
    
      
        
          
        
      

    





The Lady Wore Pearls

by

Diana Bold





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

The Lady Wore Pearls By Diana Bold 

Copyright August 2025 

Cover Artist: Book Boudoir

Editor: Kurt Liebchen 

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




For my fabulous readers, Beth Hinterleiter-Udall, Debbie Washabaugh. Anne Juris, Sheryl Comstock-Edgar, and Mariah Fair-Wall, who helped me brainstorm some names and costumes for my characters. I appreciate you all so much! Hope you enjoy Jack and Arabella’s story!
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Chapter One
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“I need to find a wife this Season,” stated Jack Hastings, the Earl of Westmark, with all the enthusiasm of getting a tooth pulled. 

He and his best friend, Adam Bartlett, the Marquess of Rowley, sat at their favorite table in their club, waiting for the steaks they’d just ordered.

Rowley laughed and toasted Jack with his crystal glass of whisky, then sobered and lowered the glass. “Dear Lord. You’re serious.”

“I’m afraid so.” Jack stared morosely into his own glass, swirling around the amber liquid as he finally put into words the plan that had been brewing in his mind for months. “I need to secure the title, and I really don’t see the point in putting it off any longer.”

Rowley frowned. “That doesn’t seem a very good reason to set in motion something that will change the course of the rest of your life. You’re not yet thirty, man. Surely, you can wait until you find a woman you actually want to spend time with.”

“Do you think such a woman exists?” Jack shook his head. “I certainly haven’t found that to be the case among the women of the ton. Society girls are meant to be ornamental, not interesting. I’ve yet to meet one who is capable of carrying on a conversation about anything except the weather and the latest fashions.”

A wry smile curved Rowley’s lips. “I thought that too before I met Victoria.”

“You’re the exception,” Jack said and truly believed it. Rowley and his lovely wife had one of the ton’s few love matches. They’d been married for nearly two years now, and Rowley showed no sign of growing bored with her. 

They’d recently welcomed the birth of their first child, and the love that his friend had for his son was one of the main reasons Jack had decided to take the leap himself. 

But he certainly didn’t expect to find a woman of Victoria’s caliber.

“I don’t believe that,” Rowley chided. “My parents had a wonderful relationship as well.” His father had died of a heart attack last year, but until then, his parents had been ridiculously happy together. Jack had always loved spending time with them. 

“You’re lucky that you had them as an example,” Jack replied. He didn’t need to add that he’d had no such example himself. Rowley knew better than anyone the nightmare of his own parents’ marriage. They’d hated each other, and the constant battle between them had left little care or concern for their only son. The last thing he wanted was to put his own children in such a situation. “But I do hope that I can find a woman I can at least tolerate.”

Rowley huffed a laugh. “Well, that’s a pretty low standard. I think you can do slightly better than that.”

“I’m not a complete masochist. My greatest hope is that I find a woman I actually like.” Jack gave his friend a wry grin. “I just don’t want to set my expectations too high, only to be disappointed.”

The waiter arrived with their steaks, the aromatic scent filling the air around them. For a few moments, they were quiet as they dug in, but Jack could feel his friend’s concern simmering between them. 

“Just say it,” Jack finally said with a sigh. Perhaps this was why he’d chosen to tell Adam before anyone else. He’d known that his friend would have plenty to say on the matter and recognized that he needed to hear it.

Rowley took an inordinate amount of time cutting his steak, obviously trying to organize his thoughts. 

At last, he sat back in his chair and met Jack’s gaze directly. “Marriage is not simply a task that needs to be checked off your list. It’s a partnership. I would like you to promise me that you’ll at least try to find someone who you can more than tolerate.”

“More than tolerate?” Jack laughed, a bit surprised. “Well, at least you’re not demanding I fall in love.”

“Would that be so bad?” Rowley asked softly, his green eyes filled with so much pity it made Jack uncomfortable. 

The last thing he wanted was to be pitied. He was a bloody earl, for God’s sake. One of the richest men in England. The fact that he had no one in his life who gave a damn about him except for a few friends should not matter so much. 

But Jack was all too aware that even though he had power and money, he lacked that which many lesser men had in spades. He knew nothing about love. He’d never given it and had certainly never received it. 

He sometimes wondered if he’d even recognize it if he saw it. 

“You know I would like nothing more,” he admitted.

Rowley nodded, dropping his gaze and taking a few more bites. His friend didn’t have to say any more. They’d first met at Eton when they were nine years old. Rowley had been there through both of his parents’ deaths and knew better than anyone how lonely Jack’s life had been. 

Jack swallowed thickly, feeling a swell of gratitude for his friend. “All right. I will attempt to find this unicorn you seem certain exists.”

Biting back a smile, Adam nodded. “That’s all I can ask. Shall we make a list of some likely candidates?”
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“Westmark is looking for a bride.”

Her brother’s words made Lady Arabella Bartlett suddenly focus on the conversation around her. The Bartlett family, which consisted of Adam, his wife Victoria, Arabella, and their mother, had gathered for dinner, but Arabella had been mostly drifting in her own thoughts. 

This little piece of information, however, had her full attention. 

“Does he have any prospects in mind?” asked Arabella’s mother, Octavia, the Dowager Marchioness of Rowley. Arabella could fairly see her mother’s mind whirling with possibilities as she met Arabella’s eyes across the table. 

Of course, her mother knew of Arabella’s unrequited love for her brother’s best friend. She no doubt was already planning the wedding in her mind. 

“He’s made a list,” Adam said with a chuckle. “You know how focused he is. He’s attacking this as though it’s a military campaign.”

“Is Arabella on the list?” her mother asked, getting straight to the point. 

Arabella felt her face heat as mortal embarrassment swept over her. “Mother!”

Adam gave Arabella a look of pity. “Of course not. He would never pursue my little sister.”

Victoria reached over beneath the table and gave Arabella’s hand a squeeze of solidarity, which helped somewhat. Her sister-in-law knew of her feelings for Jack as well.

In fact, everyone seemed to know how she felt except for Jack! 

She’d been fascinated by Jack since Adam had first brought him home on a school holiday. But the boys had been fourteen and Arabella a child of seven. Jack had always treated her with kindness and affection, but he’d never seen her as anything other than Adam’s annoying little sister.

Over the years, her interest in him had grown every time Adam brought him around. Unfortunately, he gave her about as much notice as the paintings on the wall. 

For years, she’d struggled to make him really see her, but she’d finally given up. Or at least that’s what she’d told herself. 

But she had just turned twenty-one and was about to enter her third Season. If she wasn’t engaged before the Season ended, she’d be considered firmly on the shelf. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t had offers, she’d just turned them all down, hoping against hope...

The conversation moved on to possible candidates for the future Countess of Westmark, but Arabella couldn’t get her brother’s words out of her mind.

He would never pursue my little sister.

It was so unfair! She and Jack had always gotten along famously. They shared a love of dogs and horses and had long, impassioned conversations about how life in the country was far preferable to the city. She knew how terrible his childhood had been, knew how much he needed love. 

She was absolutely certain that she could be the one to love him, to give him the happiness he’d been looking for. 

But neither he nor Adam could even imagine a world where Adam’s baby sister was a viable option.
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