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        To find a second, forever kind of love is a rare gift.

        To those who dared to take the risk, who grasped it with both hands,

        and cherished it… this book is for you!
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            Chapter 1

          

          End of September 1825

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte Hastings, Countess of Sherbrooke, stood on one of the balconies of a graceful four-storey house on the rue d’Anjou, just off the rue du Faubourg Saint Honoré in Paris. She had been standing there for what seemed an age. When she walked out onto the ornate parapet, the sun had yet to begin its descent to the horizon. Now, it had set, and the dazzling blue of the sky had morphed through a glorious fiery red to a pinkish-grey — the muted hue mirroring her sombre mood.

      For, to Charlotte, it was as though everything had stopped. Life would never be the same again.

      Oliver, her heart, her soul, her forever — had gone. Just like that, in what felt like the blink of an eye, he was no more. She refused to believe it. One minute he was holding her hand, telling her he loved her, then it was though someone had snuffed out the last candle in the world. The light faded from his eyes, and his hand slipped out of hers to lie, limply, on the sumptuous bed clothes.

      She shook her head. Oliver was so… vital. How could he not be alive? How could she go on without him?
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      One day Oliver was fine. The next, he mentioned his head was throbbing and his throat was scratchy but dismissed both as insignificant. His days were busy and long, especially at the moment while France was transitioning to a new king. A headache was a minor, almost predictable consequence, and naught by which to be alarmed.

      Unfortunately, this was far more serious than a mere headache. The following morning, Oliver went to work, and tried to continue as normal, but could not summon up the energy, and the embassy sent him home to rest. That evening, he was wracked with fever. Day and night, Charlotte sat with him, tending to his needs, cooling his hot skin and dosing him with, not only the medications prescribed by the doctor, but also several of her sister-in-law’s tried and trusted remedies. The symptoms seemed to ease; Oliver rallied. Then, last afternoon, his condition deteriorated.

      Despite Charlotte’s diligence, and the efforts of Docteur Allard, the physician assigned to the embassy, Oliver did not respond.

      Now he was dead.
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      Charlotte was frozen. A hard lump had settled where her heart used to be. She had no idea what to do. Their two children had yet to be told. They knew their Papa was unwell, but everyone was confident he would be up and about by week’s end. Charlotte was aware, if she cried, it might help, might alleviate the pain, but she had no tears.

      There was much to do… no… none of that mattered today. Today, what was left of it, was for her children, everyone else could wait. Pulling herself together, Charlotte turned away from the spectacular view over the roofs of Paris, a view she barely registered, and retraced her steps across their bedchamber.

      Their bedchamber, it was no longer theirs, it was hers. Charlotte slumped onto the chair positioned beside the bed, where Oliver lay so still — almost as though in a deep sleep. His body would need to be prepared, but this was France and she was not cognisant of the rules — that Oliver would die on foreign shores never occurred to either of them. She wanted to take him home to Sherbrooke, their country estate, where he could be buried in the family plot, but was unsure whether transporting a body was permitted or even appropriate. The alternative, to leave him in Paris, among strangers — unconscionable.

      

      Charlotte heaved a sigh and took Oliver’s hand. It was cold, but she didn’t care. Lifting it, she kissed his knuckles, then held it against her face.

      “What do I do? Oliver, what do I do? You weren’t supposed to die, to leave me here, alone. How do I go on without you?”

      Oliver, of course, didn’t respond, but Charlotte could hear his voice in her head.

      

      Charlotte my darling, one thing at a time. First, you must tell the children. They do not need to hear of this from the staff. Noah will try to be brave. I doubt Millie will really understand. I know it will be hard, to explain why I can’t play with them anymore, but please just tell them the truth. Don’t prevaricate. Children are canny little souls; they know when we are not being honest.

      Then write to your mother. I know she will want to be with you, to help you... let her. Permit Donaldson to take care of the rest. Spend time with the children, go for walks, savour the last breath of summer.

      Charlotte, I love you. I’m sorry I left you, but please do not waste your life mourning me. Embrace every single moment. I’ll find you again… eventually.

      

      Charlotte stretched up and kissed Oliver’s cheek. “I’ll try my love, I’ll try.” She leaned back, placed his hand on the bed and patted it, brushing over his long, slender fingers. She always thought Oliver had artist’s hands; hands which, with a simple touch, could calm her or transport her to the heights of bliss. No more.

      Standing, she straightened the bed clothes, and stared at her husband for a long moment.

      Then, she left the room, closed the door, and went to find Noah and Millie.
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      The next two weeks passed in a blur. Everything continued around Charlotte, but nothing touched her. Letters were sent to a variety of people. Oliver’s secretary and man of business, the aforementioned Donaldson, handled most of them, but Charlotte wrote to her family. Oliver’s parents were dead, and he had no siblings, a blessing she did not appreciate until this moment.

      Then there was the house, this beautiful house in the centre of Paris where they had been living for the last two years. Rather than rent somewhere, Oliver bought this property, arguing it gave them a home in Paris, even after his appointment with the British Embassy came to an end. It was a decision neither regretted. They loved the city and were part of a small but close-knit group of friends. Noah, and Millicent — known to all and sundry as Millie — were happy, they had several playmates, and Noah was looking forward to beginning lessons with some of his friends.

      Until Oliver’s death they had no plans to return to England. Charlotte wasn’t ready to leave Paris, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to bury Oliver here.

      In the event, Charlotte arranged for Oliver to be interred at the recently opened Cimetière des Grandes Carrières in Montmartre, the eighteenth arrondissement of Paris, and not too far from their home. She did not think it sensible to delay the burial, not least because she had no mind to witness her beloved husband’s body begin to decay. The temporary grave marker would be replaced by a tombstone more suited to Oliver’s status as soon as it was finished.

      

      The enormity of his loss and the changes it wrought on their lives threatened to overwhelm Charlotte. Her mind refused to settle, questions without answers swirled around her head in chaotic abundance. She lost her appetite and found sleep eluded her. Noah and Millie kept her sane. With the resilience of youth, they cried, talked about what had happened, and moved on.

      Seven-year-old Noah understood more than his sister, who had just turned four, although neither of them appeared to be swamped by grief, for which Charlotte was relieved. She had yet to weep for the loss of her husband. She knew she ought to, but was afraid, if she gave in to tears, she would never stop. Thus, even though her control was hanging by the slenderest of threads, she bit her lip... figuratively speaking... and carried on with life as though all was normal.

      Her friends were solicitous and, while offering support, were not suffocating in their compassion. Charlotte was appreciative of their sensitivity; it was all she could do to drag herself out of bed each day — to welcome numerous, well-intentioned, callers was beyond her. Thankfully, being in mourning meant she could avoid all formal engagements for at least six weeks, longer if she felt it appropriate. Charlotte was unsure she would ever attend another ball or soiree again — to go without Oliver? Unthinkable.

      

      Twelve days later, Charlotte was sitting in the garden, watching Noah and Millie, who were playing with two kittens, offspring of the kitchen cat. Their antics were amusing, and Charlotte was amazed to discover she could still smile. It was mild for October, and Charlotte wanted her children to enjoy as much fresh air as possible. Too soon it would be winter, and outdoor pursuits would be curtailed. Masson, the butler, came to ask whether she was receiving visitors. Charlotte was about to shake her head when Masson murmured something only she could hear.

      Charlotte’s mouth fell open.

      “Are you sure?” she whispered, not quite believing what he said.

      Masson nodded. “Oui, my Lady.”

      Charlotte stood on suddenly unsteady legs and turned to watch as the butler escorted three ladies and one gentleman into the garden. Charlotte did not recognise the latter, but the trio were dearly familiar. Of their own volition her arms lifted, reaching for the oldest of the three.

      “Mama,” it was a sad lament. The woman enfolded Charlotte in her arms.

      “Oh, my poor child.”

      

      Finally, the tears flowed.
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      The gentleman who accompanied the women into the house felt more than a little awkward witnessing such all-consuming sorrow. He should not be here; this was a time for family. He said as much when they alighted moments ago, only to be assured, after all he done for them during the last few days, he would be welcome at the Sherbrookes’ home.

      Tall, and tanned, his long, dark-brown hair — threaded with a trace of grey — caught back in a queue, Zacharie Romain was the owner of the ship which carried the three ladies and their, surprisingly limited, retinue from the Port of London to Calais. Upon disembarking, his fleet of carriages transported them from the coast to Paris. During the journey, he learned much about the woman they were coming to see and, although all were patently devastated by the loss of Lord Sherbrooke, their concern, understandably, was for his widow.

      Zacharie empathised. He was not untouched by loss. His work was perilous. Death at sea was not unusual, he had been on ships when sailors perished from illness or misadventure. Moreover, his wife, Nathalie, had died in childbirth, and although this was over a decade previously, Zacharie’s sorrow lingered. Not the type to frequent brothels, you could catch your death there… literally… Zacharie was resigned to a celibate life — he had never met anyone who came close to evoking the same emotions as had Nathalie.

      Zacharie observed the women as they took control. Lady Helena and the younger Lady Winchester gathered up the two children and whisked them into the house distracting them with talk of hot chocolate and cakes while the dowager countess virtually carried her daughter to a wrought iron bench. Lady Sherbrooke’s sobs were wretched, and she didn’t seem able to curb her tears. Zacharie was torn. Although unwilling to interrupt this family reunion, he wanted to leave — at the same time accepting it was impolite to do so without saying goodbye, especially after their insistence he come in with them.

      He backtracked to the doorway, wondering whether either of the younger ladies was close by. He could hear laughter, and the high-pitched tones of young children chattering nineteen to the dozen. It was coming from what he guessed to be the direction of the kitchens. A grudging smile tugged at his lips; these ladies were a most unusual trio. They were nothing like those of the nobility he usually ferried across the channel. They had travelled with little luggage, meagre staff and all wore sensible clothing — suited to long journeys and inclement weather. Practical rather than frivolous.

      He now knew Lady Helena and Lady Augusta, were sister and mother to Lady Sherbrooke, respectively. Billie, as Lady Winchester demanded he call her, despite his attempts to use her title — was married to Lady Augusta’s son, Giles — the current Earl of Winchester. The familial connection between Lady Sherbrooke, her sister, and her mother was unmistakeable. All three were of average height, raven haired — the dowager’s sprinkled with white — and similarly featured.

      Billie, on the other hand, was petite, with chestnut hair and shrewd green eyes. Her slight stature, however, concealed a spirited personality and, as Zacharie had occasion to witness during the journey, someone who did not suffer fools gladly. In fact, none of the women he had escorted to Paris were the shrinking violet types — a rather exasperating characteristic and one which, in his experience, was peculiar to Society ladies. His passengers were interesting, witty, forthright, and — in the nicest possible way — unapologetically opinionated. Women who could hold an intelligent conversation about a variety of topics, whom, he surmised, would go out of their way to support and protect those they cared about. The sort of women who commanded respect. A slightly cynical ship owner, and long-time sea-captain, Zacharie found their candour refreshing, their company exhilarating and… he admitted to himself… was honoured to be acquainted with them.

      While all this was running through his head, Zacharie found his gaze drifting to Lady Sherbrooke. Taller than her sister, she was pale with dark circles under her eyes, which was to be expected, given the circumstances. Her plain gown was in the drab black bombazine associated with bereavement, her glossy hair pulled back into a neat bun, and he noted, absently, the severe style suited her.

      There was no doubt the countess was a beautiful woman and — even acknowledging how inappropriate it was, she was a grieving widow for goodness sake — dammit if his body didn’t agree with his mind.

      

      Zacharie turned, about to make his excuses, he was correct in his assertion he should not be here, when he heard an odd sound from the direction of the bench. He spun back and, meeting Lady Augusta’s concerned gaze, hurried over.

      “Is there something you need, my lady?” he asked.

      Lady Augusta inclined her head towards the woman who was now resting against her shoulder. “My daughter has cried herself to sleep. I know this is not part of your purview, and my request may be deemed improper, but might you be so kind as to…” she paused, a hint of a frown creased her brow, clearly uncertain how to phrase her petition without offending him.

      In quick understanding, Zacharie scooped Lady Sherbrooke into his arms and followed her mother into the cool of the house. Up two flights of stairs and along a maze of corridors, footsteps silent on the thick carpet, Zacharie conveyed his burden; one, he noted, who seemed far too light for her stature. Finally, they came to a door, which Lady Augusta pushed open, and then stood aside allowing him to precede her into the bedchamber.

      It was a room which, Zacharie believed — even though he had yet to be introduced to the woman he was carrying — reflected her. Understated elegance was the best term he could come up with. The quality of the furnishings was obvious, but they were not overly lavish, in fact
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