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    Dedication

This book is dedicated to the strength within me that refused to break, even in my darkest moments.

To my children, who are my reason, my motivation, and my greatest blessing.

To my mother, whose love continues to guide me.

And to the memory of my grandson—your light will forever live in my heart.

This story is proof that even through pain, something beautiful can still be created.
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PROLOGUE
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LIAM

The echoes of high society’s expectations reverberated through every corner of our lives, an unyielding rhythm that dictated our actions and choices. From birth, I had been groomed to uphold the family’s name, to fulfill obligations that stretched back generations. It was a life I had grown accustomed to, yet one I couldn’t help but feel suffocated by. I was the first son of the wealthiest family. Our wealth has been passed on from generation to generation. I was supposed to do the same too. After all, I was the heir, next in line after my father. I would inherit everything and bring honor to the family name but my heart was caught between performing my duty to my family and following my heart. 

Ava looked at me with tears running down her eyes and this hurt me. This was the second time we were meeting at this park and this late at night. It wasn’t like I wanted us to keep meeting like this Ava and I might have grown up in the same society but we both belonged to different parts of this world. 

In our society, there were two classes and it was very obvious: we lived as the wealthy and the poor. One could already guess the class I fell in but for Ava. It was a different case entirely.

“W..what are we going to do? Say something Liam. Talk to me”, Ava wailed as she hit my chest repeatedly. "Her words landed like physical blows, each one driving the air from my lungs. The world narrowed to the sheen of tears on her cheeks and the crushing weight of a future already written without her in it. My mind was a blank, white noise—a stark contrast to the violent storm raging in my chest."

Ava and I had been involved in this forbidden relationship. How could I have let this happen? How did we get here?

“Ava, please calm down. I promise you we can fix this”, I heaved 

Ava laughed hysterically, even though it was completely dark and the only source of light we had was the moon shining down on the earth, I could see her tear-stricken face. 

“We can fix this? Liam, this cannot be fixed. This could be different for you but for me it’s game over, my parents would bear the shame of having a daughter who didn’t know her place in the society”

“Don’t talk like that. I’ll speak to my parents. They won’t have any choice but to accept us”, I said.

Ava laughed once more and shook her head. 

“You’re delusional if you think our love will change anything. We have been having a secret relationship for six months! I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think anything could change. What was I thinking? I’m poor, you’re rich. We could never be together”

I tried to touch her so I could calm her down but instead she pulled herself away from me.

“Don’t touch me. I don’t even want to see you”, she cried as she turned around and raced out of the alley. I wanted to go after her. I wanted to hold her and tell her everything was going to be okay but there was nothing I could do right now; my hands were ridiculously tied. 

***
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CHAPTER ONE... UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER
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LIAM

I never liked to be invited to all these debutante balls. It was so archaic but my mother believed in this as she was a high society lady and anything my mother wanted was what my father did, without any questions. 

Today was another day for my family and I to mingle with the other wealthy families at yet another ball. The parents of the sons who were ripe for marriage were all putting an eye down for elegant ladies from wealthy families for their sons.

“You look so dashing my boy. I cannot wait to see the debutantes tonight especially Kate”, my mother smiled sheepishly as she said that and I rolled my eyes. 

My mother’s one true desire since I clocked ten was to see me married to Kate Willowby, the daughter of our mayor.

I remember how my mother always organized different charity events and always invited the mayor. Kate would always come as a volunteer and give out many things. Then after every successful charity event at the family dinner table, my mother would look at me proudly, smile and say, “It would be the perfect wedding. Can you just imagine the headlines? The joining of two of the most powerful families in Slepburn”.

It was my entire existence was already mapped out before I was even born. This damned fate that I couldn’t get rid of. 

Finally, the sound of the orchestra started playing, signaling the entrance of the debutantes. The red curtains fell open and the ladies dressed in white royal ball gowns walked out gracefully. My eyes caught with Kate’s and she flashed a grin at me. 

Kate and I weren’t enemies, we were friends and I wish we could just stay that way but my mother had already planted the idea of us getting married in Kate’s head. All they were waiting for was her coming of age and me clocking twenty-one. Now that she was a debutante, I had to publicly ask her to marry me so we would be engaged right before I clicked twenty-one and the wedding would happen after. 

My sister slumped into her seat as she looked bored to death.

“You’ll be doing this next year; you should pay more attention”

She fiddled with her golden hair locks as she sighed “Feels so great to be me. Yay”. I could smell the sarcasm dripping in her statement but she dared not say that to mum. 

After the ladies all trooped out, I knew it was time to dance. I already saw Kate glancing around for me. No. There was no way in hell I would be dancing with her tonight. Before my mother could say anything I quickly stood up from my chair.

“Where are you off to in such a rush?” My mother questioned 

“I need to pee. I think I had too much to drink. I’ll be right back”

“Well, hurry back so you can dance with Kate. The Barners boy is already dancing with her”, my mother grunted as I nodded and walked away.

As soon as I was out of sight, I walked to a dimly lit corner of the hall that was secure enough. I reached for the pocket of my suit and brought out my pack of cigarette. Then I placed one in my mouth and lit it up, exhaling. 

My mother and father didn’t know I smoked but there was only so much of them I could take without going crazy. I rested my back on the wall as I inhaled another puff.

“I don’t think you should be out here doing that”, a female’s voice stopped me in my tracks and I turned around to see the source of the voice. 

I nearly lost my balance because right in front of me stood the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She didn’t seem to be a debutante tonight because she wasn’t dressed in a hall gown. Instead, she was dressed simply in a white dress that had a blue apron tied from the waist area down. Her auburn hair has been tied in a very neat bun. She had the most defined oval shaped face I had seen in all my existence; her eyes were the perfect shade of green and her lips, I had to blink severally just to be sure I wasn’t in front of a goddess. 

“Sorry if I startled you. It’s just you shouldn’t be smoking here and the party is inside not outside”, she smiled and I nodded, finally finding my voice. 

“I just needed a little bit of fresh air”, I managed to say as she nodded. “What about you? Should you be out here?”

“How do you mean?”

“Aren’t you a debutante?”

“Am I dressed like one?”. Touché. She was feisty and I liked that. “I’m working the room tonight. I take it you’re one of the dates, not everybody has the luxury of being invited as guests to these events”, she smiled and that’s when it hit me. She really was working the party. “Well, you had best finish up that one”, she pointed at the cigarette in my hand “because it seems like a mother is searching frantically for her don in there. You are not Liam who went to pee are you?” She asked crossing her hands on her chest 

Could my mother be any more embarrassing? I had barely been gone fifteen minutes.

“That’s me. Since you know my name it’s only fair, I know yours”

“I don’t think you should be mingling with those who aren’t from your class”

“I’m smoking at a debutante ball. I think I’ve made an impression” I smiled 

She laughed and began walking away from me. “You should go back in”. As she walked, she stopped and turned around, “Ava. My name is Ava”, and with that she walked away.

“Ava”, I mused with a bright smile on my face. 

I finished smoking and tossed away the ashes, applying my breath mint and perfume oil before going back into the hall. The first person I saw was my mother who had a very angry look on her face. 

The grand ballroom shimmered with opulence, a lavish backdrop for the intricately woven web of alliances and social contracts. It was a night like any other, until I saw her.

As I walked to my mother, my eyes finally found her, Ava. Her green eyes looked even prettier than they did outside. She nodded at me and waited for her tray to be filled with food so she could serve the guests. 

Ava stood at the periphery, a portrait of contrast against the sea of conformity. Her eyes were pools of curiosity, her presence an enigma that demanded exploration.

As I sauntered over to my family’s table, I picked up glass of fruit juice from one of the waiter’s trays before taking my seat at my family’s table.

“Wherever have you been? Kate had her second dance already yet you were nowhere to be found”, my mother said and before I could even give her a response, she reached for my glass cup taking it away from me.

“Mother”, I groaned 

“Go dance with Kate. She’s done with her second dance. Go”, my mother said and I could hear the finality in her voice. My sister chuckled as I groaned and stood up reluctantly from my chair making my way to Kate. As soon as Kate saw me, she grinned and offered her hand for a dance which I took.
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