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PART ONE













CHAPTER ONE










THEY HEARD THE front door being thrust violently open, squeaking in protest, and knew it was Lydia.


“Morning post is here!” she sang, and her voice rang down the long hallway to the back of the flat. Mrs. Bennet frowned, her eyes unfocused. She didn’t turn to look at her two other daughters, but Frances was torn between yelling at Lydia not to yell, standing to confront her, or merely waiting. Her lethargy at that time of day won over, and she waited for her youngest to appear. Lydia was still in school and danced into the doorway dressed in her uniform, her coat still unbuttoned, bouncing as she waved the post in one hand.


“Auntie Nora wrote!”


“Well, give it here!” Frances exclaimed, holding out her hand. Lydia passed the letter over, along with a few others, then waited.


“Aren’t you late for school?” Jane asked gently. Elizabeth would have barked at her to get her feet out the door.


“I wanted to hear what Auntie Nora says,” Lydia pouted. Frances stopped in the act of reaching for the knife next to her plate to take in her youngest for whom she had a soft spot.


“Dearest, the letter will keep, your marks haven’t been the best. Whatever are you going to do when you leave school?”


“Join the Land Girls like Kitty and Mary,” she replied promptly. It was an oft-repeated conversation. Fanny had been happy to have her two middle daughters helping with the war effort in their unique fashion but didn’t wish to allow to Lydia follow in their footsteps.


Mrs. Bennet made a small noise in her throat. “What you do after leaving school depends on those marks, off to school if you please!” It was the closest to an admonishment she ever got with her youngest. Lydia stuck out her lower lip but turned on her heels and left.


Fanny opened the letter. Her two oldest daughters finished their tea while watching their mother's face as she read the note from Eleanor Gardiner. She began her reading looking exasperated but turned apprehensive before finally reaching up a finger to dab at an eye as if she might weep.


“What is it, Mama?” Jane asked.


“Nothing wrong?” Elizabeth pressed.


“Just…poor Dolly is going to be thirteen next week. Poor dear, poor fatherless child. My poor baby brother! How Nora copes, I don’t know. And poor Ronnie, I’m sure he doesn’t remember his father at all.”


“Getting upset about Uncle Edward won’t help your blood pressure,” Jane soothed. Elizabeth’s lips pursed in imitation of Lydia’s from minutes before as she bit back words. “I will see if I can find an extra-special present that we can send Dorothy for her birthday, that should help.”


“Thank you, Jane. Poor child. When you’re that age, you should have both parents looking after you,” said Mrs. Bennet.


“Was there any other news?” Elizabeth ventured to ask.


“Eleanor did say that government orders are keeping the factory afloat. At least business is doing well and keeping her and the children fed,” Fanny remarked. She sighed, one that indicated exhaustion despite its being so early in the day. Frances’ tolerance for stress was low, and the war news had been unchanged for months. Suddenly, she shook her head and became mistress of the house once more. “Your father has left already. He said he got a ride for us to Longbourn, so we’ll be gone this weekend. But you two better get along; the Tube can be so crowded!”


“Yes, Mama,” Jane answered and stood. Elizabeth followed. It was routine to gather their coats, pocketbooks, and latchkeys. They locked the front door and headed for the underground station. Both worked as secretaries and took the Tube. Elizabeth only went as far as Baker Street, but Jane’s job took her to the heart of Westminster.


Some mornings, they talked during the shared walk and portion of their ride. Some days, they let the clatter of the rails fill their head. On others, they listened to the discussions around them. But that morning, Jane felt like talking and began as soon as they were outside. Elizabeth hadn’t felt inclined and tried in subtle ways to discourage discussing Aunt Eleanor’s situation.


“I can’t imagine how Aunt Nora copes with four children and running a business,” said Jane.


“There are other people who help. It isn’t as if she’s the only employee,” Elizabeth observed. “Uncle Ned had a good team in place.”


“I will skip lunch and go out,” her sister declared.


“You have a half-day tomorrow,” Lizzy interrupted. “Don’t push yourself for others—though that is exactly the sort of thing you would do,” she said, softening her stance.


“It’s just…poor Dolly! I wish we could do more for her,” Jane lamented.


“I wish we could do more for all our cousins, but our work for the war effort is crucial.”


“You sound so determined,” said Jane. “It doesn’t get to you? All the typing?”


“No,” Elizabeth answered.


“What department do you work in?” Jane asked.


“Loose lips sink ships. We’re about to get on the Tube, for god’s sake,” she lowered her voice. Jane blushed, probably because of Lizzy’s slight use of profanity. They didn’t speak again until they stepped on the train.


“I know we have to face things, but I wish we hadn’t come of age at a time when there was this atrocious war. When I was Lydia’s age, all I wanted to do was get married and have babies.” Jane looked tearful. “I am twenty-four years old, and I feel like an old maid!”


“Twenty-four isn’t old!” Elizabeth insisted. “What about that nice young man from the office?”


“Corporal Smith?” Lizzy could immediately tell from the lack of response that Jane had no interest. Burgeoning emotions prevented Jane from saying something polite and kind about the young man. “I think all he does is run errands and make cocktails when all I do is type and make tea.”


“Don’t beat yourself down too much,” encouraged her sister as they hung on. The car slowed to a stop, and Elizabeth said goodbye, exiting with others into the Baker Street Station.


Elizabeth considered her mother’s remark about their trip to Longbourn. Their family had some property, but after the last war, Thomas Bennet had chosen to work in London. He had moved his growing family there, leaving the Hertfordshire property in the hands of others.


She wondered if there was some reason for his going to Longbourn or if it was just to check on things since he hadn’t visited since the previous summer. But it would mean a weekend without either parent as they would drag Lydia with them. It was pleasant to have the rare weekend when it was just Jane and Elizabeth in the house pretending to be working girls like so many others were—supporting the war effort—while the men were off fighting and dying.


Elizabeth entered her building, nodded at a few people, and made her way to the first floor. The smell of stale cigarettes hit her—one of the ever-present scents in the office. The scent of metal lingered on her taste buds, as well as an odd chemical smell as Lieutenant Colonel Forster had a serious stockpile of explosives (despite regulations against such things). If you came later in the day, there would likely be the scent of alcohol as there was often a fair amount of booze hidden in cupboards. Gin was usually served, but the Brigadier liked his cognac.


Smack dab in the middle of all an ordinary office block was their Special Operations Executive branch. They weren’t the spy school dealing in intelligence with its glamorous allure as portrayed in films. Her team dealt in sabotage or guerilla warfare and fueling resistance in occupied territories. Elizabeth was still dumbfounded some mornings when she arrived at the office to wonder how she had stumbled into this job.


Miss Plowright, the senior secretary, was already at work when she passed the Brigadier’s office. Elizabeth sometimes wondered if Irma didn’t sleep at the office like she suspected Brigadier Grantley did. He was married; she assumed his wife would miss him eventually if he didn’t come home. Irma Plowright was about thirty and probably knew everything that the Brigadier knew about sabotage, having been a part of the team since day one.


Over the years, Elizabeth’s job had evolved. At first, she did a little bit of everything, having shadowed Irma. But now, she kept track of the training programs because of her excellent memory and attention to detail. Special Ops had an extensive sabotage program—though few citizens would believe such a thing existed or think it necessary. Their office produced training, tools, specialized weaponry, and deployed men (and some women) to help those on the ground in Axis territories thwart the enemy. It was a detailed and coordinated effort, even if it was secret, illicit, and dirty—even ungentlemanly. But they were doing everything for the war effort so the Allies might win.


Their training facility was located in Scotland, and a set of recruits had just finished a program and were due in London the following week. Elizabeth spent her day reviewing the plans for their time in London. After their initial training, the men came down to London, where the details of their missions were fleshed out.


Each country had a coordinator who knew the current needs on the ground behind the enemy lines. Those coordinators worked independently of each other. What was occurring in the Balkans went forward without anyone on the French team knowing their plans or vice versa.


Though they all tapped into similar resources, their specific operations were secret. Elizabeth never knew where any of the men (or women) were to go after they came through the Baker Street office. Sometimes she guessed if the trainees were all from a specific country. One month, they had all been French nationals, but it was often a multinational affair with no one country dominating the program, except her own.













CHAPTER TWO










ELIZABETH DIDN’T LEAVE her desk that day while she polished the schedule for the December 1942 trainees. Alma, the other secretary who shared the office space, left early since it was Friday—an indication that she had a date. But Elizabeth had to wait for both Lieutenant Colonel Forster and Lieutenant Colonel Hart to leave. The two men had desks in the room, and she couldn’t lock up until everyone was done for the day. Somehow, the Brigadier knew she was still in the office as he came in, the smoke from his pipe warning her of his presence.


“Thought you’d be here. Come and have drinks. Irma can’t join me tonight; wants to wash her hair.” Brigadier Grantley was a compact man with a well-groomed mustache. You didn’t realize how short he was if there wasn’t some marker to measure against as he had one of those larger-than-life personalities. He was confident and charismatic, and Elizabeth adored him.


“I will. Ken is still in his lab, though,” she said. “Jerry is talking.”


“I’ll go bark at them to move them along,” he said. In a short amount of time, he was able to get Kenneth Forster and Gerald Hart to pack up for the night when Elizabeth wouldn’t have been successful. Her boss escorted her to a waiting car that took them to his favorite club. The two had dinner together with only a few interruptions; people always came by to speak to the Brigadier. After eating, Elizabeth excused herself to go to the ladies’ room.


When she returned to the table, there was the most handsome man Elizabeth had seen in a long time sitting there (though one from her past still stood out as most handsome). He oozed confidence, had the arrogance of a pilot, and wore the RAF insignia of a squadron leader. Pilots often came up to London when they had a twenty-four pass, looking to relieve the hell of combat by seeking pleasure and frivolity.


Their visitor was deep in conversation with Brigadier Grantley, but he seemed to feel her eyes on him. The squadron leader turned to look at her and gave her a smile that melted her knees. Elizabeth closed the final distance to the table. Her boss stood up and held out an arm to help her to a seat. He was always a gentleman with her, if not a gentleman in other ways.


“Elizabeth, this is an old friend, Squadron Leader Harlow Collins,” he said. “This is one of my assistants, Elizabeth Bennet.”


“My dear,” said the visitor. He stood and held out a hand that she readily shook in return.


“He’s got a short pass and came up to town to play just as hard as he works,” said the Brigadier. Squadron Leader Collins was aristocratic-looking, with a sharp nose that didn’t distract from his face’s chiseled features. Blond hair, disgustingly straight, fell heavily on his brow; his eyes were the type of blue people likened the sea to be (even if, in reality, it’s gray).


He was breathtakingly beautiful to look at. After a hard day of work, Elizabeth didn’t mind admiring a handsome pilot or listening to him discuss his missions. Perhaps he was bragging, but in these uncertain times, they all needed to let off steam. The Brigadier’s mantra was to work hard then play hard, which was the reason he went out to his favorite club on Friday nights. 


The squadron leader ordered a round of drinks for the table then asked her to dance; he was an excellent dancer. Elizabeth thought being lost on the dancefloor in a man's arms wasn’t a bad way to finish her day, knowing that the war waited for her and that she and the Brigadier would be facing off across the office in the morning.


“You are very beautiful,” was his opening line. It was every pilot’s opening line who wanted specific outcomes at the end of the evening.


“I must tell you,” Elizabeth said. “I have a cousin named Collins too. But I think there cannot be any similarities at all between the two of you.”


“Are you asserting that we are cousins?” Her partner frowned in a comical way that made her laugh, but the hand gripping her slipped around to hold her a little tighter. It wasn’t cousin-like at all.


“I should certainly hope that we would know if we were cousins. Besides, my cousin Collins, Bill Collins, is a distant relation only, a second cousin. I can’t believe that you and I are related,” Elizabeth argued.


“And how do I compare to this cousin?” he asked, leaning over to whisper in her ear.


“He is a farmer who knows where his food comes from.” The hand she had on his shoulder squeezed it as she made her point.


“A little round in the belly, is he?” he laughed. She didn’t need to answer but laughed with him.


“I doubt any girl dances with him,” she continued.


“He sounds like a pitiful specimen of a man,” said the pilot.


“Ah, but he is doing his part, just as you are doing your part,” she said as the dance came to an end. Squadron Leader Collins didn’t immediately relax his grip. The hand at her back tightened before he let go.


“Are you sure you want to return to your friends?” he asked, whispering into her ear; his lips remained close to her neck. That aristocratic nose was warm as it nudged and suggested.


“Yes,” she whispered. It was part of a game, really; the flirting with officers and other men when she was out with Brigadier Grantley. She could be bold—bolder than usual. If it was just her and Jane, she needed to be more circumspect as there wasn’t someone to back her up.


“We could be friends,” he whispered. Harlow Collins was the most handsome man she had met in months, probably years. But Elizabeth had learned in her years of office work that she would meet a remarkable cross-section of men and not let down her guard.


“The war makes for fast friendships, that is true. However, the Brigadier is waving for us to return as there are new arrivals,” she said. Her dance partner braved a quick kiss on her neck before looking towards their table. Brigadier Grantley knew most everyone in London, and the chairs at his table were always full.


“She’s a beauty, but he’s a skeleton,” Squadron Leader Collins remarked.


“She’s my sister, so behave,” Elizabeth admonished as she wrapped her arm around his back and pulled him back to the table. He was happy to wind his around her shoulders in return as they snaked their way through the other dancers.


Jane had taken the time to pin her hair up in curls on top of her head. Her flawless skin shone in the lighting of the club; her red lips were probably a lure for every man there. Jane Bennet drew the eyes of every man in uniform as she shook hands with the crowd at the Brigadier’s table. Beside her was a lanky but tall young man wearing glasses, Corporal Smith. Elizabeth speculated that Jane had finally allowed herself to be badgered into having drinks with Neal Smith.


“Jane, this is Squadron Leader Harlow Collins.” Lizzy introduced the pilot to her sister.


“Call me Harry,” he said, reaching out to shake hands. He had to let go of Elizabeth to do so.


“This is Corporal Neal Smith,” said Jane. Other men at the table were what Elizabeth characterized as regulars, though they didn’t necessarily wear uniforms or introduce themselves with their rank.


The Brigadier appeared like a man in his cups as he waved his hand around and presented, “Dick and Roger and Daniel.” She thought it was more of an act to avoid more formal introductions, but the men went back to their bent-head discussions.


The four of them pulled chairs over to sit slightly apart from these important men. Elizabeth appreciated that the squadron leader didn’t make an immediate play for Jane but tucked his chair next to hers as they ordered another round of pink gin. Her unfinished glass from the earlier round sat near her boss. Harry was patient as he listened to the rather banal discussion between Jane and Neal about their day of fetching and carrying.


When she heard him sigh, Elizabeth turned to see his lips pursed as if he was holding back a retort or laughter. Lizzy nudged him. Not every man could fly planes. That focused his attention back on her, and his eyes changed as he stared. They didn’t wander any farther south than her chin. Most men were more blatant with their interest, allowing their eyes to linger on her breasts. He was good at seduction; she had to admire that. Harry smiled as he stared at her lips, but then his gaze veered crazily to the side, and his whole body turned.


“Chuck! Old man, over here!”


Her gaze followed his to another pilot who was moving along the edge of the dance floor. In some ways, this new man was Harry’s twin, a blond RAF pilot in uniform. The newcomer had fair curls that kept his hair out of his eyes while her companion kept having to sweep a hand through his locks. But the new man beamed as much as Squadron Leader Collins did as he approached the table.


“Harry! What are the odds?” cried the new pilot. His insignia showed he was a flight lieutenant. Despite the difference in rank, the two embraced enthusiastically as Harry jumped from his chair—Elizabeth was no longer a consideration. When the two parted, the new man, Chuck, took in the occupants of the table. He seemed as friendly as Harry, though not as direct.


Her companion introduced Elizabeth, Jane, and Neal Smith. “This is Flight Lieutenant Charles Bingley.”


“Pleased to meet all of you,” said Chuck Bingley, shaking hands all around. He turned to look over his shoulder, looked back at their group, then gestured at the crowd. All eyes stared at a tall, dark man. He was an anomaly as he wasn’t in uniform as he slowly made his way towards their table. Her insides lurched; like Harlow Collins, he was extraordinarily handsome. But everything about him was dark; he had black hair and shadowy eyes that stared at Elizabeth and the others. He made no special effort to hurry even though everyone was waiting.


“This is my friend, William Darcy,” said Chuck. He clasped the new man on the arm to pull him forward. Everyone gave their names, but only Harry held out his hand. The Brigadier’s visitors were leaving, and while he focused on seeing them off, they left vacant chairs that the newcomers occupied.


“How did you manage to get a pass?” Harry asked as he finished off the last of his drink. Flight Lieutenant Bingley waved for another round before answering.


“Not had one since ‘41,” Chuck grinned. “Just my time to get away.” He stared at Harry with a grin that lit up his whole face, but Elizabeth thought there was something more left unsaid. Perhaps there was some personal reason for his receiving a pass.


“Tough man, that you had to wait so long for a day of rest,” said the squadron leader.


“Won’t say anything, don’t want to jinx it,” Charles answered, his face a little more serious, though still kind. Elizabeth knew that pilots often didn’t want to speak about how close they were to the end of their tours—that magic two hundred hours—or mention how many sorties they had flown. She had the sense that the flight lieutenant was close and might be seduced with thoughts of six months at a desk, training others, and not risking his life every day.


When the drinks arrived, instead of partaking, Charles asked Jane to dance. The pair melted off to the dancefloor. Squadron Leader Collins looked over at the so-far silent William Darcy as if giving him leave to ask Elizabeth. The two men seemed to size each other up, but William didn’t take up Harry’s unspoken offer, so her companion of the evening asked her to dance again.


“I think he’s out of uniform,” Harry remarked.


“Rare to find a man who doesn’t wear his out to a club,” she agreed.


“With his mug, he doesn’t have to worry about getting the girls,” he grinned, but he had been grinning all evening.


“And you do?” Elizabeth tossed back.


“What!” Harry leaned in closer; Lizzy could feel his breath on her cheek. “Are you saying I’m good-looking?” His eyes twinkled.


“Yes, very,” she agreed. Elizabeth was a little above average height, and the squadron leader, like a lot of pilots, wasn’t on the tall side. The men had to fit in the cockpits. That aristocratic nose nuzzled closer to her ear as he pressed his cheek against hers.


“And I thought I wasn’t getting anywhere with you tonight,” he whispered.


“You aren’t. I did, however, agree that you are extremely handsome,” Lizzy answered with a grin. “You’re incorrigible, and you know it, squadron leader. It’s all a game for you, yet you make me want to play right along.”


“You play it so well, and you are, Miss Bennet, extremely beautiful. I find it difficult to leave your side,” said Harry Collins.


She laughed. “Flirting with you makes a long day worth it even if there is no reforming you. But our song is ending. Perhaps you should consider your next steps. I imagine you only have a twenty-four-hour pass like your friend, Flight Lieutenant Bingley, and will want to use it to the fullest.”


Harry surprised her by not departing to seek another girl—one more accommodating. He walked back with her to the Brigadier’s table. The evening was getting late; her boss was speaking with William Darcy. Both men glanced up at the pair as they returned. Neal Smith sat mutely with another glass in front of him.


“Had fun, dear?” the Brigadier asked. Lizzy nodded. William frowned as if she and Harry had interrupted an important conversation. Jane and Charles came up, and Elizabeth dragged her sister off to the powder room.


“Don’t forget about your date,” she admonished.


Jane was touching up her lipstick but pouted. “I finally gave in, poor boy. I don’t know what his expectations were, but I came here knowing that you would most likely come out with your Brigadier. I’ve tried to drop hints that after I lost Harold, I wasn’t interested in another sweetheart.”


“Neal seems rather smitten, but the sort of faithful-dog smitten. The sort who are always at your heels,” said Lizzy.


“He is,” Jane agreed. She twirled a curl back into place and re-pinned it.


“The flight lieutenant is friendly.” Elizabeth took the shine off her nose and finished reddening her lips. She watched her sister’s reaction.


“He’s different. Cordial and polite but not forward and all hands like most pilots are with a pass,” said Jane.


“A rarity,” Elizabeth agreed. “Is he a good dancer?”


Her sister’s eyes sparkled as she grabbed her pocketbook. “He is. And his conversation is amusing and sympathetic. I like him.”


“You like everybody,” Lizzy teased, hooking her arm through Jane’s. “That’s why the men flock around you in droves.”


“I thought it was my beautiful face!” Jane snickered as they made their way back to their group. “Or, so Mama insists.” A woman called Jane over as they passed a table, someone from work. Elizabeth left her sister talking and walked back solo to the Brigadier’s table, which was thinning as the night wore on. Her boss had a hand on Corporal Smith’s shoulder and was speaking to him. She wondered if he was counseling the boy about Jane’s lack of availability.


Flight Lieutenant Bingley was mimicking almost the same posture as he leaned in to speak to his friend, William, but their conversation was easily overheard. “Why not dance as long as you’re here? This Miss Bennet is magic, and I want more time before the club closes. Can’t you ask the sister to dance?”


“The sister strikes me as a girl who would pose for pin-up pictures for men to ogle and mope over in cockpits or lockers or bunks. When I was in America, I recall a similar girl,” said William through clenched teeth, his face a scowl. “She was a budding actress.”


“So, you’ve been to the States?” said Elizabeth. Charles jumped a little at being overheard, but William didn’t appear unnerved. But he also didn’t answer her.


“Would you care to dance?” Flight Lieutenant Bingley covered up his embarrassment by holding out a hand.


“Thank you, but no,” she answered. “I haven’t had a chance to touch the drink that you bought me.” Elizabeth picked up her glass and went to sit next to Brigadier Grantley. His lecture to Corporal Smith was finished; her boss looked tired. But he would beat her to the office the next morning for their half-day of work. When Jane returned, she and Charles headed off to dance again.


Lizzy glanced over at the other occupant of their table, but William sat nursing a drink as he watched his friend dance. It was as though he was waiting, like she, for the closing hour. He was self-contained man and felt no need to talk, or he felt a woman who reminded him of a pin-up girl didn’t warrant a conversation. Either way, she didn’t feel any loss in his remoteness.


Harry Collins had wandered off and was dancing with Betty, a girl who worked as a secretary in a naval department. She was one of the accommodating sorts that a pilot with a twenty-four pass sought when on leave. He had been fun to flirt with; Elizabeth watched his handsome face as he chatted up Betty. Flattered, she gazed at him as her eyes smoldered slowly, the dance of seduction. Lizzy couldn’t fault either one in these troubling times, even if she was a nowhere girl and wouldn’t have gone home with him.


When her sister returned, Elizabeth thought she hadn’t seen Jane beam so much for a long time. The days of typing and making tea had been wearing her down just that morning, but Jane Bennet glowed despite the hour.


“Almost time,” Lizzy warned.


“Can I see you home?” Flight Lieutenant Bingley asked. Elizabeth saw a small smile pass between him and Jane.


“My purview,” Brigadier Grantley barked. “I have a driver and a car waiting. And I think it’s time.” He brushed at his chest without looking down as if there were ash there. “Pleasant evening, as always. Elizabeth, shall we go?”


Jane’s new young man, Chuck, looked devastated. William, however, looked relieved that his detention had come to an end. Everyone stood to say goodbye. Flight Lieutenant Bingley pasted a smile on his face as he said his parting words, though his eyes looked sad. But the Brigadier offered to take Corporal Smith with them, which made that young man smile for the first time that evening.













CHAPTER THREE










DESPITE GETTING HOME late and the bother of baths, Elizabeth was in the office on time Saturday morning. There were fewer faces when she arrived. The younger crowd had chosen to stay out past closing. While the Brigadier would work all day Saturday, Lizzy worked a half-day and generally finished by one or two at the latest. If needed, she would stay until she completed her assignment.


That morning, she spent her time reviewing the schedule for Monday, noting that someone from the coding team had sent a message that he wouldn’t be available for his ten o’clock slot. She worked to find a replacement or another trainer for that time but was distracted by her thoughts. Jane had let slip several asides about the flight lieutenant the previous night as they shared the bathroom (taking it in turns to bathe and making sure to brush down their clothes to get rid of the cigarette smell).


Her sister had been engaged to a neighbor boy she had gone to school with, but Harold Goulding had been an early casualty of the war back in 1940. Jane swore to become one of those girls that only provided sympathy but never comfort. The two sisters sometimes discussed the roles that young women played when socializing with men on leave and didn’t judge the comfort some women provided as sinful as others did (often the older generation). There were the accommodating sorts of women and the ones who didn’t allow things to get out of hand (so the men got nowhere).


Jane and Elizabeth were nowhere girls. Lizzy speculated that a woman had sex for one of two reasons. The first was for pleasure or a mutual desire, when both the woman and man agreed to it, but where the partners were, in a way, interchangeable. The horrors and pressures of war brought two people together to shut out the world for an hour.


The other scenario was where the heart was involved and more traditional. But in times of war, when there was the chance of a long parting afterward with additional worries and burdens, it was all the more difficult. It carried with it outcomes that made a woman less likely to try it again, no matter how pleasurable it had been, when her heart might be ripped from her chest, never to be seen again.


But in one short evening, Jane had felt a connection to Flight Lieutenant Bingley. Elizabeth suspected (though she never asked, and Jane never shared) that her sister had gone to bed with Harold before he shipped out. It would be the sort of comfort that Jane would think to give to a man going off to war, especially one she had grown up with and a man she was engaged to marry. But now, two years later, there was a spark with this Charles Bingley when a hundred other men had pursued and gotten nowhere with her. 


Elizabeth was worried about Jane.


At work, she managed to convince Vernon, the code man, that he ought to stick to the plan and not mess with her schedule when he finally showed up at work (looking the worse for his night out). She also tackled the housing of the trainees, as space in the Baker Street Office was at a premium. So often, these men were only there temporarily before parachuting behind enemy lines.


But Jane called and interrupted work. She rarely called unless something family-related came up, like if Mary or Catherine were suddenly due home for a visit.


“Charles is still here and wants to have a picnic when I get off work,” she explained.


“Isn’t his pass about to expire? Isn’t it from noon one day to noon the next?” Elizabeth asked. “And how did he know where to find you?”


“I think his pass is at the discretion of his CO, but he insists that he doesn’t have to go back yet,” said Jane. “He said he had connections, old-school connections, who knew where I worked.”


“A picnic, not a restaurant, that sounds suspicious,” Elizabeth cautioned.


“That’s why I thought I should bring you, to be on the safe side. I trust him at his word, but he’s still a new acquaintance. But I’m to meet him on the south-east corner of Hyde Park.”


“I’ll come,” Elizabeth answered and rang off. The weapons expert, Kenneth Forster, foiled her desire to get away at one o’clock. Like Vern, he came to quibble with her about the recruits’ schedule, saying he had to travel to one of the secret facilities to see how some bomb manufacturing was going. This time, her stern frown and admonishment not to mess with her schedule didn’t shift him. He argued that she had the entire month of December to get these men trained before the next batch arrived. While there weren’t many expectations for a holiday, Elizabeth anticipated slowdowns and roadblocks because of the time of year. It might be that the weather held things up, but they still had to carry on, no matter what.


She couldn’t leave the office until two and knew it was easier to walk than to bother with the Tube as it meant a transfer. It was about a mile from her office to the bandstand where Charles had said he would meet Jane. The sun was trying hard to push the clouds aside, though the wind blew in her face as she walked. Rather than pacing the city streets, she moved into the Park through the Grosvenor Gate, walking the paths in the Park, and discovered a party taking place not many yards down from where she had entered.


Some rugs had been spread on the grass. A wicker hamper sat on one corner from which the participants had taken food, plates, and utensils; it was an impressive spread. A Victrola sat in pride of place with disks lying next to it, and a jazzy tune played as two figures danced enthusiastically. Three others sat and watched.


A man, a stranger to Elizabeth, turned to a woman beside him. “Please, Caroline. Let’s try it.”


“It’s too much like jitter-bugging, Robert. Too low-brow,” the woman replied turning back to frown her disapproval at Charles and Jane. Elizabeth’s sister danced well and seemed to be teaching Charles the steps. Lizzy drew nearer, and William looked up, noticing her proximity.


“I suppose you know the steps?” he remarked, staring at her.


“Yes,” she answered. Robert turned to eye her, as did the woman, Caroline. Her gaze made Elizabeth reach a hand up to pat her hair, which she thought must look wild after her walk (what with the wind). She quickly looked down to see that her shoes had acquired some mud as she hadn’t kept to the gravel pathways once she entered the Park. But there was nothing she could do about her appearance; she had come straight from work and walked. Caroline, Robert, and William looked as if they had dressed to go out for the evening and driven.


Robert, however, smiled at her, quickly got to his feet, and held out a hand. “Noddy.”


“Lizzy,” she answered, shaking.


“Let’s dance,” he said, not letting go of her hand as he led her to the rug that was designated as the dance floor. Typically, one rolled up the carpet to dance on hardwood floors at home, but the grass or the gravel didn’t do outdoors. The rug made a rougher go of it, but Elizabeth and Robert, or ‘Noddy’ as he insisted he be called, moved through the dance steps. William and Caroline only watched as the four dancers laughed whenever someone forgot a step or the edge of the rug or a fold in it caught them up.


After dancing to the same song several times through, the two couples stopped with chests heaving to plop down on the rug next to the other pair, laughing at the fun.


“Caroline, darling, you must try it,” Noddy insisted as he poured glasses of wine for the ladies. His sweetheart didn’t seem inclined to dance but didn’t protest anymore. While Elizabeth had been dancing, she noticed Caroline talking to William, her head bent quite close, as though they knew each other well.


“Thank you, Sir Robert,” Caroline said sweetly. Lizzy thought the whole point of that comment was to point out Noddy’s title, and she wondered if they were engaged. Noddy struck her as a man similar to Charles Bingley, the friendly, out-going sort. Was he Charles’ friend, or was he Caroline’s sweetheart?


Charles was a gracious host and flipped open the hamper to detail all of the delights inside. It seemed to contain more contraband than Elizabeth had seen in the last six months, all in one small place. She couldn’t help taking a little of everything that was on offer. It seemed to speak of both money and connections on his part.


“Jane didn’t say that there would be others coming to this picnic,” Elizabeth remarked to no one in particular after she had worked her way through the delights on her plate and enjoyed the delicious wine. While the sun had made a valiant effort of combating the clouds, there was a slight wind that didn’t die down and seemed to whirl through at inopportune moments, but it was late November.


“You came from work, I understand?” Caroline asked as though attempting polite conversation. Elizabeth, however, could see her claws.


“Yes,” Lizzy answered.


“And what do you do?”


“I’m a secretary,” she said with pride. The sniff Caroline gave said a lot. Elizabeth asked in return, “what do you do?”


“Do? I don’t do anything, do I, Robert?” The woman answered with a cry.


“Caroline does not contribute to the war effort,” Sir Robert remarked. He was good-looking in an ordinary way, of average height, though he had broad shoulders and a slim waist. Elizabeth could imagine him in a uniform and looking even better for it. But Noddy had all the hallmarks of being a banker. From the expensive suit to the particular style of his mustache. There was an army mustache and a naval mustache and a banker’s mustache; Lizzy wouldn’t necessarily have been able to explain the slight variations (except that army men liked the busier sort), but his was a banker’s mustache.


She suspected that Noddy wasn’t in uniform because he had inherited his title, job, and a banking firm from a father. But perhaps he was feeling put out with his sweetheart just then and chose to denounce her rather than defend her. For all she knew, Caroline might be engaged in charitable works that supported the war effort.


“I say, Noddy!” William cried. “That’s rough, calling your sweetheart out.” His eyes weren’t on Robert or Caroline but Elizabeth. She stared back at him, almost in a challenge. “I think it’s demeaning for all these girls to be working in offices surrounded by men. Ones who don’t have the balls,” there was a collective gasp at his language, “to put on uniforms and go fight,” William argued.


“Mr. Darcy, I see that you are not wearing a uniform,” Elizabeth said carefully, with her anger held in check. She took a swig of her wine to steady herself as they continued to stare at each other. 'Do you object to your friend’s interest in my sister?' she thought.


“I have done far more since the outbreak of war in ‘39 than you could ever do in a lifetime in your pitiful office,” he said, leaning forward as if the others weren’t even there.


“You don’t know the extent of what I do in the office these days!” Elizabeth leaned forward without breaking eye contact as she glared back at him.


“The girls who type and take dictation in my office are of immense value,” said Noddy, attempting to diffuse the tension between Elizabeth and William.


“Because typing documents and making tea is so stressful,” William spat in return. Jane made a noise, and everyone turned to look her way. She and Charles had been somewhat invisible, which suited them. But Charles was red in the face.


“That’s what Jane does every day! Are you saying that her efforts are of no value whatsoever?” he yelled, having gone from charming to fuming at the flip of a switch. William looked at the four pairs of angry eyes staring at him. Only Caroline seemed unconcerned about the topic.


He backed down. “We all do our part to contribute in big and small ways,” he conceded.


After that, the mood lightened as Flight Lieutenant Bingley opened another bottle of wine, which was probably the third for the group. Charles put on another record, one with a song that even appealed to Caroline, and Noddy asked his sweetheart to dance.


Elizabeth sipped the last of the wine in her cup and placed it down on the rug. Such a treat was a rarity when gin was usually on offer—though sometimes the Brigadier shared his cognac. William got up suddenly, moved over, and plopped down next to her. “You do more than typing, don’t you?”


“Loose lips sink ships,” she said, staring at him. Despite his gaze, Lizzy felt no inclination to check if her collar was straight or her hair was neat, so she only glared back at him.


“Let’s dance,” he said.


“No,” she answered. Elizabeth had no desire to dance with a combative man who was possibly drunk.


“Dance with me,” he insisted, the anger diffusing as he looked at her. She shook her head again. “Besides typing and tea, isn’t part of your job sympathy?”


“Yes,” she answered in a clipped tone. “However, I’m not sure that I find you very sympathetic.”


“Comfort then,” William pressed.


“Comfort is out of the question,” she answered.


“I thought all office girls offered tea and sympathy and comfort,” he said in a low, deep voice.


She shivered. “Do not paint all office girls with the same brush, William.”


He glanced at his friend, who held Jane in his arms, gazing down at her with a dreamlike look. “It seems your sister only types and gives sympathy. Were you made from the same mold or a different one?”


Elizabeth was tired of this discussion with its underlying innuendos and implications and him and said nothing.


“Dance with me. I am only asking for tea.” William grinned broadly. The wind swirled through their little section of the Park, knocking over her empty wine glass, tangling Caroline’s long hem around her ankles to trip her up, and sweeping William’s black hair wildly around his head. He was beautiful to look at even if he set her teeth on edge to talk to; she took his outstretched arm.


Elizabeth thought she was a little drunk. She allowed that to be her excuse as William pulled her to her feet to dance. He was taller than Noddy, who had somehow been a good fit when they tried jitter-bugging, but William’s shoulder was the perfect place to rest her weary head while they danced the afternoon away. It was a place to forget about the war for a short while and only feel the warmth of his body, to appreciate it blocking the wind and the rhythm of their movements warding off any worries.


The afternoon was both long and short. Their little picnic was a haven from fear and the burdens they each carried, and it was easy to forget what needed to happen next and live in the moment. But somehow, some clock ticked over, and their lovely time came to an end. William was to drive Charles back to his base while Caroline and Noddy were to take the hampers home. (Lizzy could only think of him by his nickname and not his given name, no matter how many times his sweetheart called him Sir Robert). She and Jane merely had to find their way home. But first, Charles had to say goodbye.


Elizabeth began to stack plates in an attempt to give the flight lieutenant and her sister privacy, but no one else was so circumspect. Noddy wore a rather sweet smile as he watched Charles walk with his arm around Jane down the pathway and away from the group. Sir Robert turned to smile at Caroline, but she, taking in the same scene, looked displeased.


“Help me pack,” Lizzy called. Her eyes moved to find William. He, too, watched Charles and Jane. His black eyes were stormy. It seemed few looked on the pair with favor. But no matter, Charles would go away and end any concern the others displayed about them finding each other this November day; he wouldn’t get leave for months again.


The other three half-heartedly help to pack the hamper. The two men worked to roll up the rugs, but all four of them snuck glances at the love-birds and couldn’t help but watch Charles Bingley kiss Jane Bennet until she was almost too weak in the knees to make it home.






THE TWO SISTERS walked up to the corner of the Park to catch the underground home. Jane was silent for most of the walk; it was only when they could see the entrance to the Tube that she spoke.


“I wish his pass was longer.”


“I don’t think I’ve ever been to a more enjoyable picnic,” said Elizabeth.


“I’m glad. I worried that you and that friend of his seemed to butt heads. I wonder why he took a dislike to you?” Lizzy didn’t want to share that she thought William Darcy didn’t like either of them. 


“We are all under a great deal of stress with whatever work we do. Perhaps he had a bad week, and we merely caught the brunt of his frustration?”


Jane accepted her explanation without comment. Once on board, she opened up about their afternoon. Elizabeth hadn’t noticed the pair talking much, but her sister shared that they had spoken a great deal about their lives and interests. The attraction Jane felt for a man she met less than twenty-four hours before was palpable. When they walked between the station and home, the sun was setting, and that wind that had occasionally harassed them during the afternoon blew even stronger and prevented more conversation.


But once Lizzy unlatched the front door, Jane poured out her heart. Their coats and hats went into the closet under the staircase, but they continued into the kitchen. The kettle was immediately put on despite all the delights that they had experienced. With cups of tea, they settled into the breakfast nook under its angled glass ceiling. 


Mrs. Bennet had worried excessively about that feature. During the Blitz, Mr. Bennet had covered it with boards, but he had removed them again when the war in the air had been taken elsewhere. But Frances Bennet still worried about the day the Germans would bomb London again; she was certain it would be the single day the enemy would target north London.


“He’s charming and kind,” said Jane.


“Kind?” Elizabeth prompted.


“He mentioned that he has twice given up a pass so that a friend could have a break,” her sister explained. Lizzy wasn’t entirely convinced that wasn’t some story. All servicemen had stories when they wanted to pick up girls.


“Very admirable.”


“He only chose to use his pass this time because of his sister,” Jane continued.


“He has a sister?” Lizzy asked.


“Yes!” Jane looked shocked. “Two, in fact. Caroline is his sister, didn’t anybody say?”


“No. In these times, no one does formal introductions. So Caroline is Caroline Bingley. Is she engaged to Noddy?” Elizabeth had to ask.


“I don’t think that Sir Robert has formally asked her, but to Charles’ mind, it seems a go,” said Jane.


“I suppose if Noddy had, Caroline would have constantly referred to him as my fiancé!” laughed Lizzy. Jane nodded. “But there’s another sister? Why didn’t she come today?”


“Her husband’s plane is missing.” Jane went very still. “It’s been a terrible time for the family. Leo, the husband, is in the RAF, like Charles. But they don’t know if he was shot down or if the plane crashed but he survived. Maybe resistance found him, or maybe he’s a prisoner of war. They’re waiting to hear.”


“I think in these uncertain times, we can’t judge others’ actions,” Jane continued. “Charles came home to do what he could for his family. From what I can tell, distracting Caroline has been the best relief for Louisa, more so than staying at home and patting her on the hand and plying her with tea and false platitudes.”


“I can understand that,” said Elizabeth. “But what about last night?”


“Caroline came to the club last night but ran into friends and ended up visiting at their table. Charles and William had dragged her out with them, to keep her occupied, and to stop her attempts at cheering up an inconsolable sister.” It somehow fit with the impression Lizzy had formed of Caroline that afternoon. A woman more concerned with her own needs—and a social climber, impressed with titles.


“Does the family have money?”


“I don’t know. It didn’t come up and wasn’t part of our conversation. We talked about the things that we enjoyed, like long summer days when the heat makes you forget your worries or playing croquet on the lawn.” Jane sighed. “Remember when we would visit Longbourn in the summer? There was fresh air, sunshine; no battery of people around us.”


“Yes,” Elizabeth nodded.


“It’s a wonder that Papa chose to raise us in London,” Jane mused.


“Well, estates don’t produce income like they used to, and taxes take a huge toll, and he needed a job.”


“Yes, but of all the things he could possibly do, why move the family to a large city? Why not become a country solicitor like Uncle Clarence?”


“Well, I think Meryton only needs one solicitor!” Elizabeth laughed. “But living on an estate and being raised as a lady, that life, the world—the whole world—is changing,” she continued, as she put down her teacup. “Are we even going to want supper after that picnic?”


“I don’t suppose we will,” said Jane.


They did, however, end up boiling potatoes for their supper as they caught up on their chores and washed their hair.













CHAPTER FOUR










THE SISTERS EXPECTED that the rest of the family would be away until late Sunday, but they awoke to find their parents and Lydia home almost before the sun had risen. Frances fussed about having to rise and dress in the dark, but her husband dismissed her complaints since their transportation had been free.


Lydia thundered upstairs to her bedroom while Jane put on the kettle for their mother in an attempt to soothe her ruffled spirits. Elizabeth asked if they had eaten; the offer of breakfast was welcome. Unexpectedly, their father remained in the kitchen, propping the newspaper up in his hand while he sipped his tea, and his wife rambled on about the trip.


“It was a dreary visit.” Frances was ungracious when she was hungry.


“Did you get to see Aunt Emma?” Jane asked as she fried some canned meat with the leftover potatoes from the previous night.


“Yes, we had a nice visit. Village life is much the same. Hazel Lucas has her hands full as Dickie joined up, just eighteen a month ago, enlisted in the army. I don’t know how she copes. I’m glad I have daughters.”


“Was there any particular reason for you to go to Meryton, or was it just to see Uncle Clarence and Aunt Emma?” Lizzy asked as she refilled her father’s teacup.


“Bill asked me to come. He wanted my permission to marry,” said Mr. Bennet, who carefully folded the paper over to read the next page.


“He wants to get married?” Jane asked, excited to hear good news. “But Cousin Bill needs your permission?” She started to dish out her parents’ breakfast. “Who is he marrying?”


“Also wanted to ask me about the Land Girls since Mary and Catherine are involved. I get the sense that someone in that organization won’t agree to assign him any since he’s single. Bill has lost Dickie Lucas and is likely to lose Frank soon. He said he needs more help on the farm.” Mr. Bennet set aside his paper when Jane brought him his plate.


“I would be cautious if I was the assigning secretary and be reluctant to billet any Land Girls with him, a single man and all,” said Frances. She had never been comfortable about her husband’s relative having the management of the property.


Part of her was still a country girl, but when Thomas Bennet had returned to Hertfordshire after the last war and asked her to marry him, Fanny said yes, knowing a wife followed her husband wherever he led. Then he got a job in London. Part of her loved the glamour and idea of living in that great city. She had often imagined such a thing and loved writing letters back to her friends and sister in the village of Meryton, where she was born.


But another part of her was still that country girl. They didn’t have a glamorous flat in London, though the area where they lived in north London was decent. The house even had a garage at the back of the garden. (Not that Mr. Bennet drove his car much these days.)


“Is he only thinking of marriage so he can have help on the farm?” Lizzy asked as she refilled her teacup.


“He hasn’t picked out the girl yet that I can tell. I have to say that I still don’t understand that young man after all these years,” said Mr. Bennet. “But I’m allowing that he’s lonely too.”


“He’s very decent,” said Jane, who began to wash dishes.


“He’s awkward and not in a charming way,” Elizabeth murmured, mostly to her sister. She came to help dry.


“Everyone deserves to be loved and cherished, Lizzy,” said Jane.






ELIZABETH LEFT EARLY the next day since she had a full schedule at work with newcomers due. She passed the guard at the door and made her way upstairs to her shared office. The building was old with attractive architectural features that were partially hidden by the partitions erected to create rooms within rooms and with modern furniture. Her office space was on the first floor, not that it saved her frequently walking up to the second which housed the trainees and more temporary staff.


Once out of her coat, with her pocketbook stored, she ran through a final checklist to ensure that everything was ready for the recruits. The office was coming to life at eight in the morning, which was early for most establishments. The English enjoyed a good breakfast, and most people didn’t appear so early. The assembly room upstairs was ready for the instructions on coding. Elizabeth walked back to her office, pleased that Vern had bent and decided to stick to her schedule.


Everything in the Special Operations Executive office ran on timing, and if the recruits didn’t get trained, their missions were delayed. Sometimes, she wondered if those responsible for non-mission work forgot about that. The coders and weapons men forgot that they were training men to risk their lives by returning to occupied countries in an attempt at sabotage.


It was a small group due in that morning, only eleven men, which she thought accounted for Vernon initially putting her off, but they all had to play their part. One of the women who kept the company lists of those deployed behind the lines was perched on Elizabeth’s desk when she walked back into the room. Thelma was chatting with two young men who could only be recruits.


Despite weeks of training on being a spy and a saboteur (which even included hand-to-hand combat), these two still had an aura of public school and money about them. Mostly, there were two types of men who came through their doors. They were either foreign nationals (ex-patriots) who had escaped from their countries and were eager to go back to help with the resistance movement. Or they were English, recruited by the Brigadier from his old school network of ties.


Elizabeth thought that her boss did an excellent (if deadly) job of convincing his friends' sons to volunteer for suicide missions in the name of King and Country. Part of her mind blocked out the number of men who left never to return. Or whose fate was chalked up by Jane Fairfax (whose head for math and strategy was unparalleled), who kept track of their failures and studied them in an attempt that those losses never be repeated.


Over the years, others from different walks of life filled their ranks. But at the beginning, Brigadier Grantley had recruited men from the class he knew best. These two seemed the public school sort, but young, and a small, sharp pain pricked her inside.


“Good morning,” said Elizabeth as she walked up. “Welcome to London. I’m Elizabeth Bennet.” She held out her hand and shook each man’s hand firmly.


“Maxwell Denny,” said the first. He must have just had his hair cut as it was extremely short; he also had a slight razor burn on his neck. She thought he couldn’t even be twenty.


“Eugene Carter.” The second had more style. He was efficient with his handshake and seemed confident and relaxed. Both men had tan skin as evidence that they had been outside for extended periods recently.


“Glad to have you,” she said. Thelma nodded and left. She was twenty-seven and had a young man. Flirting with the recruits wasn’t for her, though a few other secretaries enjoyed the activity. Elizabeth would expect other women to make time during the week to visit her office.


But part of Lizzy’s job was tea and sympathy. The Brigadier had detailed that it was, along with her other responsibilities. He asked her to flirt with the recruits in a relaxed office setting to see how much they talked about their potential assignments to gauge their readiness for the department and its mission. “Try to flirt their plans out of them,” was his directive. She took over Thelma’s spot and perched on the edge of her desk.


“Are you settling in? Found accommodations?” she asked.


“Yes,” Gene Carter answered. Elizabeth thought he was older than Maxwell but younger than her twenty-three. He had confidence even if Max was better-looking (despite the razor burn). “I followed instructions.” He left it at that.


“It’s been months since I’ve been up to London. I had a smashing time. Managed to find a great club, late hours, and all,” Max gushed.


“How wonderful,” she beamed and reached a hand out to place it on his arm. He lit up under her gaze.


“Elizabeth, my dear.” She turned to see the Brigadier on the other side of Eugene. Beside him stood William Darcy. Lizzy dropped her hand from Max Denny’s arm to look at the two newcomers.


“You remember William?” Brigadier Grantley asked; she nodded. “He’s got some responsibilities and needs a desk. Irma isn’t in yet. Can you find him a chair?”


“Yes, sir,” she answered. “Maxwell, Eugene, I can show you to your desks as they’re ready. Mr. Darcy,” her eyes swiveled to William. “If you wait here, I’ll return and can find you accommodations.” 


He didn’t say a word; she could only stare into his eyes which were black—that wasn’t a reflection of the color but his mood.






WHEN ELIZABETH RETURNED to her office, William Darcy stood rigidly with his hands behind his back as he stared out the window. He was wearing a uniform. Few in their department wore their uniforms to work, though most held some sort of official rank. It was considered gauche and not done in the Special Operations branch despite having been discussed the other night. He would attract attention, but Lizzy felt that there would be other ways that Major William Darcy would be sure to stick out and disrupt the routine of their department. She maneuvered around the other desks to get near him, but not too near.


“Few wear the measure of their rank here,” she said.


“Grantley does,” he replied, turning away from the window to look at her.


“The Brigadier is…the Brigadier. If you want to fit in with this group, I would ditch the uniform.”


“Why should I want to fit in? And why should I take advice from a secretary?” His face was stern; Major Darcy had learned not to give anything away.


“More than just a secretary,” Elizabeth couldn’t help bristling.


“Oh yes, tea and sympathy,” William sneered. “You were very sympathetic to those boys.”


“That’s part of my job!” she cried.


“You must love your job!” he exclaimed, taking a step closer.


“I do love my job, Major,” she said. “I’m proud of everything I do here. I’ve worked hard since the outbreak of war to serve my country to the best of my abilities.”


“Abilities,” he murmured. But he seemed done tormenting her. Elizabeth stuffed down any welling emotions as she stared at William.


“I have a dozen men coming in for training today. I didn’t know to expect you. Lieutenant-Colonel Hart is away. You can sit at his desk for now until I can hunt up another. I assume, given your remarks, that sitting with the newbies would be distasteful, so I won’t stick you upstairs with them.” She moved closer and had to crane her neck to catch any expression; William didn’t respond. “You will have to put up with me as he sits there by the window.”


“I can,” he quipped and turned to take in Hart’s desk. It had the prime location in the room. At one time, the room had been designed for one person, but five desks were crammed inside now. Lt. Col. Hart’s desk sat with a full view out the window and was by the door to the room used as a resource library, which wasn’t often used. Her desk lay near an entry by the stairs where the traffic in and out repeatedly interrupted her work.


“I’ll get Stanley to clear things for you when he gets in.” She turned away, intent on seeing if the other training recruits had arrived.


“Can’t you do it?” he called.


“I have a full day ahead of me. The clerk gets in by nine and can help you. His is the middle desk.” Elizabeth waved vaguely at Stanley’s desk as she walked out and ran up the stairs. Of all the people to show up in her office that morning!


More recruits had been shown upstairs, and she greeted them warmly, asked if they had been given a tour, and let the men know that if they needed anything, her office was downstairs, just off the east stairwell landing. Brigadier Grantley came in and welcomed them in his characteristic way.


At nine, she herded them into a large room that served as a command center and training room. Rows of uncomfortable, stackable chairs lined the floor. She listened to the Brigadier’s speech; he had the same patent speech that was stirring and patriotic without being too British. There were often men from other countries in every group; he didn’t want to sound like he was only promoting King and Country when their department was meant to support the Allied effort. When he was finished, with impeccable timing, Vernon Murphy appeared at the back of the room.


Elizabeth addressed the trainees, “I will leave you in Mr. Murphy’s hands. He will review codes with you. I know you’ve had this training when you were in Scotland, but this is one subject that always bears reviewing. Plus, there are some finer points he can take you through as he is our top expert.”


The eyes that had looked at her with appreciation now started to seek other targets when she introduced the topic of codes. The heads used this topic to weed out men. Knowing how to code was essential for fieldwork. If a man couldn’t hack deciphering a message into and out of code, he would never make it. The Brigadier had discovered that women were better at it, though SOE sent fewer women into the field.


But the young men who didn’t handle Vern’s instructions over the next few days would be earmarked for other duties. It was one skill Elizabeth was never able to ascertain, day one, simply by looking at a man, whether he was competent at it or not. Other qualities were more obvious, but whether they were good coders wasn’t an attribute that showed on a man’s face or was discernible by having something like long, slender fingers or a quick wit.


She kept her feelings in check about the people she met at work and didn’t allow herself to get to know them too well lest she get too attached. Some who came through her office met tragic ends, more horrible ones than those serving in traditional branches of service. It was a dark time for the British, the Allied forces, and the world.


Elizabeth meant to get the training list from her desk and then review it with the Companies team to see how these men were expected to be slotted into ‘work,’ but when she got back to the office, it was a habitation of chaos and noise. Lt. Col. Hart’s desk was in the process of being moved from its prime spot in front of the window. The clerk, Stanley, was shoving it slowly to the left and closer to the library door. The desk was deep enough that it stuck out and would block the doorway by at least six inches.


“You will stop immediately. I permitted you to sit at the lieutenant-colonel’s desk. I did not give you permission to move it!” Elizabeth cried.


“It’s too near that one,” William said, pointing to Ken Forster’s desk.


“You cannot block the entrance to the library,” she explained.


“There’s another door,” he argued, taking a step inside and pointing at it.


“Which is kept locked for security reasons. I monitor all access to the library, so everyone only comes and goes through this door. Stanley, move the desk back.”


“He said you also are the keeper of the keys,” said William, who came over to her desk. “Please hand them over.”


“I will not. I’m in charge of doing a final sweep of every desk in this room before leaving at night so that no paper is left behind. I lock every desk drawer.”


“I need keys to my desk, Miss Bennet.” William Darcy’s voice sounded menacing.


“Speak to the Brigadier about it. Perhaps you can sweet-talk him into bending his own rules. Besides, it’s not your desk. Who knows when Hart will return.”


“The Brigadier is a gentleman, through and through,” he asserted.


“Ah, but I fear what our department does is far from gentlemanly,” she said to his retreating back.






THERE WAS A compromise. The desk was returned to its original position, and Elizabeth retained her set of master keys. However, Brigadier Grantley authorized Jake in security to make William a set of his own. Lizzy fumed about the entire morning when she grabbed a bun and a cup of tea later. Lieutenant-Colonel Hart might return and resent sharing his drawer and desk space with Major Darcy, a lower-ranking officer. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t attempted to find him a different seat, though free desk space was difficult to come by in their ever-growing organization. It was why there were five in her office when there had been three when they first moved into the Baker Street offices.


At least she was assured that no one left anything sensitive behind or in desk drawers. Lt. Col. Hart only had blotting paper, pens, and a few clips in those locked desk drawers. Elizabeth was excellent at her job and made sure no office member left behind any document that a cleaning lady might see—or someone with more nefarious intentions might break in and steal.


The remaining part of the afternoon was less demanding, but the movements of a body across the room and the constant scratches of a pencil on paper distracted her until it was time to lock up. On the first day that new recruits started their more advanced (or final) round of training, Brigadier Grantley normally took the entire company out for dinner.


But his schedule (always packed at the best of times) didn’t permit such a bonus that evening. He told Elizabeth to pencil it in for Tuesday evening, as he had a meeting with higher-ups that particular Monday. Lizzy considered that she might be in bed before eleven, a rarity. Stanley and Ken Forster had left already. The other secretary, Alma, always left at 5:30, having far fewer responsibilities.


William sat with his back to her; the dark window lay in front, invisible, with a lamp shining on a sheath of papers. He didn’t have any blotting paper that she needed to worry about destroying, but those papers riveted his attention. Once he had returned from getting a cup of tea from the trolley, he hadn’t moved from his chair.


She swept a glance around her desk and noted nothing as it held only a lamp and a stapler. Her eyes moved to William’s back. He was a little more hunched over than when he began, not sitting as stiffly, but his attention was focused nowhere else. With her coat and pocketbook in hand, she walked over to his off-side, so it wouldn’t appear as if she came to read his documents. He flipped over the top typewritten sheet and paused before turning to look at her.


“Yes?”


“I wondered how late you plan to stay. I’m not supposed to leave until everyone else does so I can secure all documents in the safe and destroy all the blotting paper that’s on the desktops,” she explained.


“I plan to stay until I finish reading through these documents.” He thumbed a stack that was about half an inch thick. She didn’t challenge him on the necessity to do his job or stay late. Everybody stayed late and worked hard, doing their part for the war effort. But Elizabeth questioned whether he was staying late to annoy her. Giving voice to her frustrations would be giving in.


“I have some work to catch up on. Some typing,” she emphasized the last word and went back to her desk. There was a new list of men who had just started the training program in Scotland. These men would be put through the various drills up north and appear in London the first full week of January, after the holidays. Elizabeth composed short bios of the men in a dossier for the Brigadier, though she usually waited to see how they fared. There were often a few who didn’t survive in the first week and were knocked out.


She hauled out her typewriter, uncovered it, unlocked the safe, and took out the folders that held the essential notes. Elizabeth set to work typing. The clatter of the keys was soothing and distracted her from turning her eyes to the side to see how her busyness affected William’s business. When she finally glanced over, he was sitting rigidly. She couldn’t imagine how he could see the pages in front of him as there was no bend to his body.
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