you can go off and have adventures with.” God, he was predictable.

“Perhaps, but then, that is my right as an earl.” He declined a refresh of his teacup from an aunt. “Since the term is out for the summer, Mr. Ridley has agreed to come along with me to Ireland. He can help make up numbers if a table is light as well as keep an eye on you.”

“I know my own mind. If I choose to follow trouble, that is my right.” Tess huffed. It didn’t matter the location, she was still to be treated like a young girl. “I’m afraid I barely remember him. Didn’t he leave England directly following my Come Out year?” What a bammer! Of course she remembered Mr. Ridley. Not only was he handsome, but he was so different from all the men in her family, that he stuck out in her memory. Even more so because he hadn’t been the least interested in her within society’s parameters, and he’d had no compunction to rush to do her bidding simply because she was an earl’s daughter.

All of that was the childish dreams of a young girl who didn’t know any better. With determination, she shoved those errant thoughts to the back of her mind. They—and he—were in her past and would stay there. She had other things to focus upon now.

“He did. Went to India to study plants and flowers there.”

Mary Elizabeth clucked. “Is there a match brewing?”

“Bite your tongue, Auntie. I find him too much a pig to contemplate a lifetime.” For even eight years ago, he was a touch too arrogant for her tastes.

“Sometimes that is what makes a man interesting.” Her aunt shot her a sly grin. “Makes for many sparks in a relationship.”

Niall cleared his throat. “I have already told Mr. Ridley he is not to bedevil Tess in any way. He is simply not for her.”

That caused quite the stir with the aunts, and they all began chatting to each other at once.

Aunt Betty was the designated one to speak for the group. “Perhaps that is exactly why Tess should seek him out this summer.”

“Ha!” Her brother vehemently shook his head. “If she knows what’s good for her, she’ll give Mr. Ridley a wide berth. He has grown progressively grouchier over the years, and if he comes the crab with me, I cannot guarantee how his manners have slipped when speaking with ladies of the ton.”

Apparently, Aunt Mary Elizabeth didn’t hold stock with that. “The only means a man like that will be more satisfying to land.”

Aunt Mary Catherine snickered as her cheeks pinkened. “Or bed,” she said in a low voice, almost as if she hadn’t meant to speak such a thing aloud in mixed company.

The cousins and aunts laughed while Niall simply glared.

“Under no circumstances will I allow Tess to be in his company alone, and that is all there is to it.” Every inch of the earl her brother was came out in that pronouncement. “Now, could we please change the subject?”

Tess scoffed. “You were the one who brought Mr. Ridley up in the first place.” She glanced at her aunts. “Why do you not bedevil him about his unmarried state like you do me?”

Aunt Betty shrugged. “He is a male, my dear. It is different with them.”

“Why, though?” This was something she couldn’t understand.

It was Aunt Mary Elizabeth who answered. “Men can father children until the day they die, but women, unfortunately, have an expiration date for the same.” The statement was logical enough, but sadness went through her eyes. “It is vital that women marry and produce offspring as early in their lives as possible, where men have the luxury of waiting until later.”

“Sad but true, hmm?” Aunt Betty patted Tess’ hand. “And you have turned thirty recently, dear. Best do what you can as quickly as you can if you wish to be a mother.”

“There is more to a woman’s life—her worth—than bearing children, being a mother, or having to be some man’s wife. Why does everyone within my family think I should be limited by those choices? And in the event you wondered, they aren’t choices; they are prisons.” There must be more to life than that. The conversation had turned untenable. When she stood, Niall shot to his feet. “Whether I marry or not, whether I remain unmatched or not is truly none of your concern, so kindly set your sights—and opinions—on Niall, since he carries three titles that need passing on.” She encompassed everyone in her gaze. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to check my plants for the last time, since I won’t see them for months.”
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