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  PART ONE



Rules to be Broken








  
  Author's Note
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Those of you who have already read ‘A Brilliant Rose’ will notice that the prologue of ‘Rules to Be Broken’ is the same as in the second novella. I wrangled with that decision, but ultimately decided not to make any changes because in both novellas it is that very scene that sets our heroes and heroines on their path. It is that scene which is the catalyst for all those that follow, shaping our heroine’s life like no other ever has, allowing the story to unfold as it should. 






  
  Prologue
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London, Summer 1815 
Four Years Ago
With her heart thudding in her chest, Diana tiptoed down the small cobblestone path as her dainty steps echoed through the night air. The moon shone overhead, casting its silvery light into the shadowy dark of the gardens, and from the terrace, the sounds of music and laughter reached her ears. The earl’s ball was still in full swing, and to Diana’s delight, it had been rather easy to escape her parents’ watchful eyes and sneak out into the night.
A part of Diana’s mind warned her, cautioned her that such behavior could have disastrous consequences. Her heart, however, was focused on one thing alone: the man she loved.
If she could only speak to him for a few moments and assure him that his pursuit was indeed most welcome, he would surely speak to her father that very night and ask for her hand in marriage.
At the thought, her breath caught in her throat, and she stopped in her tracks. Drawing the fresh night air into her lungs, Diana sought to steady her nerves. When the slight dizziness that had seized her so unexpectedly finally subsided, she swallowed and then proceeded down the path.
In the dark, the tall-growing hedges and bushes looked ominous, and more than once, Diana drew back with a startled gasp as she feared she had stumbled upon someone lurking in the shadows, intent on doing her harm.
“Where is he?” she mumbled under her breath craning her neck, hoping to catch a glimpse of his tall, striking figure.
After he had asked her to follow him into the night―the gaze in his smoldering eyes saying more than a thousand words ever could―Diana had not hesitated. Ensuring that her parents were otherwise occupied, she had slipped out the terrace doors, following his silhouette until it had disappeared among the shadows.
As the chilled night air brushed over her heated cheeks, Diana’s feet carried her onward until, at last, she found the small pavilion as it stood like an island in the midst of a green ocean, its tall, white-washed pillars reaching into the sky.
Sheltered under a canopy roof, his back to her and his strong arms resting on the small rail, he stood motionless on the other side of the small space and stared out into the night.
At the very sight of him, Diana’s heart soared, and a rush of emotions swept through her body. Her lips began to tingle at the mere thought of his mouth pressed to hers, and her palms grew moist with nervous anticipation.
Taking another deep breath, she stepped forward, her dainty steps all but silent as she approached him. His intoxicating scent mingled with the soft night smells as the jasmines began to bloom, and Diana thought for a moment she would faint on the spot as her heart raced in her chest.
Coming to stand behind him while desperate to be in his arms, she lifted her hands and softly placed them on his back, letting them slide down over his strong muscles.
The moment Diana touched him, he froze… before drawing in a deep breath. “I’ve been waiting for you,” he whispered in that deep, raspy voice that made her breath catch in her throat every time it reached her ears.
A smile spread over her face, and joy filled her heart.
Like a feline, he suddenly spun around and pulled her into his arms, his hungry mouth seeking hers.
Locked in his tight embrace, Diana abandoned all thought as her body responded to his touch, as though it recognized him from a previous life. Deep down, Diana had always known that he was her soul mate.
As his lips roamed hers, she held on to him, feeling her knees grow weak. A soft gasp escaped her as his hands travelled upward, and he suddenly drew back.
In the dim light of the moon, he gazed into her eyes, a slight frown curling his brows before he stepped back. “I apologize, Miss―”
“Diana!”
At the sound of her father’s enraged voice, Diana’s head spun around.
Finding her parents by the tall-growing hedge that shielded the pavilion from passers-by, she swallowed as their disbelieving eyes stared at them, shifting from her to the man by her side.
With a smile on her lips, Diana turned to face her parents as they hurried toward them, their own faces pale in the moonlight. “Father, Mother, I can explain.”
“I most certainly hope so,” her father snapped, his sharp eyes travelling from her to her future husband. “Norwood, what is the meaning of this?”
Clearing his throat, Robert Dashwood, Viscount Norwood, stepped forward. “I apologize, sir. There has been some misunderstanding. I―”
“Whatever misunderstanding you thought has occurred, I expect the next words I hear to include a proposal considering the liberties you’ve just now taken with my daughter!”
With love in her heart and a smile on her face, Diana turned to the man by her side. Butterflies fluttered in her belly as she took a deep breath. This was it! The moment she had been waiting for her entire life.
“A proposal?” Laughing, her soul mate shook his head. “I’m afraid I have to disappoint you.”
Staring at him, Diana felt the blood rush from her cheeks as the world grew dim around her. “What?” she gasped, her knees suddenly as weak as pudding as the butterflies in her belly died a slow death.
“I apologize,” he said, his eyes shifting from her father to her. “As I said, this was a misunderstanding.”
“A misunderstanding?” her father boomed as heart-wrenching sobs tore from Diana’s throat, and she sank into her mother’s arms. “You take advantage of a young girl and then you refuse to do the only decent thing there is left. What kind of a gentleman are you?”
Chuckling, Lord Norwood leaned against the rail. “The worst kind, I assure you.”
“Social etiquette dictates that―”
“I don’t care about social etiquette―”
“You will be ruined. Your reputation―”
“My reputation will not suffer, for all of London already knows the kind of man I am.” Standing up straight, the notorious viscount stepped forward, fixing her father with serious eyes. “Your daughter, on the other hand, has everything to lose. Therefore, I suggest you be reasonable.”
“You downright refuse to marry her?” her father huffed.
“Yes, sir,” he confirmed. “You will be well-advised to return to the festivities before we are discovered. No harm has been done so far.”
Shaking his head, her father coughed, “No harm? You’ve compromised her.”
“Upon my honor―or what is left of it―it was only a kiss.”
Only a kiss? Diana’s head spun as she clung to her mother, her hopes crashing into a black abyss that was threatening to swallow her whole. What was happening? Did he not love her? Had he not told her so a million times? Had his loving gaze not spoken the words that his lips had confirmed a mere few minutes ago?
Glaring at the man she loved, her father returned to her side. “You are without honor, Norwood. I sincerely hope that one day you will reap what you sow.”
An amused smile on his face, Lord Norwood nodded to her father before his eyes dropped to hers. “All my best to you, Miss… Lawson, is it?” Then he turned and walked away, the shadows swallowing him whole, as though he had never been there.
Supported by a parent on either side, Diana placed one step before the other, her mind tormented by the incomprehensibility of what had just happened and her heart ached with the love so unexpectedly ripped from her life.
“I can only hope that Norwood keeps quiet,” her father mumbled under his breath, anger still ringing in his sharp voice. “If anyone finds out what happened here tonight, your chances of a favorable match will be ruined.”
In that moment, Diana could not bring herself to care. After all, what value could her reputation possibly have when her heart had just been ripped into pieces?






  
  Chapter one
Cause & Consequence
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London, Spring 1819 
Four Years Later
“You have truly outdone yourself with the refurnishing, Diana,” her cousin Rose praised as her green eyes glided over the drawing room, taking in the exquisite curtains, the newly acquired antiques as well as the polished pianoforte that stood under the tall, arched window. “It is as though it shines.”
Diana nodded as was expected of her, then mumbled. “You’re too kind.” Glancing at her husband, his haggard face in an ever-present frown, he nodded his approval, then turned to Rose’s husband, Viscount Norwood, as well as her father, Mr. Lawson, offering both gentlemen a drink.
Glancing at her own father, his eyes blank as he stared into nothing, Diana sighed. Ever since her mother’s death not two years ago, the lively man her father used to be had vanished. These days he spent his time seated in a comfortable chair, mourning the loss of his wife without an outward sign. Occasionally, Diana’s efforts would coax a monosyllabic answer out of him, but his eyes barely saw her and she believed that most days he was not even aware of his surroundings.
“You have a fine collection here, Mr. Reignold,” Mr. Lawson mused as his eyes slid over the bookshelf, his gaze occasionally narrowing as he read the titles on the spines. “Who is your book dealer?”
Unable to look at her husband’s self-satisfied face any longer, Diana drew in a slow breath as her eyes came to linger on her cousin’s husband, Viscount Norwood.
A shiver went down her spine, and she jerked her head away, knowing that prolonged exposure to his charms would only reopen old wounds.
Almost four years had passed since that fateful night that had shattered not only her reputation as well as her heart, but also her belief in the goodness of this world.
Now, she lived in a nightmare, married to a man who reminded her at every opportunity that he had saved her from certain ruination.
Although Lord Norwood had promised to keep that night in the gardens to himself, the whispers had started, nonetheless. Soon, Diana had been the center of gossip, her reputation damaged beyond repair. Her only option had been to marry her father’s old friend. A man who had lost his first wife as well as his son in childbirth, determined never to remarry until Diana’s father had begged him to save his daughter.
As he considered her own judgement to be impaired, her husband had set strict rules for her. He determined how she dressed, who she could call on, where she could go, what pastimes she could indulge. Nothing was left for Diana to decide on her own.
Even her son’s name had been chosen without her being consulted.
Benedict. What an ugly name! Diana thought.
“Are you all right?” Rose asked, leaning closer as her watchful eyes slid over Diana’s face. “You seem out of sorts.”
Diana forced a smile onto her face, only too aware of her husband’s presence. “I’m perfectly fine, dear cousin. Thank you.”
Rose’s brows furrowed, as though she meant to argue. Then, however, she took a deep breath and a gentle smile came to her face. “How is Benedict? Does he already sleep through the night?”
Taken aback, Diana shrugged. “How would I know?” she snapped before she could stop herself. Glancing at her husband to see if he had noticed her slip-up, Diana felt a cold shiver run down her spine when she found his shoulders tensing. Although he stood with his back to her, by then, Diana had learned to interpret his signs of displeasure and disapproval that told her she had once more acted in an unsuitable way.
As certain as the sun rises in the east, another lecture would await her that night.
“I cannot say,” Diana replied, her voice once more soft and melodious. “However, his nurse says that his development is age-appropriate.”
A soft frown came to Rose’s face as her mouth opened and then closed. Clearly, she did not know how to respond!
“He is a delightful boy,” Diana’s husband chimed in, making her flinch as he turned from the bookshelf and approached them. “Strong and healthy with a sunny disposition.”
Following her husband, the other two men joined their little circle as well, and to Diana’s great dismay, she was unable to overlook the gentle smile that came to Lord Norwood’s face as he met Rose’s eyes. His arm brushed against hers, as though by accident, and he almost imperceptibly leaned toward her, his eyes tracing the curve of his wife’s mouth.
Almost shunned by society at large, Diana spent most of her time in her cousin’s company and had, thus, had ample opportunity to observe the delicate signs of the deep love that existed between Rose and her husband.
To this day, every little sign of affection felt like a stab to her heart. Did she still love him? Diana wondered. She could not be certain, for the past few years had dulled her emotions in such a way that now―with the exception of the occasional meltdown―she barely felt anything at all.
Nothing but regret.
As though on cue, her son’s agonizing wails drifted down from the upper floor, slowly growing in intensity.
“Oh, the poor baby,” Rose murmured, her gaze shifting to the hall where a large staircase led to the upper floor and the nursery. “Should we not see to him?” she asked, her eyes almost pleading as she turned back to Diana.
“His nurse will―”
“That is a marvelous idea,” Diana’s husband interrupted, his narrowed gaze fixed upon her face, ordering her to comply. Then he turned to the other two gentlemen, drawing them into yet another conversation about dusty, old books and the utterly boring topics they discussed.
“Come,” Rose whispered, drawing Diana forward toward the staircase. As they ascended the stairs, she turned to look at Diana. “Has he said Mama yet?”
Diana shrugged. “Not that I know of.”
Again, Rose looked at her with that slight frown, her eyes filled with incredulity, as though nothing Diana said or did made any sense.
Diana could not blame her. Ever since that night four years ago, nothing had made sense anymore.
When they entered the nursery, they found Benedict’s nurse, holding him in her arms, slightly bouncing in her step as she tried to soothe the wailing one-year-old.
“Hello Miss Sharp,” Rose greeted the woman, “what seems to be the matter? Did something frighten him?”
“I cannot say, my lady,” Miss Sharp replied, her eyes shifting to Diana, a touch of unease resting in them. “I apologize, Mrs. Reignold. I hope he did not disturb your dinner party.”
Gritting her teeth against the agonizing cries, Diana kept her eyes fixed on her son’s nurse. “Of course, he did. Can you not keep him quiet?”
“I’ve changed him. I’ve fed him,” the nurse began to stammer, rocking the child with more speed, as though hoping that sheer willpower would calm him.
“May I?” Rose asked, stepping toward Miss Sharp, her arms held out to receive the child.
With a glance at Diana, Miss Sharp relinquished the boy.
“Hush, hush, little darling,” Rose whispered, her voice soft and gentle. Then she began to hum as her arms shifted Benedict into a more comfortable position, rocking him slightly as she began to walk around the room.
“You may leave us,” Diana said to Miss Sharp, who almost fled the room. Taking a deep breath, Diana watched her cousin as she continued to rock the small child. A deep smile shone on Rose’s lips as she gazed down at his small face.
Slowly, his wails grew quieter and his eyelids began to droop. A large yawn opened his mouth before he snuggled into the crook of Rose’s arm, his little hands curled into the fabric of her dress, as though afraid she would leave him.
Swallowing, Diana tore her gaze away and stepped up to the window, allowing her eyes to drift over the dark street below. Breath by breath, her heart calmed down until she heard a soft rustling behind her.
Glancing over her shoulder, she found Rose gently laying Benedict down in his crib. “He is such a sweet little boy,” she beamed, then stepped up to the window the moment Diana returned her gaze to the street. “You must be very proud.”
Diana remained quiet. Was she proud? She could not say that she was. Why would she be?
Beside her, Rose drew in a deep breath, then she whispered into the dark. “I’m with child.”
As though a fist had struck her in the stomach, Diana groaned, pain shooting up and down her body as she almost fell forward, catching herself against the cool window pane.
“Are you all right?” Rose asked, her voice full of concern, as she placed a gentle hand on Diana’s shoulder. “Do you need to lie down?”
Diana could not answer. Didn’t know how to. How could she explain that Rose was living the life Diana had always dreamed of? With the man she loved? The man she had loved since she had first laid eyes on him?
And now, Rose would have a child. His child! A child she could love!
Closing her eyes, Diana shook her head.
There were no words.

      [image: ]After a hearty breakfast, eggs with bacon and a slice of toast as was his routine, Arthur Abbott, Earl of Stanhope, retreated to his study as he was accustomed to do at that time in the morning. There, he spent an hour on his correspondence as every day before his steward Mr. Hill arrived to discuss matters of Stanhope Grove as he always did on the first Monday of each month during the Season.
“Splendid,” Arthur replied after listening to Mr. Hill’s account of the latest developments. “I do believe my mother wishes to make certain improvements with regard to the lower floor as she has her heart set on holding a New Year’s Ball at Stanhope Grove this year.”
“I understand,” Mr. Hill said, nodding his head. “I shall await your orders.”
Although New Year’s was still months away, Arthur knew that once his mother had set her mind to something, she would not rest until it was accomplished. He might as well warn his steward and hope that his mother’s ideas for a most legendary ball would not be too extravagant.
Despite the fact that his mother had a tendency to display their wealth and remind society in general of their impeccable reputation and considerable influence, Arthur had to admit that he was surprised she held on to the idea of such a ball after what had happened at Lord Hampton’s Christmas Ball this past year.
Despite their mother’s objections, Arthur’s younger sister Eleanor had kissed a man of doubtful repute under a sprig of mistletoe, sending their mother into a hysterical fit. Arthur would remember that night for as long as he lived.
A knock on his door drew his thoughts back to the here and now. “Enter.”
“Arthur, we need to talk,” his mother stated as she rushed into the room, startling Mr. Hill, who quickly jumped to his feet, then bowed.
“We shall continue this later,” Arthur told his steward, who immediately left the room. Rising from the leather chair behind his desk, Arthur turned to his mother, wondering what was amiss now. “How can I help you?”
“It is that man!” His mother snarled, her nostrils flaring, as though she smelled something rotten. “He had the audacity to send a letter to her.” Lifting the item in question, she waved it in front of Arthur’s face. “You must speak to him and put an end to this.”
“I assume you’re speaking of Henry Waltham.”
“Of course, I am,” his mother hissed, a frown coming to her face as she shook her head at him. “Did you not see the way he almost… compromised poor Eleanor at the Christmas Ball? Have you not seen him around, there wherever we go? And now, this letter!”
Arthur drew in a deep breath, knowing that indulging his mother was the best way to avoid the hysterical fit that always seemed to lurk on the horizon whenever she was displeased with something. Unfortunately, she was displeased quite frequently.
“Do you truly believe his attention is unwelcome?” he asked, carefully broaching the subject. After all, from what he had observed the night of the Christmas Ball, it seemed that his attentions were indeed most welcome.
At least to Eleanor.
“Of course, it is,” his mother insisted. “More than once, I instructed Eleanor to keep her distance, and because she knows her place, she has done so without fail. Naturally, she cannot be rude. After all, he is still the son of a peer. However, enough is enough. This has gone much too far. I want this man removed from our circle. If he comes near her one more time, I do not know what I might do.”
Arthur sighed. “What do you want me to do, Mother?”
Gesticulating wildly, his mother shook her head, red blotches creeping up her neck and into her cheeks as she failed to remain calm. “I do not care what you do, but I want that man to stay away from my daughter. Call him out if you must!”
Arthur’s brows rose in surprise. “Do you truly wish for me to do that?”
His mother sighed, then drew in a deep breath, meeting his gaze for a moment before shaking her head. “I simply want Eleanor to be safe from that man.”
“May I inquire,” Arthur began, his voice placating as he sought to avoid yet another hysterical fit, “what exactly has given you such a bad impression of young Henry Waltham? As far as I know his father, Baron Caulfield, is well respected.”
“Well-respected?” his mother snorted, her eyes narrowing into slits as she fixed him with a calm stare. “That was long ago.” Again, she shook her head, her gaze now calculating as she observed him. “Perhaps you were too young to remember when it changed.”
“I am four-and-thirty, Mother,” Arthur reminded her, feeling slightly annoyed that whenever she could not support her claims with reasonable arguments she would insinuate that he was simply not yet seasoned enough to comprehend the ramifications of the issue in question. Deep down, Arthur had to admit that it riled him.
“Then why do you asked?” his mother snapped, the calm that had so suddenly befallen her gone as though it had never been. “Despite their parents’ reputation, that family is not of our standing, and Henry Waltham is not a suitable match for your sister.” Her eyes narrowed as she stepped forward, her hands on her hips. “Do you not agree?”
Arthur took a deep breath, bracing himself for what was to come. And yet, he felt compelled to speak honestly as he always did. “I neither agree nor disagree, for I have barely spoken a word to that young man. Have you?”
“There’s no need,” his mother hissed, waving his concerns away. “The misdeeds of his elder brothers speak for themselves.”
“Has he committed any misdeeds himself?” Arthur tried, wondering why he was suddenly defending a man he barely knew.
For a moment, his mother’s lips thinned into a grotesque sneer as her gaze hardened, determination and an unwillingness to yield plainly visible in her grey eyes. “It is only a matter of time until he finds a victim.” Her voice trembled with the effort to contain her emotions. “As his brothers before him, he will gain the trust of an innocent young girl and ruin her in the worst possible way.” Her shoulders drew back, and she raised her chin. “I will not allow that to happen to Eleanor.”
Arthur frowned, wondering at his mother’s reaction. “Neither do I, Mother, I assure you. I never meant to suggest we allow anything untoward to happen to Eleanor. I merely sought to question whether young Henry Waltham truly deserves our distrust.” Taking a step closer, he met his mother’s gaze. “He is not his brothers. It would not be fair to condemn him for something he didn’t do, something he had no control over.”
The muscles in his mother’s jaw clenched. “I’d rather condemn him unjustly than see Eleanor come to harm.” Turning on her heel, she strode toward the door, but then stopped in the doorway and looked back, meeting his eyes. “Take care of this,” she ordered, then left, the sound of her angry footsteps echoing down the hall.
Arthur sighed, wondering what had given his mother such an atrocious impression of that young man.






  
  Chapter two
A Chance Encounter
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Praying that the mild pain that began to throb under his temples would subside, Arthur took a deep breath, trying to concentrate on the harmonious melody of the orchestra in the corner of the ballroom. Perhaps the gentle notes could soothe his frayed nerves. 
“There!” His mother snapped, leaning closer to catch his attention. “Do you see him? He is looking at her.”
Taking another deep breath, Arthur turned in the direction his mother indicated. “He is merely glancing in her direction.” From what Arthur could see, young Henry Waltham stood almost all the way across the room from Eleanor, his eyes watching her as a shy smile played over his features. Eleanor, too, seemed rather bashful as she glanced at the man she had kissed under the mistletoe not three months ago, biting her lower lip before averting her gaze.
Never had Arthur seen a more innocent love then theirs. If only he could understand his mother’s objections!
“You must go and stop him!” His mother insisted, her voice slightly hysterical as she attempted to push him in the general direction of Henry Waltham. “Go at once!”
Planting his feet firmly on the ground, Arthur turned and met his mother’s gaze. “He is merely looking at her, Mother,” he said, trying to reason with a woman who barely knew such a sentiment existed, “the same way she is looking at him. There is nothing untoward going on here.”
Pressing her lips into a thin line, his mother glared at him, as though he had just refused to protect his sister from a highwayman lying in wait. “She is your sister and―”
“―and she is perfectly safe,” Arthur interrupted, immediately annoyed with himself for stooping so low as to break decorum. It was inexcusable! Gritting his teeth, he forced air into his lungs, ignoring the growing pain behind his template. “I apologize, Mother. It was wrong of me to interrupt you.”
Her features relaxed, and she nodded her head, accepting his apology.
Relieved, Arthur stepped back, and his gaze once more turned to the dance floor, hoping that this would be the end of it.
However, luck was not on his side.
“That is Mrs. Reignold,” his mother observed, and her eyes narrowed as she watched her daughter speak to a young woman, whose expression was a far cry from the warm glow on Eleanor’s face.
“I’ve never met her,” Arthur replied, slightly concerned with the new pitch that had come to his mother’s voice. “Are you acquainted with her?”
At his words, his mother’s head snapped around and she stared at him with wide eyes. “Good God, of course not. Why would you assume such a thing?”
As his headache pounded against the insides of his skull, Arthur resigned himself to losing the war. “I meant no offence, Mother. I have never met the woman, and I am not familiar with her name.”
“That is almost unfathomable!” his mother exclaimed, eyeing him with suspicion. “After all, her fall from grace has been on everyone’s lips. How can you not know?”
“I do not care for gossip,” Arthur said. “Often it distorts the truth into a grotesque mask that has no resemblance to reality. I am certain that at least half of what you have heard of this woman―or anyone else for that matter―is pure fiction.”
“How can it be fiction if there were witnesses?” his mother objected, her eyes fixed on the young woman, who in that moment received a glass of―presumably―lemonade from Eleanor.
Although he knew his mother was anxiously waiting for him to ask for details, Arthur remained quiet, equally well-aware that his failure to inquire for more information would not stop his mother from sharing it with him.
“It was perhaps four years ago when she chased after a known rake, making a fool of herself,” she continued as expected. “Unfortunately, everyone was aware of what was on her mind but her own parents. Otherwise, I would have thought they would have prevented any untoward behavior on her part.” A disapproving frown came to her face. “Nonetheless, Mrs. Reignold―or Miss Lawson as she was still called then―left Lord Barrett’s ballroom to follow Lord Norwood out into the gardens where she allowed him to compromise her.”
“Allowed him?” Arthur asked, remembering the many atrocious tales he had heard about that man before he reminded himself not to lend an ear to gossip. Most of those were probably false or, at least, wildly exaggerated. After all, had the man not been married a year ago? Was the eternal bachelor not off the market now?
“When he refused to marry her―as was to be expected considering his reputation,” his mother continued, her voice eager as she related the information she had obtained, “her father arranged for her to marry Mr. Reignold. However, Miss Lawson seemed rather dissatisfied with the arrangement. I suppose she had her sights set on marrying a viscount and finds that she is displeased with being the wife of the younger son of a baron.” His mother snorted in disgust. “After risking his own reputation and standing in society, Mr. Reignold truly deserves better than an ungrateful wife. After all, no one thought she would ever be married after the way she allowed herself to be ruined. It is quite a shame.”
“Even if what you say is true,” Arthur interjected, unable to overlook the deep sadness that seemed to radiate from the young Mrs. Reignold, “it has been four years. Should we not allow her to move past her earlier mistakes? I am certain she has learned her lesson.” The miserable look on her face suggested that her lessons were still ongoing.
His mother chuckled, as though he had been jesting. “A reputation once ruined is lost forever―I expected you of all people to know that―which is why it is of the utmost importance that we keep Eleanor away from Henry Waltham. Who knows what might happen? She might end up like Mrs. Reignold.” A shudder shook his mother’s frame.
Arthur could not help but think that no one deserved to end up like Mrs. Reignold.
Not even Mrs. Reignold herself.

      [image: ]Long ago, the idea of a ball had filled Diana’s heart with excitement. Now, all it did to her was to make her cringe under the hostile stares of society. Each and every one of these stares was meant for her alone. Her husband, however, was received with politeness and respect as they made their rounds, greeting friends and acquaintances―her husband’s friends and acquaintances. For apart from her immediate family, Diana had lost all favor in society the moment she had been considered ruined. Now, only very few people remained who would speak to her directly.
One such person was her cousin Rose.
As soon as she caught sight of Diana, her cousin leaned closer to her husband and whispered something in his ear. He looked up then, and the moment, his eyes caught Diana’s―be it only for a split second―her heartbeat sped up and her palms became moist. How was he still doing this to her after all these years? Diana marveled, wondering what pained her more: society’s unwillingness to forget her one mistake in judgement or the sight of undying love between Rose and her husband.
“Oh, I’m so glad you could come,” Rose beamed after walking over on her husband’s arm and greeting them warmly. “It is truly a wonderful night.”
“It is indeed,” Lord Norwood agreed, nodding his head in greeting, his eyes aglow with love as he gazed down at his wife. “I believe we shall spend the entire night on the dance floor.”
Rose laughed, then leaned over to Diana and whispered conspiratorially, “Although I wish I could, at present I do not believe that I have the strength to do so… considering my condition.”
At her cousin’s words, Diana cringed inwardly, but managed to maintain a polite smile. Caught up in the excitement of the night, Rose did not see the wistful expression that came to Diana’s eyes as she carefully glanced at Lord Norwood. A new ache came to her heart as he continued to act as though they barely knew each other.
Whenever Diana looked at him these days and their eyes happened to meet, she never saw a spark of recognition, of remembrance of the night that had so shaped her life. It was as though he had forgotten her.
Soon, Rose and her husband rejoined the many couples occupying the dance floor while Diana’s husband excused himself and ventured toward the gambling room.
Left alone, Diana once again wondered how to fill her evening. Years ago, she would have danced the night away. Now, that was not an option. No one ever asked her to dance any longer. Not even her own husband.
As she walked around the room, doing her best to ignore the hushed whispers that followed her, Diana came to stand in front of the garden doors. Beyond them, a green oasis lay in darkness, calling her forth, promising peace and tranquility.
However, the moment her hand came to rest on the door handle, Diana shrank back, as though it had been seared by fire. Again, the night four years ago flashed before her eyes, and she knew she would only be fueling gossip if she ventured out into the night alone. Who knew what would happen? Her husband would be most displeased.
Still, for a split second, Diana was tempted to go, nonetheless. Could her life truly become any worse? Did people not already gossip, already shun her, already ignore her? What else could they do to her that they were not already doing?
Resisting the lure of the gardens, Diana stepped away from the doors and, instead, headed in a safer direction: toward the refreshment table. With her heart still hammering in her chest, she felt parched, as though it was sheer exercise to merely be in the same room with London Society. As she reached for a glass of refreshing lemonade, her hand collided with someone else’s and she shrank back. Her head snapped up, and she stared wide-eyed at the young woman before her. How come she had not noticed her before?
“I’m sorry,” the young woman assured her, a large smile on her
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