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THE GOOD FIGHT


IN HIS FATHER’S FOOTSTEPS











To my darling children,


Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick,


Samantha, Victoria, Vanessa,


Maxx, and Zara,


May you always be happy and safe, above all,


may your adventures be rewarding, your partners loving,


may you be wise, lucky, and blessed,


and may you lead long, happy lives.




With my greatest love,


      Mom/d.s.















“Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.”


– SOURCE UNKNOWN









Chapter One


Thinking back on it later, the summer of 1939 was the last “normal” summer Alexandra Wickham remembered. It had been five years since her celebrated first London “Season” at eighteen, an event her parents had anticipated with excitement and expectation since she was a little girl. She had looked forward to it as the experience of a lifetime, a defining moment when she would be presented at court with all the other daughters of aristocratic families. It was her official entry into society, and since 1780, when the first Queen Charlotte’s Ball was held by King George III to honor his wife, the purpose of “coming out” and being presented had been to allow aristocratic young ladies to catch the eye of future husbands. Marriage was supposed to be the result in a relatively short time. Although modern parents in the 1930s were less earnest about it, the hoped-for outcome hadn’t changed.


Alex had been presented at court to King George V and Queen Mary, and had come out at Queen Charlotte’s Ball, in an exquisite white lace and satin dress her mother had had made for her by Jean Patou in Paris. With her height and delicate blond looks, Alex had been a stunning beauty, and she didn’t lack for suitors. Her older brothers, William and Geoffrey, had teased her mercilessly about being a debutante, and her subsequent failure to land a husband within the early months of the Season in London. Being at parties, balls, and social events was a major change for Alex, who had been horse-mad, like the rest of her family, since her earliest childhood. She’d been taunted into being a tomboy by her brothers, as a matter of survival. Wearing elegant gowns every night, and proper dresses at every luncheon in London, had been tiresome and sometimes even hard work for her.


She’d made many friends among the other debutantes, and most of them had been engaged by the end of the Season, and married shortly after. Alex couldn’t imagine herself married to anyone at eighteen. She wanted to go to university, which her father thought unnecessary, and her mother inappropriate. Alex was an avid reader and student of history. A flock of diligent governesses had given her a thirst for knowledge and a love of literature, and honed her skills with watercolors and intricate embroidery and tapestry. Her own gift for languages had helped her learn French, German, and Italian almost flawlessly. She spoke French and German as well as she did English, which no one considered remarkable, and her Italian was almost as good. She enjoyed reading in French and German. She was also a graceful dancer, which made her a highly desirable partner at the balls she attended with her family.


But there was more to Alex than the quadrilles she danced effortlessly, her love of literature, and her gift for languages. She was what the men she met called “spirited.” She wasn’t afraid to voice her opinions, and had a wicked sense of humor. It made her a wonderful friend to her brothers’ male companions, but few of them could imagine marrying her, despite her beauty. Those who wanted to accept the challenge, Alex found fatally boring. She had no desire to be locked away in Hampshire where her parents’ manor house was located, doing needlepoint by the fire at night, like her mother, or raising a flock of unruly children, like her brothers had been. Maybe later, but surely not at eighteen.


The five years since her London Season in 1934 had flown by quickly, with Alex traveling abroad with her parents, riding in the local hunt or others she was invited to, visiting her friends who had married and even had several children by then, going to house parties, and helping her father on their estate. She had more interest in the land than her brothers, both of whom had fled to London. William, the oldest, led a gentleman’s life and had a passion for flying machines. Geoffrey worked at a bank, went to parties every night, and was known as a heartbreaker. Her brothers were in no hurry to marry either.


Geoffrey was twenty-five, and William was twenty-seven and went to air races in England and France at every opportunity. He was a proficient pilot. Alex thought her brothers had a lot more fun than she did. She was something of a prisoner of the rules of society, and what was considered appropriate for a woman. She was the fastest rider in the county, which irritated her brothers and their friends, and her gift for languages came in handy on their family travels. By twenty-three, she had been to New York several times with her parents, and considered American men more liberal in their thinking and more fun than the Englishmen she’d met. She liked talking politics with her brothers and father, although they urged her not to do so at dinner parties, so she wouldn’t frighten the men who might want to court her. Her response to her brothers’ comments on the subject was sharp.


“I wouldn’t want a man who didn’t respect my opinions, or to whom I couldn’t speak my mind.”


“You’ll wind up a spinster if you don’t curb your tongue and your passion for horses,” Geoffrey warned her, but both of her brothers were proud of how brave she was, how intelligent, and how bold and clear in her thinking. Their parents pretended not to notice, but they were secretly concerned that she hadn’t found a husband yet, and didn’t seem to want one.


She listened to all of Hitler’s speeches in German on the radio, and had read several books about him. Long before the events of the summer of 1939, she had predicted that war would be inevitable. By that summer, her brothers and father agreed with her. It seemed unavoidable, and they were dismayed but not surprised when war was declared on September 3. They gathered to listen to King George’s speech on the radio, urging Britons everywhere to be strong and courageous and defend their country. Like most of the population, the Wickhams’ response was immediate. Both of Alex’s brothers enlisted in the RAF, William in the Fighter Command, which suited him as an ace pilot, and Geoffrey in the Bomber Command. There was no hesitation. They reported for duty and training shortly after, as did most of their friends. It was what was expected of them, and they went willingly.


Alex remained quiet about it for several weeks, and then startled her parents when she announced that she had joined the voluntary First Aid Nursing Yeomanry shortly after Willie and Geoff had left for training. Her parents had made their own decision about how to contribute to the war effort. Her father was past the age of enlisting, but they had volunteered to accept twenty children from London into their home. The evacuation of children from the cities was being encouraged, and many parents were eager to find safe homes for their children in the country. Alex’s mother, Victoria, was already busy preparing the building where they housed the household staff and stable hands. Their male staff would be greatly diminished by conscription anyway, and they had other quarters in the house for the women. They were setting up bunk rooms for the children. Three of the housemaids were going to help care for them, and two girls from the village, and two teachers from the local school were going to give them lessons. Victoria was going to teach them as well. She had been hoping that Alex would help her, but then Alex announced that she was going to London to drive lorries and ambulances, work as an aide in the local hospitals, and do whatever other assignments they gave her. Her parents were proud of her, but concerned about her being in London. Bombing raids were expected, and she would have been safer in the country, helping to take care of the children. The children the Wickhams would be housing were from poor and middle class backgrounds, and families all over the country were taking them in.


Alex had studied her options carefully before volunteering for the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry. She could have joined the Women’s Voluntary Services to do clerical work, which didn’t interest her, or the Air Raid Precautions, or worked on a female pump crew for the fire service. The Women’s Voluntary Services was also organizing shelters, clothing exchanges, and mobile canteens. She could have joined the Women’s Land Army to be trained in agricultural work, about which she already knew a great deal from their estate, but Alex didn’t want to stay in Hampshire, and preferred to go to the city.


The Auxiliary Territorial Service offered more of what she hoped to do, with driving and general duties, but when she contacted them, they suggested clerical work, which would keep her cooped up in an office. She wanted more physical work. She had also spoken to the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force about deploying barrage balloons. But in the end the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry sounded as if it was the best suited to her skills, and they said there would be other opportunities for her once she joined.


Her brothers teased her about it when she wrote to them, and said they would keep an eye on her when they went to London. Her mother cried when she left Hampshire and made her promise to be careful, but she was already busy and had her hands full with the children billeted with them. The youngest was five, and the oldest was eleven, which Alex thought would be much harder work than whatever she would be assigned to do in London.


She arrived in town in October, a month after war had been declared. The king had spoken again, thanking the entire country for their response to the war effort. Alex felt like she was finally engaged in something important, and she thoroughly enjoyed her month of training with women of all ages, from all walks of life, and every part of the country. She felt that someone had thrown open the doors and windows of her life to a broader world, which was what she had hoped to find at university, and had longed for, for so long. She wrote letters to her parents and brothers constantly, telling them about what she was doing and learning.


Geoff came to London during a break in his own training and took her to dinner at Rules, one of their favorite restaurants. People smiled approvingly to see them both in uniform. She was excited when she informed Geoff about everything she’d been told. She already knew that she would be driving supply lorries as her first assignment, which would free up the men to do more important things.


“Just what I’ve always dreamed of,” he teased her, “having a sister who’s a lorry driver. It suits you, Alex. Thank God you never got married.”


“Oh shut up,” she said, grinning at him with eyes full of mischief. “And I didn’t ‘never’ marry, I just haven’t married yet. I probably will one day.”


“Or you could drive a lorry after the war too. You may have found your true calling.”


“What about you, when do you start flying?” she asked, with a look of concern, hidden by their constant teasing.


“Soon. I can’t wait to bomb the hell out of the Germans.” William was already flying missions. The two brothers had always been fiercely competitive, but William had more experience as a pilot than Geoff.


As always, they had a good time together, and Geoff dropped her off at her dorm after dinner. Blackout rules were already being enforced, and windows were covered. Shelters were being built. London was buzzing with activity and young people in uniform, as wartime regulations and conditions were announced. Food rationing hadn’t begun yet, but they’d already been warned by the Ministry of Food that it would start with sugar, butter, and bacon in January. Everyone knew that life was going to change radically, but it hadn’t yet. And holiday meals would remain much the same.


On their way back to Alex’s dormitory, Geoff warned her of the dangers of fast men who would be trying to take advantage of young, innocent women, and that pregnancy or venereal disease could be the result. Alex laughed at what he said.


“Mama didn’t mention any of that when I left home.”


“She’s too polite. She probably doesn’t think she needs to, and that you’re too well brought up to misbehave.” He gave her a stern, brotherly look.


“And you think I’m not?” She raised an eyebrow at her brother.


“I know men. And if you fall in love with some randy bastard, he could talk you into something you’ll regret.”


“I’m not stupid,” she said, looking mildly insulted.


“I just don’t want anything to happen to you. You’ve never lived in the city, or met men like some of the ones you’ll be meeting now. They can be pretty bold,” he warned her again, determined to protect his baby sister.


“So can I,” she said confidently.


“Well, just remember, if you get pregnant, I’ll kill you . . . and you would break our parents’ hearts.”


“I’m not going to do anything like that,” she said, shocked that he’d even suggested it. “I came here to work, not to find a man, or go to bars and get drunk.” She knew that some of the girls in her dormitory flirted with every soldier they saw. It wasn’t her style. “Maybe I should have joined the army, or the RAF like you and Willie. I thought about it. Maybe I will, eventually.”


“You’re doing enough as it is,” he said, with a warm expression. “People say good things about the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, and a lot of it’s not about nursing. It’s heavy work. Just don’t get kicked out,” he teased her again, “by mouthing off to a teacher or your superiors or something. I know what you can be like!”


“Just mind your back and make sure you get the Germans before they get you,” she warned him. They hugged each other, and he left her outside her dormitory. He had to be at his base by midnight, and he had a ride back.


She was pleased to have seen him. She missed her brothers, and her parents, but she was happy to be in London, being trained to be useful. She couldn’t wait to start work. She had almost completed her training, and was proud to be part of the war effort, although she wondered if she should be doing more. Both of her brothers were part of the Advanced Air Striking Force of the RAF, and would be flying bombing missions over Germany. Reconnaissance missions had started as soon as war was declared, and Alex’s lorry or ambulance driving seemed meager to her in comparison to her brothers’ more dramatic contributions. But at least she wasn’t sitting at home in Hampshire, she told herself.


She and Geoff had talked at dinner that night about going home for Christmas. All three of them had gotten leave to do so, and Geoff had said it might be the last chance they’d have. They were excited about it, and other men in Geoff’s Bomber Command were going home too. Their superiors were being lenient with them for this first Christmas of the war. It was something to look forward to. There had been no major action, or very little, in the war so far. It was mostly preparations and plans, and getting ready for what was to come. Canadians, Australians, and Americans had come to volunteer too. There were even two Canadians and an Australian woman in Alex’s group. Alex liked getting to know them. They all seemed much freer and more independent than the English girls Alex knew, and she admired them.


*


When Alex, Willie, and Geoff got back to Hampshire in time for Christmas, it looked no different than it had in other years. The countryside was as peaceful. The only change was that with blackout regulations, windows were covered so one couldn’t see the Christmas tree lights shining brightly from the homes, or shop windows in the towns. And there was anti-blast tape on store windows in Lyndhurst, their favorite market town. Petrol rationing had been introduced, so people weren’t traveling long distances to visit their families. But food was plentiful and Christmas celebrations were the same as before. Restaurants and hotels were full. People were in a festive mood despite the war.


Hundreds of thousands of children had been sent from London to homes in the country, and the government discouraged sending them back to London for the holidays, and urged the host families to keep them in the country, as many might not want to leave their parents in London again if they went home. Their parents were told not to visit them, for the same reason. And since railway travel was to be kept to a minimum, the children who had been sent away had to adjust to their first Christmas without their parents. Victoria and her helpers were determined to make it a happy time for them.


The Wickhams were making a big effort to entertain the children and have Christmas be special. Victoria and the girls who helped care for them had knitted and bought gifts for all of them. Victoria had stayed up late every night herself sewing a teddy bear for each child. Alex joined her when she got home, helping her finish the final ones by tying bright red ribbons around their necks. Victoria had knitted a sweater for each child. She and almost every woman in the country were knitting constantly, and following the various government schemes about how to save money on clothes. Restraint was being encouraged but not enforced.


The Wickhams had two dinners on Christmas Eve. First, an early one for the children, where they received their gifts, and squealed with delight over the teddy bears. Miraculously, all the sweaters fit, the navy blue ones for the boys, and the red ones for the girls, and there were sweets for each of them from the shop in Lyndhurst. Later that night, the family had their traditional Christmas meal in the dining room. They dressed formally in black tie and evening gowns, as they always did. They exchanged gifts that had been thoughtfully picked out. Victoria had knitted a pink angora sweater for Alex and also gave her a pair of pale blue sapphire earrings, the same color as her eyes. They exchanged their gifts at midnight after dinner. Alex had bought her mother one of the stylish new large handbags in London. It would be practical for carrying ration books and even her knitting. They were becoming very popular in London, one of the first noticeable fashion changes of the war.


On Christmas morning, Alex shocked her family with another, when she appeared for Christmas lunch wearing trousers, which were also the latest rage in London. Her brothers looked horrified, and her parents startled.


“What are those?” William asked with obvious disapproval when she walked into the drawing room before lunch. She’d been riding her horse that morning, and barely had time to change. “Is that part of your uniform?”


“No, it’s not,” she said staunchly. “Don’t be so old-fashioned. Everyone is wearing them.”


“Should I have worn a dress?” he asked.


“Only if you want to. Trousers are comfortable and practical. Gabrielle Chanel has been wearing them in Paris for several years. They’re very fashionable. Besides, you wear them, why shouldn’t I?”


“Can you imagine Mama wearing trousers?” he said as though their mother weren’t in the room. Their father smiled.


“I hope not. Your mother looks lovely dressed as she is.” He glanced warmly at his wife. “If Alex wants to try out a new fashion, she might as well do it here. She’s not hurting anyone,” their father said generously, and William was upset, as Geoff laughed.


“Good one, Alex. Willie needs a little shaking up,” Geoff commented. Her hairdo was new, too. She was wearing her long blond hair in a bun, instead of the braid she’d worn since her childhood. There was a neat roll in the front, and she had on bright red lipstick, which was new too. After three months in London, she appeared more grown up and sophisticated, and even more beautiful.


“That’s why women have uniforms,” Willie persisted, “so they don’t show up in ridiculous outfits like that. Trousers are for men, dresses and skirts for women. Alex seems to have gotten confused.” William was stiff and disapproving. He was far more conservative than his younger brother.


“Don’t be such a stuffed shirt,” Geoff scolded him, and eventually William relaxed and they enjoyed the meal of pheasant and goose. In the civilized atmosphere of their dining room, with the family portraits gazing down at them, it was difficult to believe there was a war on. The only visible difference at their table was that all of the young men who worked for them had enlisted in the armed forces, and the maids were serving, which would have been considered improper before the war. It was a necessity now. All of the women were doing volunteer work in the neighboring towns, or had joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the Women’s Voluntary Services, or the Observer Corps. Everyone was involved in some way in the war effort but, on a peaceful day like Christmas, nothing showed, except the blackout shades and fabric on the windows. The tree was brightly lit in the drawing room during the day, and the children had been brought in to admire it the day before. They were in awe of how tall it was, and how lavishly decorated with all the beautiful ornaments the family had used for years, with the antique angel at the top.


After lunch, the family took a walk together, and avoided talking about the war. Nothing new and dramatic had occurred since September except that the first German aircraft, a Heinkel He III bomber, had been shot down over Britain at the end of October. Winston Churchill had been consistently outspoken about what was to come.


But the Wickhams talked about local news as they walked the grounds of their estate. The boys bantered easily as they went ahead, and Alex joined them after staying with her parents at their pace for a while. Victoria was enjoying having children with them in Hampshire, although she admitted it was a lot of work to have so many young children to be responsible for. So far, they had given her no trouble and weren’t as homesick as they had been in the beginning.


“What are you two talking about?” Alex asked Willie and Geoff as she caught up with them, still wearing the trousers that had outraged her oldest brother.


“Fast planes and loose women,” Geoff quipped with a grin at his sister.


“Should I leave you to it?” she asked him.


“Not at all. Are you behaving yourself in London?”


“Of course,” she said, remembering Geoff’s advice. And in fact she was. She was busy with her volunteer work and the assignments they gave her, mostly driving so far. She was responsible, reliable, and a good driver. She’d been driving in Hampshire for years, after one of the stable hands taught her when she was seventeen. “Are you behaving yourselves?” she asked her brothers. William nodded, while Geoff hesitated.


“I’m not going to tell my baby sister about my love life,” he said, laughing, and both his siblings rolled their eyes.


“Don’t brag,” Alex said, and that time William chuckled.


“His fantasy life, more likely. What woman would put up with him?”


“Scores of them,” Geoff said confidently, and then chased them around the same trees they had played near as children. There was something so peaceful and restorative about being at their home in Hampshire. They all loved it. Alex thought it too dull when she lived there, but now that she was in London, coming home seemed like a gift, as it did to all of them.


Their parents watched them chasing one another like children and they smiled. It was a familiar scene, and Edward put an arm around his wife. For an instant, it panicked her, watching them, hoping they would all be safe, and Edward could sense his wife’s thoughts. “They’ll be fine,” he whispered to her, and she nodded, with tears in her eyes. Her fears stuck in her throat like a fist. She hoped he was right.


They walked back to the house when it started to get dark, and then went to visit the children, who had had a good day, playing with the girls who took care of them. One of the teachers had spent the day with them too, since her own sons hadn’t come home from their faraway bases for Christmas. The children from London were a blessing for them all.


*


William was the first to leave, three days after Christmas. He had to get back to his base. He wasn’t allowed to tell them why. Geoff left the morning of New Year’s Eve. He had plans in London that night, and was taking an early train. After thanking his parents and kissing his sister, he promised to take her to dinner again in London soon.


Alex left on New Year’s Day. Her leave ended that night. Her mother held her close for a moment, and then looked in her daughter’s eyes.


“Be careful, Mr. Churchill says things will get rough soon.” Victoria believed him.


“I’m fine, Mama. They trained us for everything, and there are bomb shelters everywhere now, with wardens to get everyone underground as soon as the air raid sirens sound.” Victoria nodded, with tears in her eyes. It had been a precious Christmas for all of them, and she prayed it wouldn’t be their last. In peaceful Hampshire, it was hard to believe there was a war on, and she couldn’t bear the thought that her children would be in danger and she could lose one of them.


Alex hugged her again, and then waved, as one of their old farmers drove her to the station. Her parents stood outside her childhood home waving at her, as the children from London came rushing out and stood around them, and Alex saw her mother stroking a little boy’s hair with the gentleness that Alex loved about her. She knew the image would stay with her forever, wherever she went. Once the house was out of sight, she was excited about going back to London, where everything was happening. She could hardly wait. She waved to their old farmer once she boarded the train, and a few minutes later, it rolled slowly forward and Lyndhurst station disappeared from view.









Chapter Two


The war began to gain momentum in the early days of 1940, like a slowly growing dragon, flashing its tail in warning. Missions were flown, planes were shot down on both sides, but no major battles were fought. Thousands of men were drafted into the army after the early volunteers of the months before. Alex was surprised when she was brought in by her superiors and questioned about her language skills. It had become apparent that she was completely at ease in French and German, and fluent to a considerable degree in Italian. She was asked if her parents were either German or French, and she said they weren’t. When interrogated further, she explained that she had been taught all three languages by her governesses, growing up. Nothing further came of it, and she forgot about the interview. She assumed they just wanted to confirm her allegiance to Britain, and once they knew her parents were English, they felt no concern.


She had dinner with Geoff several times, and William once. She got home to Hampshire in April for a long weekend, but her brothers hadn’t been back since Christmas. Her father particularly missed William’s help running the estate. He had an older man to assist him, but Edward was essentially running it all alone now that William was in the war.


The children from London were thriving under her mother’s watchful eye. Victoria knitted constantly the whole time Alex was there, making sweaters for them, for people at the hospital where she volunteered, and another sweater for Alex. It seemed to be a national pastime. Even in London, Alex saw women knitting everywhere.


Winston Churchill became prime minister, and told the country to be braced for attack. His warnings became all too real when the Battle of Britain began on July 10, and Hitler unleashed the demons of war on them with full force. The country held up staunchly and was well prepared. The bombing of London and other cities was constant, and Alex managed to call her parents to tell them that she was all right. She heard from both her brothers in the ensuing days. A month later, the Luftwaffe attempted to gain air superiority over Britain, with heavy losses on both sides, but more among the Germans, who failed in their mission. It had been a hellish few weeks since the Battle of Britain began. Churchill addressed the nation on the radio. Alex spent every night in the air raid shelter with screaming babies, sweating men, and crying women, but there was a kind of solidarity between the people of London that she had never known before.


By day, she drove over rocks and rubble in the lorries and ambulances she was assigned, sometimes carrying the wounded to hospitals, at other times loads of bodies to where they would be identified and claimed. Buildings crumbled around her, and the sight of the dead and injured became familiar, along with the stench of death and the plaster dust that choked her as she drove.


In August, two days after the Luftwaffe’s fiercest attack when they failed to dominate the British in the air, the matron of her dormitory came to get her as she dressed for work. She asked Alex to come downstairs. When she followed her, she saw one of the leaders of William’s fighter squadron waiting for her with a somber face. She knew the moment she caught sight of him, and fought not to show how violently she was shaking, trying not to faint. His words were quick: William had been shot down during the battle with the Luftwaffe on August 13. It had been declared a British victory. He had died a hero’s death, at twenty-eight. She nodded and thanked the squadron leader, and went back upstairs to sit on her bed, feeling dazed. All she could think of were her parents, and how they would take the news. Their oldest son was dead. She wanted to talk to Geoff, but knew she couldn’t reach him. He was flying missions every day, like William.


The matron gave her half an hour alone, and then came upstairs and told her that she had five days’ leave, if she wanted it, to go home to see her parents, if she was able to get there. Alex nodded, with tears streaming down her cheeks, thanked her, and then packed a small bag and left a few minutes later.


She was able to get a slow train and arrived at Lyndhurst at dusk. She found a man with a car at the station, who was willing to drive her home for a small fee. It was dark when she got there and she knew her parents would know by then. The house seemed empty when she arrived. She walked into the library, and found her parents sitting like statues – too shocked to move, too broken-hearted to speak – until they saw her, and then all three of them sobbed in each other’s arms. They had all known that people die in wartime, and William was a fighter pilot, but somehow they had been so confident in his abilities – he was so young and strong and sure of everything – that none of them had thought he would die. They sat together until midnight, and then went to the kitchen. Alex made them something to eat, but they weren’t hungry. The vicar of the local church had come to see them earlier that night, but Alex couldn’t remember a word he had said. William was gone, in a stupid war that never should have started, caused by a lunatic in Germany. It made her realize now how many young men could die, and she still had one brother flying. Suddenly everything about the war seemed so wrong, no matter how brave they all were.


Alex put their untouched food in the icebox, and stayed with her parents until they went to bed. It was her mission to take care of them now. They were the children and she the parent. Word had spread of William’s death, and people in the area had brought food. The children they were housing had left little bunches of flowers on the front steps, not knowing what else to do. Some of them had already lost their parents in the bombing raids on London. Alex understood it all better now, the senselessness of war, and the losses they would sustain before it was over. It was all too real.


She laid down on her own bed after her parents retired for the night. She hoped they would sleep, but doubted that they would. She lay there wide awake all night, thinking of William – how serious he had been, even as a young boy, the role of eldest son, which he took so much to heart, and the land and home and responsibilities he would inherit. Now Geoff, ever the clown and family jester, would have to step into his shoes, and take over from their father one day. Geoff had never prepared for it, since William was the heir. Everything raced through her mind. She saw the sun come up, and heard the front door open and close. She tiptoed to the stairs, and looked down to see her brother standing there, thunderstruck, exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes as he looked up at her. They had given Geoff leave too. She raced down the stairs and flew into his arms, and clung to him as they both burst into tears.


She followed him into the kitchen, and made him something to eat. Rationing had finally begun to bite, and she served up the eggs they still got from the farms on their property, toast with a little bit of the foul-smelling margarine they had now instead of butter, and the jam her mother made, with a cup of weak tea. He ate it as they talked about William and what happened. It seemed strange now that there were only the two of them, and not three. Their family seemed suddenly unbalanced, like a chair without a leg.


By the time Geoff finished eating, their parents joined them, and they sat together in the kitchen for a long time. The vicar was coming back to see them, and they were going to plan a small funeral service to be held at the church the next day, before Geoff and Alex had to go back to London. He would have been buried in the family cemetery on their estate, but there was no body. So in time a headstone in his memory would bear his name, with no remains beneath it.


Alex took their mother upstairs to help her bathe and put on a plain black dress, while Geoff and their father went outside to get some air and go for a walk. Edward tried to tell Geoff some things about the estate, since he would inherit it now. That possibility had never occurred to either of them before. Geoff couldn’t bear listening to his father talk about it – it made William’s death much too real to both of them. Geoff was relieved when he stopped.


Time was moving at a snail’s pace, in slow motion. It all felt surreal. William was gone. Alex walked past his room on the way to her mother’s, and was grateful that the door was closed. She couldn’t have borne seeing all his familiar things just yet, not now.


When the vicar came, they arranged everything for the service. Victoria said what music they wanted. The vicar told her the choir would sing. Alex volunteered to arrange the flowers herself. After that, the rest of the day crawled by until it was evening again. Her father drank too much scotch before he retired for the night. Victoria went to bed as soon as the sun went down, and finally Geoff and Alex were left alone. He poured her a drink from what was left of the scotch, and one for himself.


“I hate this stuff,” she said, making a face as she sipped it.


“It’ll do you good.” He drank his neat and poured himself a second one. “I figured I’d be the one to die in this war. He was such a good pilot. I was sure he could outrun every German.”


“If you die, I’ll kill you,” Alex said grimly, taking another sip of the scotch, and he smiled at her.


“I’m not going to die, I’m just a gunner, dropping bombs out of a big bomber. There’s no fancy footwork. They said William died a hero. What difference does that make? Who goddamn cares if he died a hero? He’s gone. He took himself so seriously,” he smiled at the memory, “even as a boy. He was the oldest son to the core. I don’t even know how to run this place. He would have. He knew everything about it.”


“You’ll learn after the war,” Alex said firmly. “Papa will teach you.” He was eager to get started already now, with William barely gone.


“I don’t want to learn. I want Willie to come back,” he said and then started to sob. Alex put her arms around him, wondering if any of them would ever be the same.


They sat together until three in the morning, until Geoff was thoroughly drunk, and Alex was exhausted. Then she walked him upstairs, and put him to bed with his clothes on. She went to her own room, lay down for a minute on her bed and fell sound asleep until the sun streamed into her room the next morning. As soon as she was fully awake, she realized what the day was. They had William’s funeral to get through. Everything about the whole concept seemed so wrong. His funeral. Not his birthday, or something to celebrate. Her big brother Willie was dead. She’d always been so proud of him.


The family gathered in the front hall at ten o’clock that morning, her mother in another somber black dress, with red-rimmed eyes, clutching a handkerchief and wearing a hat Alex had never seen before. Alex was wearing an old black dress, with black stockings. The day was unusually hot. Her father was wearing a dark blue suit, a white shirt, a black tie, and a homburg. Geoff looked severely hungover and was in his uniform. Alex drove them to the church, and when they got there they all stared for a minute. They hadn’t expected anyone to be there. Word had spread from one family to another, and all of their employees and tenant farmers were there, all the families they knew, the locals William had grown up with, those who weren’t in the army. And if they were away, their parents and sisters were there. There were easily three hundred people crowded into the tiny church and spilling out of it, and the Wickhams observed the silent crowd that stood there in respect for the family’s loss and heartbreak. At the sight of them, the Wickhams had tears pouring down their cheeks, as the crowd parted and they made their way to the front pew, and took their places. Alex was relieved there was no casket. It would have put her over the edge, and killed their mother. It was easier not having anything.


The service was simple and respectful. The choir sang in their pure voices. Vicar Peterson spoke of William as a boy and a young man, of his skill as a pilot, and how much he would be missed by everyone. He reminded the assembled company that William had given his life for king and country, and had been a hero to the end. He had no sweetheart that they were aware of when he died. Geoff knew he’d been seeing a girl in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, at the base, but he didn’t think it was serious. William hadn’t wanted to get deeply involved with anyone after the war started, unlike Geoff who wanted to go out with all the women he could lay his hands on.


The vicar handed Victoria a single white rose from the arrangements Alex had carefully made the night before, and the family walked out of the church into the bright sunlight. Months later, there would be a new headstone in their family cemetery on the estate, but for now there was no reason to go there. They stood looking lost outside the church, as people filed by to shake their hands or embrace them, and when it was over Alex drove them home. There were services like this one all over England, particularly since the Battle of Britain had begun a month before, and now they were one of the bereaved families who had lost their sons to this terrible war.


They got home at lunchtime, and the children had made a wreath of wildflowers and placed it on the door. Victoria smiled when she saw it. They went into the kitchen, and Geoff and Edward sat at the kitchen table while Alex and Victoria made a simple lunch, which they attempted to eat but could barely swallow.


Victoria went to take a nap after that, and Edward walked upstairs with her. Alex and Geoff took a walk all the way to the pond at the far end of the property, where they had played as children and chased the ducks and geese.


“Remember when the bastard pushed me into the pond on New Year’s Day when I was seven?” Geoff asked her and she nodded with a wintry smile.


“You cried all the way back to the house, and Papa shouted at him and said he could have drowned you. I was only five, but I still remember it perfectly.” They both smiled at the memory, although it had seemed traumatic when it happened.


“I can’t believe he’s never coming back,” Geoff said softly. “I keep expecting him to walk in and tell us it was all a mistake.” They both wished it had been, but it was beginning to sink in.


The four of them stayed close together that night and the next day. The day after that, Geoff had to leave and report back to the air base. He and Alex clung to each other when he left, and their mother sobbed openly, begging him to be careful. Alex spent another day with them after Geoff went back, and then she had to leave too. She sat on the train, staring at her feet and thinking about her brothers and her parents, when a man in uniform stepped into the first-class compartment and sat down. He was wearing the familiar RAF uniform she knew so well, and she avoided his eyes once she recognized it. She didn’t want to talk to a pilot, and have to explain about her brother. It was all too fresh to mention to a stranger, and he didn’t speak to her either. He just sat down and stared out the window. Eventually he took a book out of the bag he was carrying. She didn’t bother to look at what it was. But she noticed that he was tall, good looking, and had dark hair and warm brown eyes.


They’d been traveling for an hour when they stopped at a station. He glanced up from his book, saw the sign on the platform, and smiled at her. They were stopping at every station, which made the trip seem endless.


“It’s going to be a long journey at this rate,” he commented, “if you’re going back to London too.” She nodded, and he picked up the book again, and then closed it half an hour later. “Visiting friends or family in Hampshire?” She hadn’t seen him when they had boarded the train, but he had noticed her. It would have been hard not to. A pretty blonde with a good figure. She was wearing her hair in a knot again, with the neatly pinned roll in front, and the bright red lipstick she wore every day now. It was her look ever since she’d moved to London. She was wearing a simple black suit, black stockings, and high heels, and wasn’t in uniform, since wearing it off duty was optional because the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry was voluntary. She wore her uniform proudly at work but rarely off duty, except when she went out to eat right after work with some of the other women.


“My parents,” she answered his question. “I grew up in Hampshire,” she said quietly.


“I came to visit friends, but they had to go to a funeral while I was there.” As he said it, he noticed the black suit and black stockings, and wondered if that was why she had gone home, and if the funeral his friends had gone to was somehow connected to her. They lapsed back into silence as he glanced at her sympathetically, and then the train stopped at another station a short time later. “I’m sorry,” he said softly, remembering that the funeral had been for a young RAF pilot. “Your brother?” he asked, and she nodded as tears filled her eyes and she looked away. He could easily imagine that even his uniform was painful for her, and he wasn’t wrong. “I’m Richard Montgomery,” he introduced himself, and held out a hand. He didn’t want to intrude on her, nor be rude either.


“Alexandra Wickham,” she said politely as they shook hands, which jogged his memory again. The young pilot’s name had been Wickham.


“It’s an ugly war,” he said with a hard look in his eyes, and then he left her alone, and didn’t talk to her again. She fell asleep, and didn’t wake until they reached London. He helped her carry her bag onto the platform. “Will you be all right on your own?” He was worried about her, she looked so devastated. She nodded and then smiled at him.


“I’m fine. Thank you. Where are you stationed?” she asked, just to be polite, and when he said it, it was the same place Geoff was based.


“I have a brother there too, in Bomber Command. My brother who died was a fighter pilot.”


“I lead a fighter squadron.” She could see that he was older than her brothers, though only by a few years. He was thirty-two.


“I’m with the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry,” she said, and he nodded.


“You must work hard,” he said, walking her into the station. Then he handed her her bag. “Take good care of yourself, Miss Wickham,” he said kindly.


“You too.”


“Maybe we’ll run into each other again,” he said with a hopeful look, but they both knew it was unlikely. London was a big city, teeming with people in chaotic circumstances now. “What’s your brother’s name in Bomber Command, in case I run into him at the base?”


“Geoff Wickham.” He smiled at her again and they both walked away. He turned and waved at her, and then hurried for the exit, and she took a bus back to her dormitory. She was tired when she got there and signed in, and told the matron she would report for work the next day. The matron gave Alex a little pat on her shoulder, and she went to her room. All the other girls were asleep in their bunks and she was grateful she didn’t have to talk to anyone that night.


She reported for duty, in uniform, at six o’clock the next morning, for her assignment as an ambulance driver. It was an early shift. She finished work twelve hours later, too tired to think, which was a relief, and was surprised to find a note on the message board for her. It had a captain’s name and a phone number. She didn’t recognize the name, and wondered what it was about. It sounded official, but it was too late to call by then. She had a later shift the next day, so she tried the number the next morning before she left for work at eight A.M. She was back on ambulances again. The name on the message slip was Captain Bertram Potter. He answered the call on the first ring.


“Miss Wickham?” he asked, and she confirmed it. “Good of you to call me back. I’m calling from Special Operations Executive. We’ve been in existence for about a month, since we got Cabinet approval in July, and I’m sure you haven’t heard of us yet. I’d like to have a chat with you, if you have the time. One of your superiors at the Yeomanry recommended you. You have some language skills that might be helpful to us. Do you have time to stop around sometime today?” She had no idea what he wanted, or why anyone had recommended her, but he sounded pleasant.


“I’ll be working till about eight or nine tonight.”


“What time do you start tomorrow?” he asked her.


“Eight A.M. if I’m on ambulances, slightly later if I’m driving lorries.”


“Is a seven o’clock meeting too early for you?”


“No, it’s fine.” She sounded surprised that he was so eager to see her.


“Good. We’re on Baker Street.” He gave her the address and told her to come to the second floor, and ask for him. “I’ll have some strong coffee for you. Thank you for coming in at that hour. I like to get an early start.”


“Not at all.” After she hung up, she wondered if they wanted her to do translations for them, since he had mentioned her language skills. Other than that she knew nothing and had no idea what to expect. She asked the matron in her dormitory what the Special Operations Executive was, and she said she had no idea. There were so many special offices and volunteer bureaus being formed that she couldn’t keep up with them.


*


Alex got up at five-thirty the next morning in order to get to Baker Street on time, and she was there promptly at seven, in her uniform. She had to report at lorries at eight-thirty, but it gave her an hour with Captain Potter before she’d have to leave, which ought to be enough if he wanted to give her some translating to do later. She could do it at night in her dorm – in bed with a torch, if the lights were out.


She asked a woman in uniform at a desk for Captain Potter, and after she went to tell him Alex was there he came out and escorted her to a small barren office with no windows and nothing on the walls. He was austere-looking with thinning blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He looked to be about forty. He was wearing an old tweed jacket. She looked around and wondered what they did there. There was no clue in the decor.


“We just opened the office a month ago in July, as I told you on the phone. We’re not fully set up yet, but we are efficiently staffed. We’re a fairly large group of operatives, many of them women, who take on special assignments of a confidential nature. Some of it can be quite dangerous work, and some of it less so. It can be as simple as translations, and we understand that you are flawlessly fluent in French and German, which could be very useful to us. You might be asked to translate radio transmission codes and fill out documents, or you could be asked to do forgeries, work in code or invisible ink. If you’re willing, we may ask you to go behind enemy lines and bring back information, create reconnaissance maps, or get forms for us to fill out, to use as papers for our agents in the field.” Alex was watching him closely in fascination, trying to understand what he was saying and where this was leading.


“How would I get behind enemy lines?” she asked in nearly a whisper.


“In a variety of ways – by train, or we might parachute you in, in certain instances. Some assignments are more extreme than others. Sometimes sabotage could be involved. You would be trained of course in weaponry, self-defense, and how to defend yourself specifically behind enemy lines. Mostly you would be sent on reconnaissance missions to bring back information, and to aid Resistance groups in enemy areas and occupied zones.” France had fallen to the Germans two months earlier.


“Are we talking about espionage?” Alex asked with a look of amazement. He didn’t answer for a minute, and then he nodded.


“Yes, we are. You’re a perfect candidate for us because of your excellent French and German. Does any of this sound interesting or possible to you? You would have to be unfailingly discreet. No one can know that you’re working for us, or what you do. That could be awkward if you have a fiancé or a boyfriend, who would wonder where you disappear to periodically and question you. You would have to agree to keep your work for us a secret for twenty years, even from your family, or spouse, or children later on. We’re a top-secret commando unit, and officially we do not exist. You would have a high security clearance, particularly if you’d be willing to go behind enemy lines for us. And of course, you’d have a cyanide pill, if things go too wrong. But, with a good set of papers, and your German skills, you’re much less likely to run into trouble.” Alex sat and stared at him for a long time.


“You’re asking me to be a spy?” She didn’t know if she should be flattered or terrified, or both.


“An agent,” he corrected, “of the SOE. We have big plans for our branch, and a considerable number of operatives signed up already, recruited from other bureaus. We’re getting them from the military and some of the volunteer groups. You fit our profile quite perfectly,” he said coolly. “The beauty of what we’re doing is that we can do things military personnel cannot. We have more leeway.”


“My brother was just shot down and killed by the Germans,” she said grimly.


“I’m sorry to hear it, but in a way that’s immaterial in this job. We’re asking you to perform missions with precision and training, not emotion. Your reasons for joining us are your own, but at no time can you allow your personal feelings to interfere with an assignment. You need to be clear about that before you start. If you want to work with us, that is.”


“I’ve never thought of doing something like this. I volunteered with the Yeomanry because I wanted to help the war effort.”


“I’m sure you are helping, but someone else can drive an ambulance or a lorry. Not everyone is able to do what you can, with your fluent French and German. You’d be the perfect operative to send behind enemy lines, if you can keep a cool head. But you and we will both know more about that once we train you. And if you work for the SOE, you would be paid in cash, so there is no trace of it. It’s not an exorbitant amount, given the risks. We don’t want you suddenly having a large amount of money you can’t account for. It’s a reasonable sum. I assume you’re supported by your parents.” She nodded. Alex looked at her watch then and saw that it was almost time for her to leave for work, and she wasn’t sure if he wanted her to make a decision on the spot. He was asking for a big commitment in an obviously high risk operation. She would have liked to discuss it with someone, like her father or brother, but the captain had made it clear that she couldn’t. She would have to make her mind up on her own.


“You’re welcome to give it some thought, if you feel you need to do that.” He saw her hesitation. “There’s no question, these aren’t ordinary missions, and some of them can be dangerous. But they’re exciting and interesting too, and you’d be making a real difference to the war effort, bringing us vital information we need, and wreaking havoc on their side. That’s what we all want, and what we need to win the war.” As he said it, in spite of his earlier warning, she thought of William shot down by the Germans, and suddenly she wanted to take the job he was offering, not as revenge, but for justice. The Germans could not, should not, win the war. And if she could help her country win it, she wanted to do that. Hitler had to be stopped, before half the children in Europe were dead or orphans.


“I’ll do it,” she said in a single breath. “I want to. When do I start?” There was a fire in her eyes that he had hoped to see, and now it was there burning brightly. It was passion, love of country, and wanting to do more than drive a lorry over what remained of a building. They needed people just like her, who were willing to die for their country so others could be free. She looked like a brave girl to him. What he needed were agents with immense courage, determination, and a passion for freedom. After talking to her, something told him that Alexandra Wickham was just that kind of woman.


He stood up and shook hands with her then, more than pleased with their meeting. “Say nothing to anyone, Miss Wickham. If anyone asks, you can say I was looking for volunteer nurses’ aides. And after this, do not discuss anything you heard today. Your friends and family don’t need to know you’ve left the Yeomanry. If they discover it, you can say you’re working with the pumpers on the street, helping to put out fires, or with the air raid wardens, getting people into shelters. They can never know you work for us from now on for the next twenty years, even after the war ends. Can you live with that kind of secret?” She nodded affirmatively and looked as though she meant it. It was for a good cause, the best one of all: the survival and freedom of England.
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