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Part One

The Earl That Got Away




Chapter One

Yorkshire, England

1887

You are next,” Auntie Majida murmured in Arabic. “Inshallah, God willing, we will find you a very nice husband.”

Naila Darwish resisted the urge to roll her eyes. If she had a dollar for every time Auntie talked about finding her a husband, she’d be independently wealthy. “I doubt that’s going to happen.”

Auntie Majida was not easily deterred. “Laish let? Why not?”

“You know why.” Naila fiddled with the stack of thin gold bangles adorning her wrist, her finger circling the single pearl adornment on one bracelet. “Because I’ve already had my chance.”

“You had your chance?” Auntie Majida tsked dismissively. “Hakki fathee. Stop with the empty talk.”

“Why? It’s the truth.” At twenty-seven, Naila was an old maid by any standard. “I did not seize the opportunity when offered.”

“That boy was a stranger,” Auntie said impatiently. “We didn’t even know if he was ibn il nas, the son of respectable people. You were jahla, a silly young girl who didn’t know better.”

Maybe, but eight years later, Naila still hadn’t outgrown the ache in her chest whenever she thought of his devastated expression when she ended things. The disbelief in his hollow eyes, the grim flat set of his mouth. She might as well have sliced his chest open and plucked out his beating heart.

Her penance was to spend her life sitting on the sidelines watching others find the joy in life that she’d carelessly tossed away. That’s why she was seated beside her aunt in her usual wallflower position while her sister twirled across the dance floor in the arms of her betrothed, a handsome duke with dark golden hair and an aristocratic profile. It was hard to believe that in two short weeks Raya would become a duchess and the mistress of Castle Tremayne.

The evening’s prewedding festivities were taking place in the castle’s Great Hall, a cavernous chamber with stone walls, mammoth windows and soaring ceilings. The Darwish family contingent had sailed from Brooklyn, arriving two weeks earlier. Some of the Arab relatives who came for the wedding found Tremayne disappointingly dreary and rundown. But not Naila. She was enchanted. Anyone with an appreciation for construction and design could see that the castle was an architectural masterpiece.

The duke escorted Raya off the dance floor. Her sister, a vision in white, was radiant, her happiness more vibrant than a thousand burning candles. Would Naila know the same joy if she’d been brave enough to follow her heart?

Instead, she’d relegated herself to being a supporting player in other people’s lives. The aunt who looked after her older sister’s children. The person the family automatically turned to when an elderly relative required care or companionship. How had she, a girl who once craved excitement and adventure, settled for such a tedious life?

Naila sighed and tilted her head upward, inspecting the intricate stained-glass designs adorning generous arched windows. At least she had her study of architecture to distract her. Otherwise, she’d die of boredom. Or remorse. Fortunately, with its great old castles and country houses, England was the perfect place to indulge her passion.

Auntie scanned the crowded Great Hall. “Maybe there is a widower in his forties who will need a wife to take care of his children.”

“That sounds delightful,” Naila said under her breath.

“Shatra.” Missing the sarcasm in Naila’s voice, Auntie nodded approvingly. “Smart girl. An older man with money and a good family is worth everything.”

Auntie did not believe in romantic love, but Naila knew better. The bridal couple approached, Raya wearing a beatific smile while her betrothed beamed like a man who couldn’t believe his good fortune.

“Auntie Majida must dance with me,” the duke proclaimed with a twinkle in his eye.

The older woman flushed and fluttered her sparse lashes. “Malaya minuck. Don’t be silly,” she said, clearly delighted to be singled out.

Naila watched the interaction in astonishment. Up until that moment, she’d been certain Auntie Majida was uncharmable.

“Take Naila,” the older woman said.

“What?” Now it was Naila’s turn to flush. “Oh no, that’s not necessary.”

“Naila never dances.” Their elder sister, Nadine, appeared. “But I am an excellent dancer. Everyone says I am graceful enough to be a ballerina. I took lessons when I was young.”

“It shall be my pleasure to dance with Mrs. Habib,” the Duke of Strickland said, gallant as ever. “As long as Miss Darwish will consent to dance with Hawksworth.”

Naila glanced around. “Who?”

“That’s an excellent idea!” Raya said. “The Earl of Hawksworth is one of Strick’s oldest friends.”

The duke tapped the sleeve of a wide-shouldered man in a perfectly tailored black evening suit standing with his back to them talking with a guest. The man turned to face them.

“May I introduce the Earl of Hawksworth?” the duke said.

The earl’s eyes met Naila’s. Deep lines framed a steely gaze and a jaw cut so sharp it could do bodily harm. Naila’s heart seized as she tumbled into the past, staring into the face that had haunted her for almost a decade.

“Hawk,” the duke said, “this is Miss Naila Darwish, my intended’s lovely sister.”

The world came to an abrupt halt. All movement in the ballroom—the dancing couples, chattering guests and roaming servants proffering refreshments—froze in place. Everything, that is, except for Naila’s plummeting stomach.

Basil.

His eyes widened, joy lighting them ever so briefly. For a fleeting unguarded moment, they were them again, connected, invincible, their hearts melded. Hope and possibility blossomed between them. But then a cold mask slid into place on Basil’s face, and a stranger, absent of all warmth, inhabited the man she’d once adored.

Still adored.

“We have met.” Time had deepened Basil’s voice, seasoning it. But those cut-glass tones were still sharp enough to stab her heart.

“You have?” Both Raya and Strickland spoke in unison.

“Many years ago.” His gaze slid away from Naila. “In Philadelphia.”

“Philadelphia?” The duke’s brows rose. He looked from Basil to Naila and back again. “This is—?” His mouth fell open. “What are the chances?”

“You are already acquainted?” Raya exclaimed with obvious delight. “It truly is a small world.”

“Unbelievably so,” Strickland muttered.

Nadine stared at Naila. “You met an earl when you visited Philadelphia?”

Stricken, Naila did not answer. Her lungs were paralyzed. After all these years, Basil Trevelyn had become more of a dream than an actual person. Yet the beautiful man standing before her, vibrant and alive, his wide shoulders filling out tailored evening clothes, was achingly real.

Strickland recovered himself enough to introduce Majida. “And this is the young ladies’ aunt, Mrs. Kassab.”

“We have also met.” Cynicism laced Basil’s words. He dipped his chin. “Ma’am.”

Auntie Majida narrowed her eyes at him. “Isn’t this the boy from Philadelphia?” she asked Naila in Arabic. In English, she said to Basil, “What does it mean? Earl?”

His eyes were gray ice. “It’s simply a title. One that is not as high as a duke.”

Raya interjected. “But an impressive and important noble title, nonetheless,” she explained. “Among the highest in the land.”

Majida ran an assessing glance over Basil. “Highest?”

“I assure you that I am the same man.” Scorn iced his words.

Disbelief spun through Naila. How was this happening? Surely the chances of running into the love of her life in a far-flung English castle were as remote as being crowned queen of England. And how was it possible for Basil to be an earl? That was one of England’s highest titles. She wasn’t overly familiar with how nobility worked but she knew titles were inherited and Basil’s father wasn’t an earl. Nor were any of his uncles.

The musicians struck a chord. Strick’s glance bounced between Basil and Naila before he offered his arm to Nadine. “That is our cue,” he said to her. “Shall we?”

Nadine beamed. “If you insist.”

“And Hawk will dance with Naila,” Raya said cheerfully, somehow missing the thick undercurrent of tension congealing around them. “Go on, you two.”

Basil hesitated before offering his arm. What choice did he have? To refuse would be unthinkably rude. “Miss Darwish.”

A hint of derision laced the way he spoke her name. Naila didn’t blame Basil for despising her. A truly loyal woman, a person of courage and substance, could never be persuaded to abandon the man who owned her heart. She’d bitterly regretted her decision every single day since sending Basil away.

For years, Naila had dreamed of seeing him again, yearned for a chance to set things right. But now that Basil stood before her in the flesh, her first instinct was to flee. Anything to avoid the tumult inside her. And the faint mockery in his eyes.

“Naila.” Nadine turned away from Otis, the footman who’d brought her a note. “Malik is feeling sick. He’s insisting that his auntie Naila tuck him into bed.”

“That can wait,” Raya said, clearly annoyed. “Naila is about to dance.”

“She doesn’t even like to waltz.” Nadine looked to Naila. “Do you?”

Fidgeting with the gold bangles on her wrist, Naila avoided Basil’s gaze. Yet again, when it came to him, she opted for the coward’s way out. “I will go see to Malik,” she said. “If you will excuse me.”

“Naila—” Raya started.

“Perfect,” Nadine said brightly before turning to the duke. “I am ready to dance.”

Naila didn’t look Basil’s way, but as she hurried to attend to her nephew, she felt his disdain burning through the back of her embroidered silk gown.




Chapter Two

Before

Philadelphia

Are we in good company?” Auntie Majida asked Cousin Hamda in Arabic as they surveyed the couples dancing in the assembly room.

Naila tapped her foot to the beat of the music, not giving a fig whether they were in respectable company. She was thrilled to be at a party and couldn’t wait to dance.

Hamda, a brisk, no-nonsense woman, bristled. “Of course, Majida. Do you think I’d bring you around people who are lower than us?”

“Why are you getting upset?” Majida sniffed. “I was just asking. I wouldn’t want to expose Naila to bad people when her parents trusted me to bring her with me to visit you.”

Hamda’s face reddened. “You insult me by suggesting I would subject a young, unmarried girl to bad people?”

Naila barely heard the bickering between the older ladies. She was accustomed to their squabbling about the smallest perceived insult. Majida and Hamda were cousins who’d grown up together until Hamda married and moved to Philadelphia decades ago.

Naila sighed. It was warm in the hall and she was bored. She’d been in Philadelphia for three days with little entertainment. Thankfully, her cousin Eyad’s employer invited them to this amusement. But no one had asked her to dance yet.

She tried to catch Eyad’s eye across the dance floor in hopes that he’d come rescue her from the quarreling aunties. But her cousin was too busy chatting with a group of young men to notice.

“Your blood is so thick,” Hamda was saying to Majida, accusing her of being obnoxiously heavy-handed.

Majida’s eyes rounded. “That is how to talk to your guest?”

Naila’s gaze locked on the half-open door to the terrace. A cool breeze across her overheated skin would be very welcome. She edged away while the wrangling aunties were too preoccupied to notice.

Once she was close enough to the exit, she slipped outside. Freedom! It was delicious. She hurried down the stairs into the garden where it would be harder to be detected. The air was cool and fresh, the scent of roses wafting through the air. The sound of masculine laughter from deep in the garden grew louder. Naila quickly stepped behind a rose-covered lattice. The last thing she needed was the ridiculous scandal that would surely erupt if she ended up in the garden alone with strange men.

The rich floral scent filled her nostrils as she watched the garden denizens approach. It was an older couple, the man with a shock of white hair, accompanied by a woman whose dark curls were streaked with silver. They looked around before stealing a quick kiss.

Naila smiled. She rarely saw old married couples openly dote on each other. Whenever Baba, who was naturally affectionate, tried to pull Mama in for a kiss, she blushed and pushed him away, chastising Baba for being a silly old man.

Naila tracked the couple until they disappeared into the ballroom. That’s when a match struck close by.

Very close by.

Naila froze. She was so focused on remaining out of sight that she hadn’t realized she wasn’t alone. Taking a breath, she turned toward the sound of the match. Playful dark eyes, illuminated by the flame, sparkled back at her.

“Oh!” she said.

He inhaled as he lit his cigarette. “My apologies,” he spoke in a clipped British accent. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

He wasn’t American. Relief slid through her. The chances of Auntie Hamda’s family being acquainted with an Englishman were almost nil. Word of Naila’s solo garden encounter with this inglese—this very handsome-seeming inglese from what she could tell—was unlikely to reach them.

She relaxed a fraction. Even as her eyes adjusted to the low light, she could barely make out his features beyond the high forehead and aristocratic nose, the smooth, flexible lips puckering around the cigarette.

“Favor a fag?” he asked.

She tore her eyes away from his supple mouth. “A what?”

“I guess you Americans call them cigarettes.” She registered the amusement in his voice. Was he insulting her by offering her a smoke?

“Do respectable young ladies in England enjoy cigarettes?” she asked.

He chuckled. “Not in public. But I am rather certain that those who do indulge do so while hiding out in dark gardens.”

Naila had snuck a cigarette or two. Sometimes, she and her cousins crept to the rooftop to share a pilfered cigarette at the family row house on Henry Street. That was one advantage of having a large extended family. There were eighteen cousins on Baba’s side of the family and thirteen on Mama’s, too many bodies for the adults to notice when a handful of cousins vanished for a little while.

Naila considered the inglese’s offer. So far, Philadelphia was completely boring and she was in the mood for adventure. “Maybe just one.”

He smiled, baring a mouthful of nice-looking teeth. Naila felt a little warm inside. She took the proffered cigarette and watched him strike another match, this one just for her. She placed the cigarette between her lips and noted how his eyes focused on her mouth as she inhaled long and slow, lighting the cigarette.

“Ah,” he remarked. “Not a novice then.” He pursed his lips and blew, extinguishing the flame. Naila could barely tear her eyes away from his mouth. His accent made him seem much more worldly and dashing than American boys with their flat intonations, even though she knew how a person sounded had nothing to do with either of those things.

“You’re a surprise,” he remarked.

“You don’t know me at all.” She blew out a smooth column of smoke, feeling very daring and grown-up. “Everything about me should come as a surprise.”

“You are quite right. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Basil. May I have the pleasure of knowing yours?”

“Could you have a more English name?”

“I could be called Sebastian, I suppose.”

He had a sense of humor. She liked that. “My name is Naila.”

“A lovely name for a lovely lady. And unusual. I cannot say I’ve heard it before.”

“Because it’s Arab. My parents emigrated from Palestine.” She waited for him to react. To look down on her, but interest lit his eyes.

“In the Levant? How fascinating.”

His voice, so elegant and debonair, slid along her skin like a velvet glove. “I’ve never been there,” she told him. “I was born in Brooklyn.”

“In New York? I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing New York as of yet. I am visiting my uncle.”

“Your uncle lives in Philadelphia?”

“Yes. He is the proprietor of a business concern here.” He tilted his head back and exhaled, smoke billowing out of his rounded lips. “I might take it over, as he has no children.”

She studied his noble profile, the defined nose and sharply hewn chin. “You would settle here? In America?”

“Why not?” His eyes sparkled when he looked at her. “I am learning there are many enticements here.”

Her cheeks heated. He was flirting with her. Naila was accustomed to boys back home in Little Syria running after her. But they were just that—boys. The inglese was a full-grown man. A thrill coursed through Naila at the realization that her feminine appeal extended beyond neighborhood youths.

“Why would you move here?” She tapped the ashes off her cigarette. “I should think an inglese like you would have a country mansion to return to.”

“Inglese?” he repeated, a question in his eyes.

Naila blushed. She hadn’t intended to call him that to his face. “It means Englishman in Arabic.” She dropped her gaze. “My apologies.”

“Don’t be sorry.” He blew a column of smoke toward the blue-black sky. “I’m flattered that you already have a pet name for me.”

Her cheeks burned hotter. Thank goodness it was dark so he couldn’t see how red her face surely was.

“Alas,” he continued, his teeth gleaming in the low light of the garden, “I am not a lord, nor a duke nor an earl. It is peers of the realm, or men of significant wealth, who possess the grand manor houses that you speak of. I am just an ordinary person.”

Ordinary. Ha! If this was what all men in England were like, she’d book her passage there first thing tomorrow. It was odd to be sitting behind the trellis talking to a man she barely knew. And yet, weirdly, Basil didn’t seem like a stranger. Something in her recognized him, which made no sense at all.

“Why were you hiding behind the roses?” she asked, drawing on her cigarette.

“Same as you, I suspect. I didn’t want to embarrass the clandestine couple.”

“It is a relief that they did not see us.”

He eyed her billowing skirts. “It’s a wonder they missed you in that rather vivid orange gown.”

She grinned. “The dressmaker said it was tangerine. I adore bright colors. Tangerine most of all.”

“It suits you. A vibrant color for a vibrant woman.”

She wondered if that meant he thought she was too much. She shrugged. He was a stranger. What did she care what he thought of her? “How lovely was that older couple? Imagine being married that long and still sneaking kisses.”

“It would be lovely, I suppose, if they were actually wed.”

“What?”

“They are not married,” he informed her.

“How scandalous!” she returned with mock horror.

“You do not know the half of it.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I should clarify. They are not wed to each other.”

Now she was truly scandalized. “Are you saying—?”

“That they appear to be conducting an illicit affair? Yes. Each is married to someone else.”

She’d never encountered anything so deliciously shocking in real life. She wasn’t sure whether to believe him. “How do you know?”

He laughed. A deep rumbling sound. “The gentleman is a business associate of my uncle. I have met his wife and the woman with him this evening was not her.”

“Why would anyone sneak intimacies in the garden?”

His gaze dropped to her lips. “I can definitely see the appeal.”

Naila’s breath caught. Her blood simmered in her veins. Something was happening. The air thickened with the heat arcing between them, sparks that had nothing to do with her cigarette. More than a few boys back in Little Syria had tried to steal a kiss from Naila. But this was the first time in her life that she was actually tempted to let a man take liberties.

“Are you flirting with me?” she asked, pretending to be accustomed to drawing the interest of appealing strangers.

“American girls are very direct.” His gaze dipped to her mouth yet again. “It is a very attractive trait.”

Nervous, Naila licked her lips. Wanting churned deep in her belly. She’d never understood how a girl could just throw away her reputation by getting mixed up with a boy. But now she did. It was like her body took on a mind of its own, leaving her brain with no say in the matter.

Alarm shot through her. Naila stamped out her cigarette and stood abruptly. “I must go!” she said and fled back to the safety of ballroom.




Chapter Three

Now

England

Naila was so changed that Hawk barely recognized her.

The sparkle was absent from her midnight eyes, the blush long gone from her cheeks. This version of Naila Darwish, with her terse mouth and sallow complexion, possessed none of the radiance of the bold, orange gown–wearing beauty who had captivated him in Philadelphia.

This Naila cloaked herself in a drab dark gown that the girl he’d known would never be caught dead in. Despite the unflattering dress, he still got a sense of the lavish body he’d worshipped. Naila possessed curves that went on forever, with abundant breasts and swaying hips that made a man weak in the knees.

And hard in other places.

Yet, she wasn’t the same. This Naila was drained of all vivacity. She was almost lifeless, so quiet and bland that she easily blended into the background. His Naila could never be a wallflower. Without even trying, she outshone every person in the room.

A part of Hawk, the less charitable, more aggrieved part—the place in his soul that still resented her decision—felt a pang of satisfaction. By the looks of it, Naila had done Hawk a favor, her abandonment sparing him a lifetime chained to a colorless mouse.

“I do wish Naila had danced with you,” Raya said.

“Hmm?” Hawk glanced down at his dance partner, so lost in thought he almost forgot he’d escorted Naila’s sister to the dance floor. “Ah, yes.”

“She is an excellent dancer.”

“Is that so?” he murmured politely, smoothly guiding Raya along the crowded dance floor. Hawk possessed firsthand knowledge of Naila’s dancing skills. They’d waltzed once at a party hosted by his uncle in America. He could still feel the soft curve of her back where he’d held her. His fingers tingled at the memory.

“Oh, yes, but she rarely dances now.”

“Why is that?” Hawk hated himself for wanting to know. Was it because Naila was miserable without him? Did she miss Hawk as much as he missed her? Used to miss her. Any feelings he once had for Naila Darwish were in the past.

They had to be.

There was a time when he’d have done anything for her. Before he inherited the earldom, he had nothing to offer but himself and his determination to make something of his future. But that hadn’t been enough. He hadn’t been enough.

“I don’t really know why Naila doesn’t like to dance anymore,” Raya admitted. “I am surprised that you and my sister are previously acquainted. How did you meet?”

“Through mutual family friends in Philadelphia. I was contemplating taking over my uncle’s manufacturing concern. He has no children.”

“A business?” Surprise lit her eyes. He noticed they weren’t as dark as Naila’s. And nowhere near as mesmerizing. “But you’re an earl.”

“Quite by accident.”

Her forehead wrinkled. “How does one accidentally fall into an earldom?”

“I inherited from my father’s cousin.” Hawk was not well acquainted with his friend’s future wife, having met the woman only a handful of times. But he appreciated her directness. “He and his three sons all perished together in a boating accident.”

“How perfectly awful!”

“A terrible tragedy that meant the title fell to me.”

“That must have been quite a shock.”

“It was. But it was my duty to step up and lead the family.” There’d been a lot to learn, but Hawk welcomed the distraction. He might not have survived Naila’s desertion otherwise. She’d stolen not only his heart, but also his honor and all of his hopes and expectations for the future.

“Is it not also your duty to take a wife?” Amusement glinted in her gaze. “There seem to be plenty of women here who would be delighted to help you fulfill that obligation.”

He briefly wondered if Naila had mentioned him to her sister, but immediately dismissed the notion. Raya hadn’t even known Hawk and Naila were acquainted until this evening. That’s how little he meant to Naila. He was likely just a glancing memory.

Raya surveyed the crowded dance floor. “Every young unmarried lady is staring at us right now.”

“What of your sister?” He strived to keep a note of general disinterest in his voice. “Now that you are betrothed, I imagine she will think of marriage.”

“Naila? Who knows? She’s had offers, but she rejected all of them.”

“Is that so?” Maybe she made a habit of rebuffing suitors. Who else had she sent away?

“Naila is far more interested in old buildings than new suitors,” Raya said. “Once she sees to our nephew, she’ll probably sneak off to explore the castle. My sister is enthralled by architecture.”

“Still?” Memories of long strolls with Naila, exploring the structures in various Philadelphia neighborhoods, jolted through him.

“You know that about Naila?” She contemplated him. “Just how well acquainted were the two of you?”

“Not very.” He cursed to himself. The last thing he needed was gossip that tied him to Naila. Pivoting, he offered up a tempting distraction. “I am, as it happens, in search of a wife.”

Interest glinted her gaze. “What sort of woman would you like for a countess?”

“Why do you ask?” An image of Naila, as she’d once been, vibrant and laughing, fearless and daring, popped into his head. “Do you have someone in mind?”

“I won’t know until you tell me what qualities you require in a wife.”

“Very well,” he said. “Above all, she must be of firm character.”

“A man who appreciates a woman who knows her own mind?” she said approvingly. “That is rare.”

“It shouldn’t be.”

“On that we agree.” They took another twirl. “I suppose she has to be an aristocrat.”

“It might be easier to adjust to her role as countess if she is. But that’s not an absolute requirement. What I absolutely abhor is a woman who shrinks away from difficult decisions.”

She smiled. “I shall be on the lookout for an appropriately strong-minded woman.”

“I’d be much obliged.” If she offered up her sister, maybe he would do the rejecting this time.

“If word gets out that you are looking for a bride, it will be a favored topic of conversation in the fortnight leading up to the wedding.”

“Surely not.” He made a show of frowning even as relief flowed through him. His acquaintanceship with her sister now seemed like the last thing on Raya’s mind.

Naila studied herself in the full-length mirror. “Are the upper sleeves too puffy?”

“No, that’s considered the style.” Nadine bit into an apple. “Since when do you care about fashion?”

Since seeing Inglese again. Even though his obvious disdain for her during their brief encounter was as thick as the fog that engulfed the castle most mornings.

“Naila always looks polished.” Raya lounged across the bed in the guest chamber assigned to Naila. “The orange color of that gown flatters your complexion.”

Naila ran a hand over her cheek. “Do you think so?” Her skin was duller than it used to be, her eyes even seemed smaller. What did Inglese see when he looked at her now?

Nadine slumped comfortably in a faded stuffed chair by the unlit hearth. “Since when do you wear bright colors?”

Naila turned, examining her reflection over her shoulder to see how she looked from the back. “Since Mama and I went to the dressmaker before this trip and she insisted I add some color.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, Mama’s right,” Raya said. “Vivid colors brighten your face.”

“That’s true,” Nadine said between mouthfuls of apple. “All you wear is brown, gray, white and black. Entirely boring.”

“I like muted tones,” Naila protested. She reached for a set of gold hairpins her mother had purchased for her and clipped one into her hair. Too showy. She pulled it out.

“You used to wear bright colors all the time,” Raya pointed out. “I remember when orange was your favorite color.”

“It was tangerine. Anyhow, people’s tastes change.” Rainbow colors made Naila feel like an impostor now. They were a reminder of a braver way of living. Of a time when she’d been happy and full of hope for the future. She hadn’t married Inglese, but she’d mourned the loss of him as a widow might.

“Those gold hairpins are pretty,” Nadine said. “Mama should have bought me a pair too. I am a married woman. I need to look respectable.”

Naila faced her sisters. “Should I wear this dress to supper or the blue gown that I tried on before?”

“I like the blue,” Nadine said.

“Orange,” Raya said at the same time. “Mama would insist on the orange. The brighter the better.”

“Well, she’s not here,” Naila responded. Their mother rarely left Brooklyn. She’d been plagued by debilitating seasickness during her immigrant voyage from Palestine to New York Harbor nearly three decades ago.

Naila had placated Mama by having the colorful gowns made for her, but she never intended to wear them in England. Yet, after seeing Basil again, a part of her yearned to be more like the version of herself that had once besotted him.

“Raya, did the duke say anything about how gracefully I dance?” Nadine never went long before bringing the conversation back to herself. “He told me he enjoyed our waltz immensely.”

“No.” Raya’s amused glance met Naila’s in the mirror. “But I am sure he was impressed.”

“This old castle is so drafty.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Nadine shivered and gazed at the barren hearth. “Why aren’t the fires running?”

“Put a shawl on,” Raya advised. “We can’t light every fire all day long. We must economize.”

Nadine grimaced. “What good is it to inherit a castle if you’re cold all the time?”

“I’m not cold,” Naila said in solidarity with Raya.

Nadine changed the subject. “Raya, how was dancing with the earl?”

Naila pivoted to face Raya. “You danced with Ba . . . um . . . the earl?”

Nadine tossed her apple core aside. “Hawksworth is handsome in a meanish sort of way. That persistent scowl makes him look like he’s about to tear someone’s head off.”

“Hawk was very polite when I danced with him, but he seemed preoccupied.” Raya rolled onto her stomach, propping herself up on her elbows. “He says he’s looking for a wife.”

The breakfast Naila had eaten earlier soured in her stomach. “He told you that?”

Nadine pouted. “How unfortunate that I’m already married.”

Raya looked heavenward. “Yes, I’m sure you would have been first on his list.”

Naila forced a casual tone. “Did he say if he has anyone in mind?”

“No.” Raya’s eyes twinkled. “I should set him up with you.”

Nadine scoffed. “As if a handsome, rich earl would marry a twenty-seven-year-old spinster.” She shot Naila an apologetic look. “I mean no offense, of course.”

“Then why do you say things that offend?” Raya snapped.

“I wonder what an earl looks for in a wife,” Nadine mused. “I suppose she has to be very beautiful.”

“He didn’t mention looks.” Raya rolled over and rose from the bed, shaking out her skirts. “It seems character is most important to him.”

Naila fidgeted with her bangles, the gold cool against her fingertips. “What did he say to make you think that?”

“He wants someone who knows her own mind. The earl seems to have contempt for women who shrink away from making hard decisions.”

Naila froze. The words stung. “Oh.”

“I have to go.” Raya strode toward the door. “I have some castle accounts to settle.”

Nadine rolled her eyes. “Most brides-to-be would be obsessing over their wedding, not their ledgers. How does the duke tolerate your infatuation with business?”

“He not only tolerates my enthusiasm, he loves it.” Raya’s mouth curved into a knowing smile. “Perhaps a little too much.”

Nadine grimaced. “I’m sure I do not want to know what you mean by that.”

Laughing, Raya turned to Naila. “Which dress have you decided on? The orange or the blue?”

“The brown silk,” Naila responded. “There’s no use in pretending to be someone I’m not.”

Raya and Nadine groaned in unison.

Naila tugged the orange dress off. She suddenly couldn’t stand to be in it. There was no going back to the past. No use pretending that she was someone that she wasn’t. That part of her life, when she was young and fearless and easily drew the admiration of men, was over, no matter how much she wished that wasn’t the case.

“It is not as though I have anything to prove to anyone,” she said, leaving the orange silk in a forlorn heap on the floor.

“I’ll marry the earl,” Hind, Naila’s cousin, announced with a twinkle in her eye. “I am ready and available.”

“Don’t you think you should wait for him to propose?” Naila asked.

Hind, a few years younger than Naila, was practically a third sister. Her mother died when Hind was a child, which led to the young cousin spending a great deal of time at the Darwish house while her father, Umo Refaat, was at work.

That close bond was why Hind joined Naila, Nadine and Ghassan, Nadine’s husband, on the voyage to England. The four of them, along with Auntie Majida, who had come to England with Raya several months earlier, would represent the bride’s side of the family at the nuptials. Their brother, Salem, stayed behind in New York to tend to the family linen business.

“The earl is a forbidding person but that is part of his attraction,” Hind observed as they entered one of the castle’s numerous drawing rooms after supper. The rest of the party consisted of about two dozen people, including Basil and the duke’s other friends and family. “Did Hawksworth tell Raya what he’s looking for in a wife?”

“He wants a woman who knows her own mind,” Naila answered. “Who is firm in her decisions.”

Hind winked. “I could definitely stand firm in my decision to marry a man like that.”

Unlike Naila. Regret waived through her as she surreptitiously tracked Basil’s movements. He stood across the room conversing with a striking, well-dressed couple. The pair’s matching vibrant copper hair suggested that they might be related.

“So Hawksworth wants a strong woman?” Hind mused. “Meanwhile, the aunties are busy telling us to act shy and malleable in order to attract a husband. That shows how much the old ladies know.”

Naila recalled how wrong Auntie Majida had been about Basil. “Isn’t that the truth?”

“Are you acquainted with the woman he’s talking to? She’s frightfully elegant.”

The copper-haired lady was also beautiful, with flawless skin and delicate bone structure. “I don’t know who she is.” Jealousy flared in Naila’s stomach. Not that she had any right. She had given up all claim to Basil eight years ago.

Nadine appeared. “Will you play the piano,” she asked Naila, “so that we can all dance?”

“Of course.” She welcomed the distraction. “If that is what Raya wants.”

“She said you should only play if you care to. And that it’s not fair that you never get to dance.” Nadine rolled her eyes. “As if you like to dance.”

She had once. With Basil. She could still feel the cocoon of his protective embrace, the warm sensation of his large hand flat against her upper back.

Naila crossed over to the piano. As she browsed the sheet music, Raya approached with a man who appeared to be about their age. She introduced him as Mr. Kareem Amar.

“A pleasure.” With a slight bow of his head, Mr. Amar pressed a hand flat against his chest in a show of respect and courtesy. He was of average height, with sharp features and dark eyes. His smile was appealing and his manner pleasant.

“Kareem is something like our fifth cousin,” Raya told her. “We couldn’t quite figure it out. But his grandmother and Auntie Majida share the same great-great-grandparents.”

Naila noted Mr. Amar’s crisp English accent. “You grew up here?”

He nodded. “I was born in Manchester.”

“Kareem is an architect,” Raya told Naila. “I thought you two would enjoy meeting since you share a love of old buildings.”

He smiled, baring crowded white teeth. “The more ancient the better.”

“I envy your living in England,” Naila remarked. “There is so much to see here.”

“Kareem is working on a project that might interest you,” Raya said. “He’s cataloging old manor houses before they disappear.”

“Disappear?” Naila frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Kareem will have to explain it to you.” Raya looked across the room, to where her duke sat with Auntie Majida and Nadine. Their sister spoke animatedly while the duke listened with an expression of polite interest. “I must go and rescue Strick from Nadine.”

“Your sister is a force of nature,” Mr. Amar remarked after Raya departed. “This castle might very well have fallen into ruin without her management.”

“Raya is remarkable,” Naila agreed. “What did she mean about the manor houses vanishing?”

“The old aristocratic families are unable to keep them up. They can no longer make a handsome living off the land like they used to. As a result, some of the big houses, many of which are architecturally significant, are being abandoned. It is only a matter of time before they are torn down.”

“What?” She couldn’t imagine treasures like Castle Tremayne being razed to the ground. “That’s terrible!”

“I agree. That is why I am cataloging England’s significant country manors so that they won’t be completely lost to history.”

“But the actual buildings will be?”

“I fear that will inevitably be the case. Everything, even the family crypts, will be destroyed. We could eventually lose prime examples of the finest Tudor and Palladian architecture.”

Naila couldn’t imagine such a thing. “Surely something can be done to save them.”

“Some aristocrats have wed American heiresses with dowries significant enough to save the crumbling estates.”

“That seems to be a fair trade,” she remarked. Mr. Amar was very easy to talk to. “The brides become aristocrats and the nobles save their homes?”

“Precisely. And some actually marry for love. So it is said about Lady Randolph Churchill.”

“Who is she?”

“She was born Jennie Jerome of New York. When she married the third son of a duke more than a decade ago, her dowry was large enough to begin a major restoration of Blenheim Palace, one of England’s grandest country homes.”

“More aristocrats need to follow that example.”

“You will get no argument from me. I would like to photograph the estates as well, but that is a costly endeavor. I hope to raise funds, perhaps through a generous benefactor, to photograph all of the estates that I catalog.”

Nadine came over, interrupting their conversation. “Are you going to play?” she asked impatiently. “We’re all waiting.”

Naila was so caught up in her exchange with Mr. Amar that she’d forgotten all about providing the




OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part One: The Earl That Got Away



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five









		Part Two: An American Heiress’s Guide to Landing a Lord



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two









		Author’s Note



		About the Author



		Also by Diana Quincy





		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Part One: The Earl That Got Away


















		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		ii



		343



		344



		iv














OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DiANA
OUINCY

THE EARL THAT
GOT AWAY

ks Sirens in Silk Mo

A

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780063247529_Cover.jpg
‘Quincy delivers a layered,
lovely romance.”
—Sarah MacLean

QOUINCY

THE EARL
THAT GOT AWAY

« My Sirens in Silk B






