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The next morning brought a brief letter addressed to Miss Blakelow from her brother William who was still in
London. She opened it with some impatience and was little satisfied with its contents.

On the subject of her Aunt Susan’s demands that he cease his dalliance with her daughter Charlotte, he merely wrote that she had a
mouth that put him in mind of a horse he once had sight of at Tattersall’s. He was hoping to come to Thorncote for the earl’s ball, but could not be certain as he had invited to stay with a friend, Mr. Boyd, who was a capital fellow.

Miss Blakelow screwed up his note and hurled it into the fire. Foolish, silly boy! Did he not know what he endangered by playing with the affections of Charlotte Thorpe? Did he not know how close to ruin they all were?

She hastily seized a pen and paper and wrote to him again, demanding that he come home immediately. So distracted by her thoughts was Miss Blakelow that she had forgotten to pick up her glasses and cap before she left the room and thus, when Hal Hockingham entered the drawing room in the middle of the afternoon in pursuit of Marianne, he was rather shocked to find a familiar face looking back at him.

So entirely was Miss Blakelow thrown by the encounter that she knocked her sewing basket over and silks of every colour tumbled onto the floor. It gave her an excuse to avert her gaze and for several minutes she was employed in retrieving her belongings and keeping up a stream of utterly pointless conversation about the weather.

Oh, where was her aunt? Where was Marianne? She was desperate for rescue for this man was staring at her as if she were a ghost. She swallowed, blushed and stuttered something about needing to go upstairs.

“Sophie?” he whispered.

“Who?” she asked, with a valiant attempt to continue with her ruse.

He stared at her and his mind tried to make sense of what he saw before him. “Who the devil…? Who are you?”

“We met the other day, I believe,” she said brightly, coming forward to shake his hand in an attempt to bluff her way through the situation. “I am Georgiana Blakelow.”

He shook her hand mechanically, his boots gleaming in the sunlight as he walked t
owards her. His eyes were dark and held hers and she felt as if she could swim in their depths.

“Sophie? Is it you?” he asked softly, still holding her hand in his.

She pulled hers away. “I think you are mistaken, sir. I know of no-one by that name―”

He turned towards the fireplace, took a stride towards it and then spun around to face her once again. “I―I don’t believe it. I thought you were dead.”

She swallowed hard. “I say again, my name is Georgiana―”

He narrowed his eyes in triumph. “I
thought
I recognised you the other day! I was racking my brains all the way home but I couldn’t quite place you…”

Miss Blakelow felt a rising sense of panic as the situation seemed to be slipping beyond her control. “If you will excuse me, sir, I have an appointment. If you are looking for Marianne, she has walked into Loughton. She will be back within the hour, I dare say. Good day to you.”

He laid a hand on her arm to detain her. “No don’t run away…Sophie. It is you, isn’t it?”

Miss Blakelow’s eyes slid from his. What was the point of continuing to deny it? He had recognised her.

He laughed and shook his head. “Oh, this is famous! To think of how we all looked for you and you vanished into thin air! And this is where you have been hiding all this time?”

She did not answer him.

“Oh, what a good joke it is! Two miles from Marcham’s door! Just wait until I tell Caroline! How she will roar with laughter!”

Her eyes shot to his face and she grasped his arm imploringly. “Oh, no, you must not. Please promise me that you won’t tell anyone who I am.”

He looked slightly taken aback. “Not tell anyone? Not tell Caro, your dearest friend?”

Miss Blakelow shook her head. “I cannot risk it. If he should find me…”

“He?” Mr. Hockingham grew quiet. “Is he still after you, then?”

She gave a laugh that was utterly bereft of humour. “Oh, yes. He’ll never give up.”

“I did not know that it was you the other day…” he said, “I mean…when I knocked you from your horse.”

“I took care that you should not know me. I took great care that no-one should know me.”

He nodded, slowly. “Georgiana Blakelow. The perfect ruse.”

She shrugged. “She has served me well enough.”

“Does my brother know about us?”

She shook her head and dropped her eyes to the floor. “No. And it must stay that way. No-one can know who I am, Hal. No-one. You must promise me.”

“But why?”

She looked up at him. “Because I am still in hiding. Because I cannot allow my reputation to catch up with me. Because I would not inflict my past upon my brothers and sisters, that’s why.”

“Who knows what happened but you and I?” he asked softly.

His voice was deep and intoxicating and listening to him she was transported back ten years when he had persuaded her to run away with him. He was handsome. His voice was like silk. She had known men like him before and they were dangerous.

“Do you forget that I was ruined in the eyes of the world?” she asked in a low, calm voice.

“The world is a great deal too ready to listen to gossip.”

“I think that we gave the world enough to gossip about, Mr. Hockingam,” she said acidly. “We were away for three days.”

“And who knew?” he asked again. “Your Aunt Thorpe. Julius. You and I.”

“Yes,” she agreed scathingly, “and your mother and your sister and all the servants. Not to mention your
wife
who you conveniently forgot to mention, then as now.”

He coloured faintly beneath his tan. “It was not intended to be that way.”

“No?” she asked, “how was it intended then? You left me alone in the middle of nowhere without a penny to my name. Was that an indication of how much you cared for me, Hal?”

“I was young and foolish,” he said. “I know that you hate me. God knows you have good reason.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“I hope that’s true. I truly regret what happened,” he said. “You must believe me. I know what I did was wrong. But my feelings for you were real, I swear it. I loved you.”

“Don’t.” The word rang out clear in the room and she immediately held out her hand as if to ward him off. It was too much. It was too painful. The memories still cut deep.

“My little Sophie,” he said softly. “I used to call you that…remember?”

“Don’t Hal…please.”

“It is so good to see you again after all these years,” he whispered coming towards her. “And you are still so beautiful. You have hardly changed in ten years.”

Miss Blakelow laughed unsteadily. “You’re such a poor liar, Hal. You always were, you know.”

He smiled, relieved that he had broken down some tiny corner of her defences. “We were good together, weren’t we?” he asked, his voice warm with nostalgia. “I always remember how good it was between us. We used to talk about everything. So free and easy in each other’s company. So different from Mary and I…but you were a secret and no-one was to know, not even our families, so we had to pretend in public that we were nothing to each other. And we danced at balls as if we were strangers when we had just been out on the terrace kissing only moments before…and we stole looks across the dining room at each other when no-one else was looking. And there were all those meetings after dark when your aunt had gone to
bed. Those kisses in the moonlight. I remember those kisses, Sophie. They kept me warm on all those lonely nights in Brussels. Mary and I―we were never intimate and I was so desperately lonely. Then along came my little Sophie, a beautiful slip of a girl, who stole my heart and told me that she’d keep it safe for me forever. Do you still have it, Sophie? Do you still have my heart?”

She closed her eyes, finding some inner resolve from somewhere. For years she had fantasised about this meeting, about seeing him again and what she would say to him. She had practiced speeches which were meant to tell him how little he had meant to her, how utterly forgettable his kisses were, how she had long ago forgotten his touch…

But all these well rehearsed monologues were forgotten in his presence. His voice was seductive, as smooth as chocolate, slowly pulling her under, sucking at her resolve until it melted away. “I don’t know,” she answered.

“Am I nothing to you, then?” he demanded in a low voice. “Have you forgotten me so easily?”

“
Easily
?” she repeated. “Hardly that.”

“I have not forgotten you. I still have the lock of your hair that you gave me. Do you remember?”

“Oh, stop! Can’t you see?” she asked passionately. “It is over. It was over before it ever began.”

“I tried to find you. You ran away and I searched everywhere but you vanished into thin air.”

“I don’t believe you,” she whispered.

He seized her shoulders. “It’s true. Look at me.”

She slowly raised her eyes to his.

“Had I known that you had been hiding from me in plain sight for all these years…not three miles from
Holme Park…” he gave a rueful laugh, “what I wouldn’t have done to make you mine. How long I have waited to see you again,” he said. “I have dreamed of this moment.”

And so have I
, she thought,
you will never know how much
.

“It feels like coming home to have you near me.”

The door opened and Miss Blakelow sprang away from him but not before Marianne who stood on the threshold had seen her almost in Mr. Hockingham’s arms and stared at them, wide eyed with shock.

 

* * *

 

Miss Blakelow knocked upon her sister’s door. “Marianne? Can I come in?”

“No!”

“I must speak with you.”

“Go away!”

“It was not what you think.”

“Go
away
!”

Miss Blakelow ignored this imperative instruction and pushed open the door and closed it softly behind her.

“Do none of the locks work in this wretched house?” complained Marianne, burying her face into her pillow.

“I know. Most inconvenient when one wishes to be on one’s high ropes, is it not?” returned Miss Blakelow.

“I am not on my high ropes.”

“No dear,” soothed her sister, sitting down upon the bed beside her.

“You have stolen him from me,” Marianne sobbed.

“Nothing of the sort. He was not yours to steal and he certainly is not mine.”

“You are the meanest creature. You wish to keep me here as an old maid, don’t you? You wish me to remain as your companion so that you may not live out the rest of your days alone!”

Miss Blakelow, a little hurt by this speech, laid a gentle hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I wish to see you married to a man who loves you, Marianne.”

“You frighten off every gentleman who has ever shown any interest in me,” cried Marianne into her pillow.

“Not a decent man.”

“Mr. Hockingham
is
a decent man.”

Miss Blakelow shook her head. “I am trying to protect you.”

“I don’t need protecting.”

Miss Blakelow sighed and looked at her hands for a moment. “I made a mistake when I was your age, younger than you even, and all I want is that you should not make the same mistake and end up like me.”

“But they are my mistakes to make. How am I to find out if a gentleman really loves me if you frighten them away?” cried Marianne, surfacing from under her pillow.

“Mr. Henry Hockingham is a man known to me by…by reputation. Take it from an old hand that he is not marriage material.”

“He’s not?”

“No, love.”

“Who is then?”

“That nice young man who worships you.”

“Which young man?”

“Samuel.”

“
Mr. Bateman
?” repeated Marianne, wrinkling her nose. “But I have known him for an age.”

“He is a good man.”

“But he is hanging out after you, Georgie.”

“Yes, and spends a good deal of time staring at you,” said Miss Blakelow warmly.

“But he is more like a brother to me.”

Miss Blakelow smiled and smoothed the golden curls on her sister’s head. “He does not think of you as a sister. Trust me, I know that look.”

Marianne blushed. “But he ignores me most of the time. He thinks that I am immature.”

“He is hiding his feelings because he doesn’t believe that you return his affections.”

“Oh, Georgie, I want so much to be in love!” Marianne cried wistfully.

Miss Blakelow smiled. “Be patient and it will happen in its own good time. Sometimes it creeps up behind you when you are least expecting it. You are young. Your time will come.”
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